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March 8, 2258
Epsilon Eridani
System
Corneria
  
Harrison-167 jumped over a low log, skimming the bottom of his right foot on the rain-slickened bark as he sailed over a bit too low, as usual, but it didn’t trip him up. He landed in the slightly blue-tinted forest soil, his foot sinking in a good inch as he ran on, adding his newest footprints to the path that he and the other 14 Archons assigned to Clan Saber’s little corner of the planet had been pounding out of the hills surrounding their colony, which was situated at the base of a deep ravine between two ridgelines that offered significant elevation challenges for the Archons’ exterior runs.
The reason for the extra difficulty, and the occasional boot-skimming, was that Corneria’s gravity was 108% that of Earth’s, making everything feel just a bit heavier, but not enough to cause any serious problems. Harrison had the bad habit of reverting back to his Earth-based movements from time to time, causing a bit of a neuromuscular hiccup despite the fact that he’d been on station for the past 5 years. He’d expected to have fully adjusted by now, but he guessed the occasional trips to orbit and normal gravity were enough to keep his body confused, hence the occasional coordination flap.
Turning right sharply around the trunk of a very thick tree, Harrison climbed up three strategically placed roots and around onto a switchback that sent him further up the ravine in the opposite direction as the path zigzagged up towards the peak, on top of which sat a tiny outpost with a timing pedestal. Given the ever changing weather conditions and, more often than not, rain-soaked landscape, the footing was never the same twice, meaning the course was outside the bounds of the reliability necessary for any challenges, but the Archons still liked racing to the top and comparing times on their auxiliary workouts.
The Clan Saber colony was small, but it did contain a full sanctum, meaning they had a proper track indoors for their normal running workouts. The trails were a bonus, as well as providing a more established route up to the top of the ravine than huffing it through the unpredictable rocky outcroppings that could stall one’s ascent and force you to backtrack if you didn’t keep an eye out for where you were going. Most of the rocky nubs had long since been covered over with soil, but enough remained poking out to be a problem if you were in a hurry…or trying to run downhill.
Harrison was running up and over into the next valley as an extra workout today, already having logged 15k indoors at 5:40 mile pace along with the rest of his core workouts in the morning. After lunch he’d focused on his skills work, mainly swimming today with a little target practice thrown in, then his workout quota was complete and he had the rest of the day off…as was usual. Garrison duty on Corneria was exceedingly dull, which also made it a great environment to train in. 
Sucking down a few ambrosia-laced cookies, Harrison had taken to the trails for the past 2 hours, reaching the farthest point on the out and back course they’d established over in the next valley. As was typical, he’d worn a backpack with a number of heavy supplies which he deposited at the terminus along with the others that had been accumulating there over past weeks. Each time one of them came out this far they brought more with them, and once the prerequisite number of materials had been reached they’d begin building another outpost by hand…then extend the trails on further out.
The easier way would have been to load up a Mantis and fly the supplies over, but they didn’t want to do it the easy way. Carrying it all out by trail felt better, as well as enhancing the difficulty of their runs, and allowed them a bit more personal exploration than they’d been used to back in the Solar System. Corneria was a world of pristine, untouched forests that circled the globe from pole to pole, ranging from snowy evergreens at the extremes to hot jungles along the equator. With no axial tilt to speak of and a 22-hour day, the climate remained relatively constant, though the local weather patterns were quite the opposite.
Precipitation was frequent in the area that Clan Saber had been allotted to colonize, yet there were no oceans on the planet, only a number of small lakes scattered across the surface. Whereas Earth was a water world, Corneria was all forest…but a rain-soaked forest at that. There were dry spells, but more often than not there was moisture in the air, which gave rise to the mass of bluish ground cover that sprouted up everywhere the trees blocked the intense sunlight, blanketing the forest floor underneath the canopy and giving the soil its trademark tint through decomposition.
Where the sunlight did break through were thin grasses, not unlike on Earth, but all the vegetation had a slightly alien theme to it, like someone had gone and tried to copy their homeworld but messed up little bits here and there. For example, the evergreen trees in the north were a dead ringer for pines…except that their needles were forked, growing in a V-shape rather than the single lines typical on Earth. 
Other similarities were abound, but the biggest difference was the lack of wildlife. To date they’d categorized exactly six species on the planet. Four were insects and the other two were types of ground burrowing grubs. There were no birds, no wildlife, no fish, no nothing on the entire planet…or at least as far as they had searched. It made the entire world feel empty and new to Harrison…quite the contrast to overpopulated Earth. 
When he finally reached the top of the ridge Harrison tagged the finish pedestal and stopped for a breather. His backpack now rolled up into a tiny pouch at the small of his back, the Archon stood on the concrete slab jutting out from the tiny building wedged in between the trees to his left as he looked out over the small clearing they’d created, giving him a good view of the valley below. Directly ahead of him was the path going on down, zigzagging to the right initially before being swallowed up by the forest again, but the main draw was the huge valley spreading out before him, at the bottom of which was the sparkling buildings of the colony as they reflected the sunlight back up into his eyes.
He squinted away the glare and sucked in a deep breath of the fresh air. The oxygen content was higher here, rising to over 40% in the deepest parts of the forest, but the carbon dioxide was also higher, running on average at 1.2% compared with the .03% on Earth. That seemed odd to Harrison at first, given that there was no indigenous animal population to produce the carbon dioxide. Given how rapidly the plant life on Earth sucked the stuff out of the air he’d expected there to be almost none at all on Corneria.
He was right, there shouldn’t have been any. Nor should the plant life have been able to survive without it, but what the planet did have instead was a number of geological hotspots spread around the planet spewing gasses into the atmosphere on a regular basis, including a large amount of carbon dioxide...more than the forests could soak up, meaning that the plant life here had it very, very good and grew to applicable size.
The trees around where Harrison now stood were smaller, due to being at the top of the ridge, but further down the slope they grew to insane size thanks to the abundance of the carbon dioxide, which in turn generated the high amounts of oxygen as the forests scrubbed the carbon atoms off the gas and used them to grow tall and thick. Along with the abundance of moisture Corneria was a plant haven, and certain tracks of the wilderness even made Endor’s trees look small in comparison.
Star Force had wisely chosen not to tackle colonizing those thicker sections right off and took to more of the shorter growths to start carving out a foothold in. Clan Saber was brought in 13 years after the initial colonization and given their choice of locations. Paul had chosen this valley as their starting point, which the planet’s Duke had quickly granted him.
That wasn’t surprising, since Paul’s Marquis had been chosen by Davis to oversee the Epsilon Eridani System, taking a similar roll to the Director’s in the Solar System. Clan Saber had been assigned another of Davis’s ‘to be groomed’ apprentices while Hightower got promoted up to Duke and now had his hands full with the much larger colonization effort. 
Paul and most of Clan Saber weren’t on Corneria, with Harrison being the highest ranking Archon assigned. He had recently achieved Adept level 78, which put him a good 22 levels ahead of the next highest ranking member of his garrison unit, giving him defacto command of the small colony wedged into the base of the ravine along with Baron McGuiness, who oversaw the Sabers’ economic activities within the system. 
Half visible from Harrison’s position and stretching off to the east was the Sabers’ ever-growing colony ‘building,’ in that it was all one continuous structure continually being added upon. Over time Paul had adopted a light blue as the Sabers’ primary color and the normal grays of Star Force design esthetic had been replaced with the faint blue, smooth exterior that clashed with the overbearing greens of the forest, but complimented the hue of the soil perfectly. 
The colony looked like an accumulation of blue marshmallows that had fallen down to the base of the ravine and smooshed together, in so much as they filled the center without reaching up to the ridgelines. At the base the building ended abruptly, allowing a small tunnel through which the ravine’s waterway flowed…too big to be a creek, yet too small to be a river during normal weather conditions but capable of significant rise during storms. The architecture had been built to accommodate such floods and was anchored into the ravine’s walls, allowing a small arch over the middle through which one of the Archons’ trails ran. 
The top of the ‘marshmallows’ was appropriately lumpy, with several base elements of spires beginning to be built upon while both ends of the colony continued to extend down through the ravine. Currently the colony’s population was a steady 22,000, mostly comprised of construction crews and other workers with very little in the way of a civilian population present. At the moment the Sabers needed to get a solid foothold on the planet before they started building habitats, meaning that they had to replicate all of their infrastructure from home inside this one colony, which was not an easy thing to do.
They needed to replicate it because the Clans’ standing rules of operation were still in effect in this star system. They could not trade with anyone other than the Clans, including the much larger Star Force colonies on the planet that Hightower was growing rapidly. There were four other Clans on planet, but none of them were in a much more stable position than the Sabers, with all of them working towards achieving self-sufficiency before pulling in mass colonists that they may or may not be able to support through supply shipments from the Solar System.
As it was, those occasional shipments were what was sustaining the Sabers through this startup phase, bringing in the machinery to build their own factories and mining sites…of which two were located within the colony building and burrowing their way down into the bedrock, while another three auxiliary mining sites were located within a 500 mile radius, reachable only by Mantis or dropship…which were supplying more and more raw materials to expand their colony. 
Specialty components still had to be shipped in, but as each year passed the Sabers’ onsite production list was increased in length, moving them in a predictable manner towards the minimum requirements needed for self-sufficiency, which had been well established during the foundation of other Star Force colonies over the past century. 
Harrison took a long moment at the ridgeline outpost, not out of fatigue, but because he liked the view looking down on the colony and the surrounding forest both in front of him and behind him in the adjacent ravine. He walked over to the door to the outpost and went inside, grabbing a drink of water from the fountain and checking his run statistics on the nearby display screen, noting how long it’d taken him to ascend this side and judging his pace as ‘adequate’ considering he hadn’t been in a hurry.
He went back outside and stretched a bit on the concrete platform, sitting down and twisting up in a variety of positions, feeling the warm, dull ache in his muscles that was one of the rewards of a good, long run. As he was doing so the view of the moon overhead came into his eye line. It was partially obscured by haze, but large enough that it was hard to miss. Nearly 3/4 the size of Corneria, the moon was almost categorized as a double planet. It too was habitable and covered in forests, but there the similarities ended. 
Dxun was aptly labeled after its Star Wars namesake. The moon had 62% gravity, a hot, humid, and oppressive climate generated from a globe-spanning ocean that had numerous, scar-like fingers crisscrossing the surface…and some of the fiercest wildlife Star Force had come across to date. They weren’t V’kit’no’sat, but they were large, savage, and mostly reptilian. Hightower had wisely decided that they leave the colonization of Dxun to the distant future, given that they had 3x the land area of Earth to work with on Corneria before they even had to think of putting down roots up there.
That said, Harrison and Paul had had a long discussion about the planetoid before he’d been sent out here and he knew their Clan leader wanted them to claim the wild moon at some point, knowing that doing so would be a challenge. There were far too few habitable planetoids in the galaxy to pass up, especially this close to Sol, and with Hightower not wanting to go anywhere near the moon it seemed fitting that its colonization should fall to the Clans.
That was all in the future though, Harrison knew, because they had to get their foothold established on Corneria first, then build up a significant industrial and economic base before they could start spawning other colonies within the system. That was going to take decades, but Harrison looked forward to the challenge. Corneria was a gem of a world, even more so than Earth, and both the Clans and Star Force planned to colonize every inch of Epsilon Eridani for what it was worth, given that it had 5 habitable planetoids. 
On paper, Corneria alone had the potential to hold a greater population that the entire Solar System combined, then add in the other habitable planets and nonhabitable ones, orbital tracks for stations, and the potential for the star system made it very viable that, given enough time, Epsilon Eridani would usurp the Solar System as Star Force’s primary home…though that, indeed, was thinking well into the distant future, for now Corneria was still a virgin forest and had a population of less than 5 million…while the Solar System supported over 20 billion inhabitants. 
Corneria was still frontier, and Harrison was enjoying the solitude. Archons had two modes…war and training. And given that Star Force hadn’t fought even a small war in decades, all he had known in recent years was the trials and his training. 
As he stood up from his last stretch and prepared to run down the ravine back to the colony he took one last look out over the far ridgeline, which was a bit lower than the one he stood on, at the horizon and the forested tracks beyond as the sun overhead began to start creeping towards the surface. There was something raw and powerful about the wilderness that made training here seem all the more fitting. The higher gravity was part of that, he knew, but if he had to choose between an urban setting or this, he’d choose this any day. 
Planning on spending a great many years of his life on the planet, Harrison tagged the timing pedestal and cautiously hit the descending trail in front of him, heading back down to one of the few bastions of civilization on Corneria, feeling like he had the best of both worlds and, perhaps, the best assignment of any Archon. As much as Earth was his homeworld, Corneria definitely felt like an upgrade, and at the moment Harrison was right where he wanted to be.
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July 2, 2258
Solar System
Earth
  
Jules Portman ascended the circular staircase into Davis’s office only to find an empty desk. He frowned, wondering where the Director was. It wasn’t like him to be late for any meeting, let alone one he had arranged.
“Ah, there you are,” Davis’s voice said from behind him.
Jules turned around and looked at the desolate side of the office behind the staircase to find his colleague standing next to that portion of the panoramic window that ran the entire circumference of the office. 
“Here I am,” Portman said, walking around the central staircase pit and over to his location.
“I have a proposition for you,” Davis said, turning his attention back to the window as Jules walked up and stood shoulder to shoulder next to him.
“I thought you might,” his friendly rival businessman said, glancing out over the cityscape. “Something wrong with your desk?”
Davis pointed out the window. “Over there…see that thin trail of smoke?”
Jules focused on his line of direction. “No.”
“It’s hard to see, in the nook of the taller tower where it connects to the adjacent building.”
“Barely,” he said, seeing a few whiffs rising up off the roof.
“A meteor hit there a few minutes ago, I think. Probably space junk. We’ve still got bits and pieces of trash floating around in orbit from years back.”
“Any damage?”
“I’ve got my people investigating. I doubt any critical systems were hit, but it’s possible someone was in that section when it fell.”
“I hope not,” Jules offered. “No armored rooftops? Bit uncharacteristic of Star Force.”
“Atlantis is old, built well before we established our standard construction protocols. That said, the construction is still rather sturdy. I’d estimate the object was at least a meter in diameter.”
“That large?”
“I’m being conservative. I saw it come down out of the corner of my eye and at first glance it appeared much larger than that, but there’s no way for me to be certain. And no, Atlantis isn’t capped with military grade armor.”
 Jules nodded, realizing this wasn’t the normal space junk that typically burned up in the atmosphere upon descent. “You said something about a proposition?”
“Yes I did,” Davis said, turning to face him but remaining by the wall-like window that extended from floor to ceiling. “How would you like some contract work?”
“Depends what it is,” Jules said, already interested.
“Vanguard for national colonization. I want a test facility built by non-Star Force personnel to liaise with Russia, Australia, and Brazil as they make plans to establish their own sites. I want to hire you to experiment and set some benchmarks for their use. I don’t want to have to hold their hands once they get there. They either can make a go of this or not, and those three are the only countries I think have a shot of pulling it off.”
“Where exactly are we talking about?”
“The test site I want you to colonize is a small island a few kilometers offshore in one of the lakes on Corneria.”
Jules eyes widened. “You want me to establish a colony for you?”
“If successful, the colony would remain in your possession. I want to see how someone else handles the challenges of limited resupply, and I want to take your example to instruct the others. The way Star Force colonizes isn’t applicable to anyone else, so I need a test balloon for the public sector.”
“Interesting,” Jules said, resisting the urge to agree without caveat. “Payment?”
“I’ll grant you 100 billion credits for the project. If you’re successful you can keep what you build. If my people have to bail you out, I salvage and recycle what’s left over.”
“Define successful.”
“You create and manage a viable colony. Other than the credits you get no help from Star Force, though our usual markets will be available to you as they would be to anyone else.”
“And you want me to coordinate with those three countries?”
“I want them to watch and learn. Any more than that is your call, but if you play your cards right you could end up with some lucrative contracts helping them establish their colonial footholds afterwards.”
“Why so generous?”
“Because it’s not as easy as it looks,” Davis admitted. “Jumpship traffic to and from the system is still light, and right now Star Force is the only one strong enough to build the ships, each of which costs us well more than 100 billion.”
“How much more?” Jules pressed out of curiosity. 
“Enough that we won’t be selling jumpships anytime soon.”
“You’re sitting at what now, six?”
“We have a few more than that,” Davis admitted. “Some we keep out of the public eye, but as far as the normal supply circuit is concerned we have eight in operation.”
“And the circuit goes through where, exactly?”
“Sol to Proxima, Proxima to Alpha Centauri, Alpha Centauri to Epsilon Eridani and back to here for route 1. Route 2 goes from Sol to Morpheus, Prancer, Rudolph, then back to Sol. Route 3 has yet to be established, but we do have out and back runs going to Barnard and Sirius.”
Jules was forced to smile, not so much for the expansive nature of Star Force’s interstellar transportation network, but for the names of the star systems. “Tell me, where exactly did those names come from? They’re not official, are they?”
“They’re official as far as Star Force is concerned,” Davis said, no longer finding any humor in the names the Archons had chosen for some of the systems that only had catalog numbers. Over the years he’d just come to accept them for what they were, not their namesakes.
“I guess that’s your prerogative,” Jules relented, “seeing as how you’re the only ones that have been there. How many jumpships are dedicated to route 1?”
“Three.”
“Time for a complete cycle?”
“Including layovers…14 weeks, though they’re not evenly spaced. All three are sequenced in 2 week intervals, leaving a 10 week gap in the rotation. Interstellar communication is by courier only, so all orders are placed through the first and second jumpships so that the second and third will be able to pick them up on the next pass…otherwise you have to wait until the first one comes around the circuit again. We keep our local markets stocked well, but certain items will be hard to get out in a timely manner.”
“I’m beginning to see the difficulties you spoke of. Self-sufficiency is a bit more than a novelty then?”
“It’s a necessity. Right now we have limited resources within each system, and if you’re expecting to get help within a few days time it’ll have to be local, which is why I haven’t opened up interstellar colonization yet. If someone screws up we might not be able to help them in time.”
“Quite a load on my shoulders then.”
“It is.”
Jules smiled. “You know I can’t refuse this one. The money and my corporation aside, I can’t pass up an opportunity to get the jump on everyone else.”
“I didn’t think you would. How soon can you be ready?”
Jules blew out an unceremonious breath as he thought. “Depends how much we can purchase on site. I’d loosely say 6 months, but I’ll have to get back to you on that once we crunch the numbers.”
“You do realize you’ll need to go in person?”
“With the communications lag being what it is? Yeah, I already figured that out. I won’t get any flack from my board, not with the financial gains this endeavor has the potential to generate. In fact, they’ll probably insist that I go anyway to make sure everything comes off without a hitch.”
“Welcome aboard,” Davis said, extending his hand.
Jules took it. “You always did want me to work for you.”
“I have a nose for talent.”
“Thank you for the opportunity,” he said, releasing the man’s firm grip. 
“I hope you’re up to it,” Davis cautioned. “You’re biting off more than you realize on this one.”
“Then you’d better get the info flowing my way so I can start to size it up.”
“Got a packet ready for you,” Davis said, pointing back towards his desk. 
“Do you have time to thumb through it?”
“For a project this important, yes, I can spare a few hours.”
“Good,” Jules said as they walked back across the office. “Getting the master’s take is always helpful.”
  
8 months later…
  
“How we look?” Jules asked his Corvati Captain as he watched their dropship snug up against the docking port of the Tardis, the Star Force jumpship that would be carrying it and six others out to the Epsilon Eridani system along with a slew of cargo buried somewhere inside the mammoth hold of the carrier ship. Of the three assigned to route 1, the Tardis was the only jumpship designed as a carrier, meaning it was able to transport not only cargo and passengers, but other ships as well.
A huge section of the jumpship design had been cut out along the midsection behind the armored nosecone where a portion of the cargo bays were located on the other jumpships. Inside this dead zone were docking clamps and umbilical attachments tethering the smaller ships to the larger one, much as had been done with inter-planetary carriers, only the size involved in this ship design was multiplied tenfold. 
Eight starships in total were berthed inside, none of which belonged to Corvati. Their dropships were wedged in between along with several other Star Force ones being shipped out simultaneously, gradually filling out their system fleets one shipment at a time while local shipyards helped where they could, but the amount of infrastructure in Sol vastly outnumbered that in other systems, meaning that most of the equipment, for the time being, was having to be shipped in rather than built on site.
Jules didn’t have any starships in this lot, nor was he going to. Other than his one designated colony site he didn’t have anywhere else to go. The dropships would allow him to connect to a Star Force starport in orbit around Corneria and give him access to the local market, but other than that his people were going to be holed up building infrastructure as fast as they could to the exclusion of all else.
In the jumpship’s cargo hold was a number of prefab shelters and a host of construction equipment that his dropships would ferry down to the surface, assisted by Star Force ships to get the unloading accomplished in the short time window the jumpship would be on station. That had cost him a hefty sum, but there was no other way around the problem. Six dropships simply couldn’t handle the unloading on their own, so when they arrived a fleet of more than thirty others would rise up from the planet’s colonies to assist. 
They’d dump everything in a clearing his first surface teams would be excavating, then he and the others would be left alone to do their thing more than a thousand miles away from the nearest colony. At that point his work would begin in earnest, but for right now getting everything buttoned up for transport was his primary concern.
“Right on the numbers,” the dropship Captain said, engaging the docking clamps that gripped the Herculium beams running around the airlock. With a loud groan the aerodynamically shaped dropship was snugged tight against the carrier’s frame and locked in place. “She’s not going anywhere.”
“Good,” Jules said, clapping the man on the back while he smooshed his way back through the cramped dropship to the airlock. His people had crammed crates of supplies in every room and corridor to maximize their cargo space, given that they were having to pay a hefty sum for it. As per the contract, Star Force would deliver the dropships he’d purchased free of charge, but the cargo space taken up inside the jumpship was another matter, and anything they couldn’t cram inside the dropships was costing them extra to transport.
That said, Jules had bought the minimum of supplies necessary for the startup operation. The big pieces he had to have, but the smaller stuff he could buy from the local Star Force market and avoid the exuberant shipping costs of sending them via jumpship. To date he was the only one to have paid them, but as Davis explained he was the trailblazer for those that would follow, and if they had to pay shipping costs to get here, then so would he.
That made sense, though it also underscored that Davis was serious about Corvati being on their own on this one. They might be doing contract work for Star Force, but that work was separate and apart, even if they were on the same planet. Jules had to make this work on his own, and Davis had chosen him as the man most likely to make it happen…meaning he had to come through. Failure was not an option.
That had made choosing items to ship out all the more harrowing. A great deal was going to be determined by his startup equipment, so he had spent an inordinate amount of time going through and tweaking the manifests, as well as getting redundant assurances from Star Force as to what products would be available from the local markets.
When Jules got to the docking port he jump/walked into the umbilical, feeling himself pass out of the range of the artificial gravity plates in the brand new dropship and float across until he reached the jumpship side and dropped back down a few inches into its artificial gravity. The Captain stayed behind to power down the ship and seal things up for the trip, then would join Jules in the jumpship’s passenger quarters.
Before that would happen Jules went around and checked on the other dropships, the cargo slabs in the main hold, and took a personal headcount of all his personnel to make sure they’d gotten onboard before he allowed himself to relax and retreat over to the mini-city’s entertainment zone where he found a smattering of Star Force crew walking the ‘streets’ of what would later become open to the public…but for now it was largely deserted, with most of the kiosks closed due to lack of customers.
One of the dining facilities was open, however, and Jules met up with several of his people there for a long meal, during which the jumpship broke Earth orbit to head out towards the jumpline to Proxima and the first leg of their journey. The following 9 weeks would be the worst for Jules, given that all he could do was sit and worry about how things might go wrong. Once they made planetfall his nerves would settle down as he was able to work the problems that arose, but until then he consigned himself to the downtime and as many games, movies, and dinners he could find on the jumpship to occupy his time with. 
The last thing he wanted to do was sit in his quarters and stew, and he knew the best way to pass time was to fill it with something that would keep his mind busy. 
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June 7, 2259
Epsilon Eridani System
Corneria
  
Jules came down on the third dropship load of supplies, after the first run had delivered the forest-clearing cutting devices and the second delivered the prefab structures to set up their improvised landing pad. He took up residence there, overseeing the grounding of his equipment and personnel as a regular stream of the winged dropships descended from orbit and landed on the scraped dirt clearing, floating down into place on anti-grav engines.
His seven dropships were the most recent Star Force models. 5 were Mark VII Sparrows, the smallest dropships they made, while the other 2 were Mark VII Eagles, the medium version. They made repeated trips up to the ship, but along with them came the Star Force-owned dropships to assist with the cargo transfer.
Or rather handle the cargo transfer. Duke Hightower hadn’t sent over any Sparrows or Eagles. Instead, he sent over the large Falcons and even two of the new Dragon-class dropships. The extra-heavy lifters had only been put into service once the advent of anti-grav tech had hit the market, for without it there was no way the giant boomerangs could ever have flown unassisted. 
With the larger model dropships unloading the bulk of the Corvati cargo in a relatively short time, Jules had to stay ahead of the surface unloading, as did the clearers who were having a hard time cutting down the thick trees and clearing away the underbrush before subsequent dropships would arrive. They had no other options for unloading other than what his crews cleared, given that the 247 square mile island had no natural clearings and only a thin beach around the perimeter. 
A huge pile of brush was mounded up just south of the command center as the cutters worked their way east and west with the dropships landing in a roundish clearing to the north and their cargo being transferred off ship and laid out in a grid along the center, spreading out as if it were chasing the cutters east and west. Those crates that could be stacked on top of each other were, to save space, making for several artificial mountains dotting the dirt-fresh clearing. 
Between running manifests and coordinating placements Jules would go topside on his command module to get his bearings, as well as watch the work being done in person. The upper balcony was still lower than the tree pile, but just taller than the highest crate stacks, having been constructed of several prefabricated segments that had been reattached to each other upon landing to create a four story tall building supported on thick legs that sank halfway down into what had just been the forest floor. 
Overhead another Falcon came down, momentarily blotting out the sun as the large-sized dropship hovered over the makeshift camp, waiting for another to leave the landing area so it could take its place. Two Falcons could sit side by side on the landing ‘pad’ and give the offloaders plenty of work room to spare, but when a Dragon came down it had to have the pad to itself. For the moment though, both of the behemoths were back in space, being loaded up again for the third time.
Jules knew the jumpship had other cargo to unload and a schedule to keep, so he didn’t begrudge the Star Force crews their breakneck pace as he fought to stay ahead of it. They had more than half of their cargo on the ground now, and for some reason it seemed much larger in volume on the ground versus being stashed inside hold of the Tardis. That…and he also had to allow access roads in between the stacks so they could sort out what they needed rather than just stack it in a big pile like they had on the jumpship.
“We’ve hit a snag,” Uriel said, walking up behind Jules on the upper platform. “The east clearing crew has come across a boulder they can’t move.”
Jules half turned to look at the woman as he kept his attention on the now landing Falcon. “Tell them to keep moving on. We’ll just have to work around it for now,” he said, looking to the east.
“Damn,” he whispered as she left to go below. Now that he knew what to look for he could see the top of the rock, which must have been bigger than a 2-story house. They’d either have to cut it apart later or build around it…something he didn’t want to do. It’d be a time killer either way.
He glanced back in the other direction, seeing the large cutting machines with their spinning blades hacking through the upper levels of the forest, then dipping down for another cut midway up, slicing the trees apart into segments rather than trying to topple the giants in one fell swoop, which would have been extra hazardous given their height and falling range. After reading through Star Force protocol, which he was obliged to follow now that he was doing contract work for them, he’d asked Davis’ for an allowance to use the massive cutters, which the Director had granted given that the planet had no wildlife. Otherwise, Jules would have had to have taken a much slower means of leveling the trees. 
He didn’t really care one way or another for Star Force’s respect for wildlife, he was just concerned about keeping his schedule, though he had to admit it didn’t seem to slow the mega corporation’s expansion enough to matter. They were the most prolific builders in Human history, and given that record he didn’t mind having to follow their protocols, for in them might be some unspoken wisdom that would aid his own construction efforts.
 By the time the last of the cargo shipments arrived it was nightfall, with the massive Star Force dropships landing in an impressive display of running lights. His own people had spread beacons out around the landing zone for visual reference, but he knew the navigational computers onboard the ships were sufficient to bring them down without the illuminated markers. Regardless, it helped to define a bit of order to the makeshift camp that remained even as the bigger dropships departed.
His own seven ships put down in the landing zone, parking close together to fit inside the perimeter as the rest of his people filed out, having waited on the jumpship until the very end. During the interim several more prefab modules had been assembled to the south of the command center, giving them their temporary quarters and workstations. Jules met up with them as they arrived and got them settled in, then caught a couple hours of sleep himself before getting back to work before the sun came up and a new 22 hour day began.
  
It took more than a month to get the camp organized and functional, with two mining sites, three factories, a foodstuff production facility, and a power generator constructed from the cargo crates they brought with them. Davis’s orders gave them permission to colonize the island but nothing beyond that, for the time being, but his choice of sites had been deliberate. Star Force had pulled an extensive survey of the island’s natural resources that told Jules that there were large deposits of valuable metals beneath the surface, along with a host of other compounds that would have been unusually rare back on Earth. He had to keep reminding himself that the rules here were different, and while all the convenient deposits on Earth had been exploited years ago Corneria was virgin, so access would and should be easier.
The two mining sites he established were several kilometers away from base camp and required housing facilities of their own connected via several recently carved out dirt roads that were currently in the process of being paved. One was focusing on a rich iron deposit while the other was digging out a vein of gold that Jules intended to sell on the Corneria market to supplement his funding. 
The factories were just barely operational and using the first shipments of iron to begin constructing various alloys of steel to start the construction of permanent facilities. Most of the resources needed for the construction material he had to buy from Star Force on site, but the iron at least he could produce himself and as his mining infrastructure gradually increased he hoped to be able to add more and more materials to his colony’s production list, not only for the sake of self-sufficiency, but because he was worried about having to burn too much of his 100 billion on subsequent purchases…hoping to be able to have Corvati pocket as much of that initial funding as possible when all things were said and done.
 The foodstuff production facilities were, by necessity, farther along than the rest of the infrastructure. The fresh water producers had gone online within the first few days, drawing directly from the lake, then later augmented to feed the facility. The first few crops had already been harvested and converted into stored components, then combined with supplies to create the foodstuffs on Star Force’s brochure. Most of those other components were currently coming from reserve stockpiles and would eventually be replaced by local production as the facilities expanded. 
Corn and sugar cane were the first two crops focused on, with enough now being grown to accommodate the work crew Jules had brought along with him in the months ahead, but it wasn’t nearly enough for the colonists that would be arriving in the future. While his colony was quickly working its way towards foodstuff self-sufficiency, it still had a long way to go in that department before they could begin pulling in more people from Earth.
The power generator was one of several they brought with them, but the only one with enough fuel to operate. It was the most basic, running off of hydrogen, which they had ample supply of thanks to the lake once the water was broken down into molecular hydrogen and oxygen. Basic solar, wind, and geothermal power stations had been constructed, with the current being generated used for instantaneous electrolysis on the lake water, creating the hydrogen reserves that could then be used by the generator whenever needed, combining with the oxygen already present in the atmosphere.
The more advanced metallic hydrogen reactor was one they couldn’t operate yet, short of buying the core material from Star Force for an exuberant price. Jules wasn’t going to even think of doing that until the colony had an adequate revenue supply, and in the mean time he was going rely on the more primitive generators while assembling the newer model into the power grid at the outset.
Two months into the setup everything was moving slowly, but smoothly for the Corvati operation, without so much as a single ship being see in all that time, underscoring how remote a local they’d been given to colonize and how much they were truly on their own in this endeavor. 
That changed one day when a pair of Star Force Skeet-class aircraft suddenly appeared over the colony and landed in the tiny city unannounced. Jules went out to the landing pad…now concrete rather than dirt…with a pair of security officers in tow. They’d had nothing at all to do since arrival, so he let them tag along unnecessary as they were.
“Hello there,” Jules greeted the two men climbing out of the small single-seat fighters.
“Hi,” Harrison replied, stretching his arms and back after having been confined to the motorcycle-like seat for several hours. “Didn’t figure you guys got many guests so we thought we’d officially welcome you to the planet now that it’s obvious that you’re going to be sticking around a while.” He walked up to Jules and offered him his hand. “Harrison-167.”
“Eric-489,” the other man said, doing likewise.
“Archons?” Jules asked, a bit surprised.
“From Clan Saber,” Harrison explained. “We’re you’re neighbors from the east…about 4000 klicks or so.”
“Puts a new definition to ‘neighbor,’” the Corvati CEO noted. “Jules Portman. I run this little shindig here. You really flew all this way in those?” he asked, pointing to the skeets.
“They’re faster than they look,” Eric attested.
“We were out on a training flight anyway, so we figured we might as well stop by,” Harrison said. “We had a few bets going on how long you’d last. Several people thought you’d have called for assistance by now.”
“We’re getting by,” Jules said with a hint of pride. “How’s your Clan making out?”
Harrison and Eric exchanged glances, surprised by the question. “We’re well established, with a controlled rate of growth.”
“Controlled?”
“Planning for the long term rather than building up a lot of cheap infrastructure,” Harrison explained, glancing at the security officers’ holstered weapons. “You guys having some trouble?”
Jules noticed his line of sight. “No, no…just procedure. You’re the first visitors we’ve had since our arrival. If you’d like we can go inside and I can give you a rundown on our operations…if for no other reason than to foster more informed betting in the future.”
Eric laughed, and Harrison was forced to break a smile. 
“Thank you, that would be most helpful,” he said, accepting the gesture with a hint of sarcasm. 
“Come with me,” Jules said, leading them back off the landing pad. “We may not be Star Force, but I think I can convince you with a short tour that Corvati is at least competent.”
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August 30, 2260
Epsilon Eridani System
Corneria
  
The first year of the Corvati colony, labeled ‘Outlook,’ was moderately successful and uneventful…yet surprisingly frustrating. No major hiccups had occurred, but the sheer number of replacement part orders Jules had been forced to put in worried him. He knew that wear and tear was normal and had brought a surplus of replacement parts with him in the initial transfer, but things were breaking that he’d never have guessed would break…a door handle here, the tread on a chair leg there. Such things weren’t critical, but they left a bad taste in his mouth as the colony got a worn down feel to it that was just the opposite of the image he wanted to create.
The broken items were fixed, of course, but most was patchwork and not what Jules felt was up to Star Force standards of craftsmanship, which he hoped to replicate out of a measure of pride. He’d learned quickly enough that it wasn’t the predictable problems that were the problem out on the frontier, but rather the unpredictable ones that you couldn’t plan ahead for. 
Fortunately he still had the lifeline of the Star Force markets to work with, expensive as they were. The time delay, though, was annoying. Some material they kept on planet and could be requisitioned and purchases within a few days, the rest had to come from Sol and would take nearly 3 months to arrive. And usually something would break right after the last jumpship would come through, meaning that the 3 month resupply window would nearly double for the circuit of ships to make their way around to place the order, then transit again to fulfill it.
As soon as Jules got one batch of problems fixed another would pop up, leaving his colony functional but haggard. His people were doing good work, and over the first year they’d gotten the first permanent structure built…a residential complex that they were all now living out of. Most of the materials for it they had brought with them or purchased locally, but a bit of their mining spoils were included in the fabrication, making it feel like Corvati had a small claim to the colony rather than just being a Star Force transplant.
The dirt roads had all been paved and small sections of the growing city had some landscaping put in around the residential complex, transplanted by seeds and seedlings from Earth. That one pinprick of civilization gave Jules hope, but as for the rest of the colony it still had a very rough feel to it and seemed to be decades away from accepting any type of civilian influx that was one of Corvati’s and Davis’s standing goals for the colony.
Jules had wondered why the Archons would have been placing bets on how long they’d last, but after more than a year on the planet he thought he was finally beginning to understand. Building here wasn’t difficult in any normal fashion. The climate was agreeable and the terrain chosen was relatively flat. There was no wildlife to worry about, nor any close neighbors to pose security concerns. It was as peaceful a place as Jules had ever lived…but in that lay the problem. It was peaceful because there was nothing here.
They were on their own, and without his careful foreplanning the colony would most likely have collapsed by now. This definitely wasn’t an ‘on the job’ training experience because there was no safety net. Yes, Star Force was on planet to pull them out of the fire if they needed evacuation, but as far as the colony surviving and prospering it was all on them. There were no backups, no contingencies. It was sink or swim…and if you sank you were going home in shame.
Fortunately Outlook was swimming, even if it was just the dogpaddle. 
A month ago Jules had passed the halfway mark in his 100 billion credit allotment, a bad sign considering he’d hoped to at least be partially self-sufficient by this point. Outlook did have a tiny amount of exports running, in the form of a trickle of precious metals being mined and sold on the Star Force market, but those credits coming in didn’t compare with those still flowing out. It would take him a long time to burn through the second half of that 100 billion, but the clock was ticking down regardless and Jules wanted to stop its progress sooner rather than later.
Still working out of the mobile command center, Jules watched as a new transport came down from the jumpship that had just arrived in orbit carrying his most recent purchase along with his first supplement of workers that would increase his meager population by 15%. His mining operations had expanded enough to require the industrial reinforcements, which the Corvati board had been pleased to supply. He’d just read their return message, transmitted down to the colony from the jumpship as soon as it made orbit.
Their tone, disguised as it may have been, was optimistic and praiseworthy. They congratulated Jules on how much he’d accomplished in such little time…yet to him it seemed like an eternity since they’d first arrived. In retrospect that was probably due to the long work hours and shorter days, which seemed to make time blur together in one long, unending train, but at least his efforts had been fruitful enough in their eyes to avoid any bureaucratic recriminations. 
Then again, being so far away probably helped in that department. 
Regardless as to Corvati’s true feelings, his additional workers were arriving and the mining apparatus coming down with them would double Outlook’s current capabilities…as well as replace a few broken pieces of machinery that hadn’t been properly calibrated to the idiosyncrasies of the Cornerian bedrock. That was one of the first little hiccups that’d occurred, and something they’d quickly learned from and added to the Corvati corporate planetary log, which would be used as a guidebook for all future operations on the planet, assuming this colony was a success and they were permitted future expansions.
“Jules, the dropship Captain wants to have a word with you,” Uriel said, walking up behind him and handing over a small earpiece transmitter, which he accepted and slid into place underneath his moderately long hair.
“Portman here.”
“This is Captain Dryson. I was wondering where exactly you’d like your boat deposited. We can offload it here, but if you like we can also put it down directly into the lake.”
“You can?” Jules asked, surprised. 
“Takes a good pilot, but fortunately I’ve got one. I just need to know where you want it and have one of your people onboard when we set her down so she doesn’t go adrift.”
“Wonderful,” Jules said, getting anxious. “I’ll be right over and show you the coordinates myself.”
“Good,” Dryson said curtly. “See you in a bit.”
Jules smiled and headed out of the control center, turning to Uriel as he passed her by. “Get the dock crew on station.”
  
In the belly of the Dragon-class dropship remained the final piece of the Corvati shipment, now that all the other equipment and machinery had been offloaded…a double-hulled watercraft that would serve as a mobile command center on the lake. Jules stood on the bridge, a small circular room atop the building-sized boat with an array of windows allowing him to look out in any direction. Beside him stood one of the dropship’s crewers, feeding instructions directly to the pilot up on the bridge as the dropship skimmed over the lake to the point where Portman had instructed them to go.
Held in place by an inertial dampening field and gravity plates, the outer cargo door remained wide open, giving Jules a flying view of the trip out and over the forest to the edge of the lake, then down along the surface of the gentle waves that they were now passing over. Before long a small building with a dock poked its way onto the horizon of the shoreline and the crewer gave the pilot additional instructions over the comm. 
The dropship slowed its flight and approached slowly, stopping a few hundred meters shy of the pier. Then to Jules surprise it began to drop down…with the lake water gushing up over the edge of the doorway and flooding into the bay!
“Relax,” the crewer told Jules, placing a firm hand on his shoulder, “we know what we’re doing.”
Jules didn’t offer any complaint, but had the unnerving feeling that the dropship was going to sink and pull his boat down with it, but the descent was smooth and bottomed out after the boat became buoyant and the crewer relayed that information up to the pilot while heading out the rear hatch and topside on Jules’ boat to disengage the mooring lines. He came back inside a few minutes later and powered up the engines, then very slowly maneuvered the boat across the now flooded bay towards the opening to the lake.
It wasn’t as tight a squeeze as Jules had thought, but the crewer didn’t take any chances and kept the edges of the boat away from any hazards, hitting the opening perfectly and trolling the boat out into the lake. Once clear, the Dragon slowly rose up with a waterfall spilling back out that Jules and the crewer watched from the boat as it lazily drifted on the sparkling clear lake.
“I believe that fulfills your order?” the crewer asked.
“I believe it does,” Jules echoed, shaking the man’s hand. “That’s one impressive delivery.”
“We aim to please,” he said as the Dragon finished emptying out and the crewer had another brief conversation with the pilot, prompting the dropship to start drifting their way overhead.
“Nice place you’ve got here. Perfect for some skiing,” he said as the dropship eclipsed the sun and a ladder extended down from above. “Wish I could stick around a while and help you break her in.”
“All work and no play, huh?” Jules joked as the man grabbed hold of the bottom rung as it drifted over the top deck.
“We’re professionals, so we don’t mind too much,” he said, stepping up, “but we also hate to pass up a good thing.”
“I understand. Consider yourself with a permanent invitation for the future, but you’ll have to bring your own ski gear, because we don’t have any.”
“I may take you up on that,” he said, throwing a quick salute before climbing up the ladder. A hand reached out at the top and helped him inside, then the ladder retracted and the massive doors began to slide shut as the dropship gained altitude and headed off across the lake away from shore and up into the sky.
“I really want one of those,” Jules said aloud, marveling at the dropship’s sheer size and design. Shaking his head in awe he turned around and stepped over into the bridge hub again, taking the helm and trolling the boat over to the pier where his people were waiting. With some help they got the boat moored and Jules lowered the cargo boarding ramp from the aft section that served as a landing pad/cargo platform as he traded places with the woman that would be serving as the boat’s pilot on a regular basis.
“Sweet ride, Cap,” she said as Jules handed over possession of the helm and bridge.
“That it is,” he said, going topside again and peering down over the observation platform’s aft rail as the first of several large buoys were being loaded onboard via forklifts driving out onto the pier and up the ramp onto the boat without too much visible give from the weight redistribution. The buoys had arrived in the dropship as well, and had been transported over land to the dock during the offloading. 
Each was a miniature hydrogen producing station, equipped with wind, solar, and wave energy collection equipment that would produce electric current instantaneously to power the electrolysis of the lake water. The buoys would then collect the resulting hydrogen into tanks that the boat and crew would periodically collect. Their hydrogen production on land had been inadequate so far, so Jules had decided to make the addition of lake buoys after getting approval from Duke Hightower since their boundaries had technically only extended to the edge of the water.
Several more boat crew came aboard after finishing the first load of four buoys, leaving the remaining 36 for subsequent trips out onto the lake.
“Staying or going?” 
Jules turned around, having been lost in thought for a moment. “Ah, I’m riding along on the first trip. Wouldn’t do to get a new toy without enjoying it for a while.”
“You want to drive?”
“No, no…I’m strictly a passenger on this cruise,” he said, smiling as he felt the gentle, cool breeze coming off the lake competing with the heat of the sun on his skin for dominance. He sucked in a deep breath, already feeling good about having made this purchase. It had seemed a bit over the top just to run out to the buoys and back, which smaller craft could have accomplished, but he’d wanted one large, more or less unbreakable piece in his supply chain that he wouldn’t have to worry about…the large party deck on top had just been an unexpected bonus.
“Sunscreen then?” she joked.
“I’ll manage, thanks,” he said, smile intact, as he turned his full attention back to the lake as the pilot retreated into the bridge and worked with the pier crew to get them underway. 
As the boat started to move and the breeze increased Jules got the sense that Davis had been right about this being an ideal spot for a resort. He’d been so busy that he hadn’t had the time to really soak up the scenery, but then again he hadn’t been out on the water before either. Yes, this was going to be an ideal location if and when he could push his infrastructure to the point where he could establish a proper resort and begin accepting tourist traffic. That day was long in the future, but it comforted him to know that the location he’d been given had the potential to be very profitable if he could get this colony firmly established.
And that fact made all the annoyances he’d had to face over the past year more than worth the trouble.
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July 9, 2261
Epsilon Eridani System
Corneria
  
Manfred Ilsa rode the freight elevator up to the nighttime surface, cursing his blasted memory every meter of the ascent. He’d forgotten his emergency locator again, and the mining foreman had sent him back up to get it out of his locker before he’d let him get to work in the subterranean tunnels, docking his pay for the number of minutes he wasted going back up to get the safety device. In case of cave-in or other emergencies the locator could be activated as a powerful beacon or short range comm device, making it an essential piece of their daily work garb.
Manfred hadn’t meant to leave it behind, knowing it was just hanging on the hook in his locker underneath an extra shirt where he couldn’t see it to remind him to put it on. He was as angry at himself as the foreman, because the only reason he’d come out here from Earth was for the pay. Five or six years of work would set him up with a tidy little retirement back home and the sooner he got to his requisite amount the better, and little deductions like he was incurring now were putting his departure date further and further back.
It was his own fault, he knew, but he needed to vent on something or someone, so everything that passed through his mind got a verbal licking…including the incompetent idiot tipping over one of the container crates on the loading dock as he tried to remove it from the top of the stack as Manfred came up the elevator. It cracked opened in a loud clatter, spilling solid metal bars all over, some of which slid out towards his feet. With each weighing 85 lbs, the danger of injury was extreme and the man deserved every bit of the vitriol that Manfred sent his way.
Around the 18th explicative there was a bright flash, followed by a burning sensation in Manfred’s chest that stalled further comment. He looked down in shock and horror, seeing the charred hole in his uniform along his left flank as blood began to pour out, soaking the surrounding material.
“No…son of a bitch, no,” he whispered, clutching to the wound to try and stop the bleeding as a second flash manifested on the perimeter of the flood lights, hitting him in the upper chest and putting an end to any further words. He crumpled to his knees, then tipped over forward onto the concrete. A few seconds later a thin pool of blood oozed out around his body, marking the spot of his death on the loading dock for weeks to come.
  
Sometime around 3am Jules woke to a loud knocking on his door. Being a light sleeper it roused him instantly and within a few seconds of regaining clarity he recognized the urgent power behind the knock as a sign that something was wrong.
He pulled his thin blanket off and walked over to his quarters’ entrance and opened the sliding door with a press of the wall button, finding Uriel waiting for him.
“What is it?” he asked. The look on her face told him that it was serious.
“Two men are dead…out at site 1.”
Jules face went slack. “How?”
Uriel hesitated. “We think they were shot.”
“Get Bates up here,” Jules said, referring to his chief of security as he turned around looking for a pair of shoes he could slip on.
“Bates is one of the dead men,” Uriel said, sniffling.
Jules turned back around in shock. “What? What was he doing out at the mining site?”
“No one knows. No one knows anything right now,” she said, tears starting to leak out of her eyes as she tried to remain composed.
Jules held up a hand to steady her…and himself. “Alright, let’s take this by the numbers. Assemble the senior staff, get security on maximum alert…if they aren’t already, and get Jennison to examine the bodies. I’ll meet you there after I get better dressed.”
Uriel nodded and scooted off, leaving Jules to hastily drag a uniform out of his closet and pull it on as his mind raced through the possibilities. There were only a few weapons in the colony, all of which belonged to security. If Bates was all the way out at the mining site then something had to be up, and it was likely that the killer was one of the security team, which was going to make this mess even worse. 
To date there hadn’t been so much as a single altercation amongst the colonists and Bates had joked that he was being severely overpaid for his role here. Apparently he had been wrong, and Jules wished earnestly that he was still alive and able to help him sort all this out. The fact that he was one of the dead men really unnerved him, above and beyond that fact that he had just lost two of his people.
He grabbed a pair of shoes and forced himself to take the time to lace them up properly before rushing out the door, down the stairs, and across the street to the command center where the others were still gathering. He spotted Greggory, the second highest ranking security officer, and made a beeline to his position.
“What do we know?”
The man shook his head. “Not much. Two dead, killer’s whereabouts unknown. We think this happened about four hours ago but we can’t be sure because the bodies weren’t found until the shift change. They were on the loading dock. Ilsa was apparently sent back topside to get a locator beacon he left behind then never came back down. They found him dead just outside the elevator shaft. Bates was found on the far side, some 300 meters away, so we’re thinking it was two separate incidents. We’re pulling a weapons check now.”
“You have guards posted?”
Greggory nodded. “On the armory, dropships, and command center.”
“Where’s Jennison?”
“Not sure…probably attending to the bodies.”
“What about a head count?”
“Everyone at the mine is accounted for, and there are no vehicles missing.”
Jules shook his head. “Pull a full head count. I want everybody in lockdown until we find the shooter.”
“Alright, we can try that,” Greggory offered. “But it’ll have to be voluntary. I don’t have enough men to cover every building.”
“Keep everyone in groups then, even if they don’t have a guard. I don’t think this is a conspiracy, though in truth I really don’t know what is going on.”
Uriel walked up beside the pair, an even more urgent look in her eyes as Jules turned towards her. “We didn’t think to look before now. I don’t know how in the world someone could have pulled it off, and with the murders nobody thought to check…”
Jules put a firm hand on her shoulder to stop her rambling. “Check what?”
She bit her lip, almost as if she were about to get scolded for doing something wrong. “The ingots on the loading dock are gone.”
Jules blinked, unsure of what he was hearing. “Gone how?”
“They’re not there anymore,” Uriel said, not sure herself.
“How many are missing?”
“Unless our numbers are wrong…but I double checked them with the foreman…there were 18 crates waiting to be transferred over to the factories. They’re all missing.”
Jules released her shoulder and took a step back. “What the hell is going on here?” he said, looking around at the four other people in the command center holding similar conversations as they tried to piece together the growing mystery. They all stopped and turned to the colony director as his voice raised.
“Tell me how someone can move 18 four-meter square crates. I thought all our vehicles were accounted for?” he asked, turning back to Greggory. 
“They are as of ten minutes ago.”
Jules threw his hands up in the air. “Where could they have even put them?”
One of the other men cleared his throat to get Jules attention, then meekly floated another possibility. “It might not have been an inside job.”
Jules’ eyes narrowed. “Is that possible?” he asked Greggory without looking at him.
“Without a sensor tower we don’t have any way to track air traffic. If Bates heard something and went to check on it…”
“The only people on the planet are Star Force, right?” Uriel asked the group.
“As far as I know,” Jules said icily, turning to another woman in the group. “Get me a comm channel to the Sabers.”
  
A little under four hours later, with the sun already having broken through into morning, a Mantis appeared over the lake and headed for the main landing pad. It settled down next to Jules’ dropships with a host of blue uniformed personnel spilling out immediately upon landing, half of which carried weapons. Leading them all was a quartet of Archons in their distinctive red-striped white uniforms, Harrison among them. He spotted Jules out of the waiting colonists and ran over to meet him while the others dispersed, already having been given deployment orders.
“I checked every sensor log we have,” the Archon said without preamble. “None of them cover your colony directly, but there has been no unaccounted for traffic in or out of any Star Force possession, and our orbital satellites haven’t picked up any high atmosphere traffic. I don’t have an answer to who did this, which means we have a significant problem. I brought a security team with me and have four more on the way. If whoever did this is still around, we’re going to make things difficult for them.”
“And if it’s one of our people you’ll be prepared as well?” Jules asked, following the other logic thread.
“Your lost cargo suggests otherwise, but I’m not ruling anything out at this point. You’ve confirmed it isn’t an accounting error.”
The way Harrison said it, Jules knew it wasn’t a recrimination, but rather a request to dismiss that possibility altogether. 
“18 crates confirmed missing.”
“How much mass?”
Jules hesitated, concocting a ballpark estimate. “400 metric tonnes each, give or take.”
“And the only roads lead here?”
“Here, the other mining site, and the docks. Our boat is still moored and site 2 has already been searched.”
“Any other offshoots or paths along the roads?”
“Nothing vehicle sized, no,” Jules said, having already been up and down the connections himself looking for any break in the foliage. 
“It had to be air then,” Harrison said with disgust. “Permission to examine the bodies?”
“Granted,” Jules said, pointing off to the west side of the city. “We have a small morgue…up until now we hadn’t had cause to use it. Doctor Jennison couldn’t find any remains of the bullets for analysis.”
“Show me,” Harrison insisted.
  
“This is Bates, our head of security,” Jules explained as Jennison pulled back the plastic cover on the body, revealing a mess of what used to be his chest. 
“I counted four impact points,” the Doctor explained as Harrison and a Saber medic looked on. “The other has two, more distinct than this one,” he said, pulling back the plastic on Ilsa. “The points are separated enough to give a better impression of individual damage. Both men died of shock, coupled with severe loss of blood.”
“There’s charring,” the Saber medic said, taking a close look at Manfred’s wounds. 
“My guess is they were attacked at point blank range, with the charring resulting from the power burn following the projectile.”
“You said there were no projectiles?” the medic clarified.
“None that I could locate, but as you can see,” Jennison said, flipping Manfred’s body over so they could see his back, “there’s a small exit wound here.”
“It’s charred too,” Harrison said, exchanging a glance with the medic. 
Jennison shrugged. “Powder followed the bullet through, I’d guess.”
“No,” the medic said casually. “This isn’t bullet damage. All of your weaponry is projectile?” he asked Jules.
“Star Force wouldn’t sell us any of your stun weapons, so yes, they’re all projectile.”
The medic dug his finger around the man’s chest wound, feeling charred, stiff bits of flesh where normally there would have been soft gore. 
“This is plasma,” he whispered to Harrison. 
“That’s not what I wanted to hear,” the Archon said, knowing that meant either Star Force security forces or the Canderians were responsible. The other Archons were beyond reproach, and nothing happened in their Clans without them knowing about it.
“It’s worse than that,” the medic said, raising his voice back to normal tones. “This was a powerful weapon. There’s way too much tissue missing for our standard weaponry, and I don’t know of any that can leave an exit wound.”
“I know a few,” Harrison admitted, turning to Jules. “I don’t know what’s going on here, but I promise you we’re going to find out. These are either some highly placed traitors within Star Force, or someone got access to weaponry they weren’t sanctioned for. My Clan will watch over the colony until this is over, so you don’t have to live in fear of a repeat incident.”
“So you’re saying their deaths couldn’t have been at the hands of any of my own people?” Jules asked for clarification.
“I highly doubt it.”
“But you can’t rule it out entirely?”
Harrison sighed. “It’s possible there was an insider, but if that was so then it was probably an informant. Whoever shot these men did so with a weapon your people don’t have. The idea that someone could come here and give it to one of your men to use is farfetched. The weapon probably went with the attacker along with your missing cargo.”
“Any clues where they might have taken it to?”
“To avoid our sensor beacons they’d have had to stay far outside any Star Force installation and remain low enough to the ground to keep our tracking satellites from picking them up. Those satellites aren’t equipped with visual scanners so we have no surface surveillance to work with, and whoever pulled this job probably knows it. I’d bet they’ve got a rogue base out there with at least one Mantis, probably more if they took all 18 crates.”
“What can they do with the metals, other than sell them on the market, which you’d immediately know about?”
“One can never predict stupidity,” Harrison said angrily. “There’s no way Star Force is going to let them get away with this, especially on a planet where we control everything. No one else is even close to constructing a jumpship, which means they’re stuck in the system. No one else has any ships in Epsilon Eridani, which means they’re stuck on planet or in near orbit. Unless they’re planning to build something with the metals they stole from you I have no idea what they intend to do with them.”
“Do you have any suspicions?” Jules asked, being remarkably forgiving considering this appeared to be the work of Star Force personnel…but then again he knew it had to be rogue Star Force personnel, which meant Davis and his organization weren’t to blame any more than Corvati would have been if Bates’ and Ilsa’s murderer had been in their employ.
“I know where we’re going to start looking,” Harrison said firmly, “and as soon as we can get enough birds in the air we’re going to start a perimeter search around Outlook and expand outwards until we find their hidden base. I’d also like to install a sensor tower here, with your permission?”
“On the condition that you allow Corvati to purchase it from you. It’s an oversight on my part for not having one in the first place.”
“If you wish, but the fault isn’t Corvati’s or yours. Star Force is responsible for planetary security. You’re supposed to be able to build here without worry.”
“If this were your colony, yours personally, would you leave it blind and defenseless counting on Star Force for protection?”
“No,” Harrison was forced to admit.
“An oversight on my part,” Jules reiterated. “Get that tower here ASAP…I’ll let you pay for the shipping.”
“Deal,” the Archon relented. “Now get me out to the mining site.”
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July 12, 2261
Epsilon Eridani System
Corneria
  
The small Sparrow-class dropship hovered over the elevated landing platform just poking up over the tree line and descended down to the metallic deck plates, settling into place on landing skids and lowering the access ramp, disgorging the most recent shift change of Canderian workers. A quartet of armed security guards came with them, each wearing the distinctive, helmetless flexible body armor that would stop a knife or small caliber bullets while leaving them aptly mobile. 
As the new workers scurried off to the descending stairwell in the corner of the rectangular pad, the lone guard on duty met up with the others mid distance offering a quick, two-fingered salute against his chest plate. 
“Any activity?” Niles asked.
“None yet, Centurion,” the Triarii answered formally, though the two men knew each other well.
With a flick of his head Niles dispatched the other Triarii while he remained on the platform with Frank as the outgoing shift started to come up the stairs to board the dropship. He took a step closer to the lower ranking Canderian and kept his voice down.
“Star Force has picked up a sensor ghost in their records. The Archons think we might be dealing with some sort of stealth craft, so we’re increasing the guard on our surface sites. If they’re bold enough to hit us, we’ll be ready to hit back.”
“Are you taking command?”
Niles shook his head. “Just came along for the ride. Spread the word around, quietly. They hit Corvati during the night, so make sure your people are wearing night vision glasses and assign a Venator for the forest.”
Frank nodded. “We won’t be caught off guard.”
Niles clapped his hand on the man’s armored shoulder. “I would hope not, but I know how boring these patrols can be.”
“A chance for a bit of action will keep everyone on edge.”
“One of the dead Corvati was their security chief,” Niles said as he stepped into line as the last of the outgoing shift workers passed by, underscoring the fact that these thieves should not be taken lightly. He boarded the dropship and traveled back up into low orbit to the tiny artificial moon that was their home. 
The spherical space station held 30,000 of his fellow Canderians with room for another 10,000 as their population grew. As per their code, the Canderians only lived in space. The surface site Niles had just visited was a resource collection base with a temporary encampment. The security guards he’d just sent down would live there for a week or so, then rotate back up to their ‘seda,’ the Canderian word for ‘home’ but which also meant their station of origin or allegiance. 
Nile’s current seda was the dark green sphere the dropship was quickly approaching, but he’d been born on one of the Jupiter stations. When the expansion allotment had come through he’d volunteered and, based on his proficiency scores, had been granted the posting. He’d lived in Cornerian orbit for the past 8 years, rising to the 4th level ranking of Centurion in the security forces. Given that all Canderians were combat trained, the security forces necessarily had to be a notch above the rest and were viewed in a slightly elevated social position versus the other divisions of Canderian society.
He was one of 16 Centurions assigned to the K1 seda, currently the only branch of Canderous within the star system. All seda within the Solar System were given ‘A’ monikers, while those in the Proxima system had a ‘B,’ Alpha Centauri had a ‘C’ and so forth. Epsilon Eridani was the 11th star system by distance from Sol, and Canderous had at least 1 seda in each system, some of which were still being constructed. Sol had 34 seda last he checked, with the newer ones being progressively larger in size.
K1’s highest security rank at present was 5th level, a Tribune, overseeing 6 Centurions, which oversaw 6 Evocati, which oversaw 6 Triarii, which oversaw 6 Munifex. There were 3 Tribunes at present, with Arc Tribune Raines overseeing seda security. The Epsilon Eridani System, being a new expansion to Canderous, did not have a full legion at present, so no Legat, the 6th rank, had been assigned. Raines also held default status as system commander in the absence of a Legat.
This made Niles one of the highest ranking Canderians within the system, overseeing 258 men at maximum. Raines had given his ‘century’ the duty of overseeing the security of K1’s surface mining sites while the other Centurions dealt with matters inside the station. In some respects this made his century more respected, given that they had field duty…but it also meant they were isolated, something Canderians were not accustomed to, having lived in such close confines inside their seda.
At present there were six Canderian mining sites on Corneria, isolated inside the deep forest and far away from any of the colonies. The materials they were harvesting from the planet’s crust were being used to increase K1’s stores and reduce the amount of material having to be shipped out to them from other seda in order to establish themselves in this system.
Niles had one other surface site under his protection, though ‘mining’ didn’t quite describe it. It was a water collection station situated at one of Corneria’s many lakes and from it continual shipments of fresh, processed water were being shuttled up to the seda, gradually filling its internal reservoir. That gave him 7 sites to secure with his 258 men, of which he had to continually rotate back up to the seda for additional training and rest.
 This trip down was the first of the seven he was making, delivering a few additional men into the rotation along with a warning. Less than a day after the raid on the Corvati the Archons had arrived on the seda demanding answers, thinking that someone within Canderous was responsible. With a detailed analysis of their records they were able to rule out this possibility, after which the Archons revealed that the two Corvati men that had been killed had fallen to plasma-based weapons.
As far as anyone knew, the only people with plasma weapons were the Archons, high ranking members of Star Force security, and Canderous. This left a very unpleasant mystery to solve, and the Archons left the seda upon giving orders that they tighten their security. They wanted these thieves discovered, and since Canderous also had surface mining sites it was speculated that they might also be targeted. 
Niles understood their dilemma. Canderous was the only other rogue organization within the star system aside from the Corvati colony. If neither of them had been responsible for the raids that left few others to blame. While it was possible that someone within Star Force had set this up, doing so was a short trip to a bad ending. The Archons obviously weren’t going to let this slide, and whoever was responsible could be tracked down easily enough given the sparse population within the system. 
Niles couldn’t understand how someone could be so stupid as to even think about pulling something like this…but so far whoever the idiot was had gotten away with it, but only by attacking the lone soft target on the planet. If they had the gall to hit a Canderian facility, they were going to have a very rude surprise waiting for them.
Which was what made Niles wonder if the thieves really were Canderians. He didn’t want to consider that possibility, but with so few others it would have been irresponsible not to. Bottom line was they needed to figure out who the culprits were, and if they truly were Canderian they wouldn’t hit one of his sites without sufficient planning…which made reinforcing his security teams even more important.
When the dropship arrived back on the seda it refueled and loaded up with another shift that Niles escorted back down to another mining site, along with yet more guards. He repeated the process with each site, giving personal orders to make sure everyone understood what was at stake and that they needed to pay extra attention to detail. 
  
Four days later Frank woke up for his night shift, reflexively rolling out of his bunk at the sound of his wristwatch alarm. He dressed in a casual uniform and caught a bit of ‘breakfast’ in the cafeteria, then headed over to the armory to get suited up.
He arrived at about the same time as the other four members of his watch, each of which went straight to their lockers and began stripping out of their uniforms, which they neatly folded up and put onto a shelf in their oversized lockers for use when they finished their patrol. Frank, standing in nothing but a skintight set of briefs and socks, pulled out the various pieces of his armor and slipped them on one at a time.
He started with the boots that extended up to above his knees, stepping into the right one and wiggling it on before doing the same with the left, snugging up the fit with a series of external dials hidden within the knobby pads. Once secured, he pulled out the belt piece that looked like an hourglass when flattened out. He wedged it between his legs and pulled it up around his pelvis, snapping the belt together on the left and right sides.
With that in place, Niles grabbed his right leg gauntlet and wrapped it around his quadriceps. A few well practiced movements and the attachments at the knee and hip joint snapped into place, completing the nearly watertight seal. He repeated the process with the left gauntlet then pulled on his chest armor, which was open along the shoulders so he could slip it on over his head. It attached at the waist with an extra flexible piece, then Frank closed the shoulder flaps with hard, curved caps settling over the clasps.
Lastly he pulled on the arm gauntlets, attaching them at the shoulders. His hands remained free of armor, as did his head. The Canderians had much more stiff, full body armor available, but they’d found that this flexible armor worked far better for surveillance given that they could move around quietly and keep their senses alert, not having their eyes, ears, and nose buffeted by a helmet.  
Once he double checked all his fasteners, Frank pulled a hip holster out of his locker and attached it to his upper right leg in a slot premade for it on the armor’s exterior. No belt was necessary, as there were dedicated latches on the belt piece and leg gauntlet for it to snap into place. Into the empty holster he slipped a fully loaded stinger pistol, flipping the charge switch on as he did so. That way it would be ready to fire in a split second if trouble arose…otherwise he’d have to wait several precious seconds for the first few rounds to soak up the stun charge. 
With the pistol as his backup weapon, Frank pulled a plasma rifle off a rack on the far wall. He didn’t take one of the preloaded ones which were prepped for immediate, emergency use. Instead he grabbed a recently cleaned empty one and a box of shells, then sat down on a bench and began to load the weapon.
The thick rifle was vertically aligned, having a very narrow cross section but a board-like side view, narrowing at the end of the barrel making the whole assembly look like a sword out of Final Fantasy. Frank broke the straight butt of the rifle away just aft of the trigger assembly and set it aside. Just ahead of the trigger assembly, which was within the line of the rifle rather than hanging below it, he slid open a small hatch that opened up the forward ammunition hold. 
He opened the box of shells and began sliding them into the hold one by one. 
Each shell contained both the energy charge and physical material necessary to create plasma. Upon triggering the round, the hyper-compressed xenon gas would be bombarded with electrical energy, contained within a small capacitor located inside the shell. The gas would ionize and break containment at the weakest forward section. As it did so, the barrel of the rifle would magnetize and push the ionized gas out like the slug of a rail gun, forming a short, glowing ‘squirt’ of plasma. Different elements produced different colors, but as far as he knew all Star Force plasma firearms used xenon, which glowed painfully blue. 
After he finished filling the forward ammo hold he began adding shells into the disconnected aft piece. Once full and reattached, the rifle would hold 432 shots total, with 207 of them being quickly replenishable through a quick release swap-out with another preloaded aft piece. Frank wouldn’t be carrying any spares, but knew where to find them in the security outposts if needed, stashed into hideaways in case of a prolonged fight.
He clicked the aft piece into place then checked to make sure the rifle’s power charge was full. While the shells contained the energy needed to make the plasma, the rifle’s own power source was required to magnetize the barrel and propel it to target. 
Seeing that it was at 97% he set he rifle down on a nearby table and removed the power charge, sliding the rectangular cube out of the side of the area just above the trigger. He replaced it with another and rechecked the rifle charge meter, which now read 100%. 
Frank carried the rifle back over to his locker, from which he slipped a small knife and inserted it into a hidden sheath on the outside of his left calf, after which he grabbed his night vision glasses and earpiece, then closed the locker. 
The others were more or less ready to go when he was, so he waited another 30 seconds for everyone to finish up and they walked out of the armory as a unit over to the security outpost on the other side of the compound looking up at the underside of the high topped landing pad, under which several buildings were sprawled. The entrance to the mine shafts were nearby, with the rest of the necessary processing buildings arrayed in a small circle. 
The security outpost was located near the center of that circle, with two guards inside and another two on patrol walking laps around the short streets and perimeter. A fifth was stationed out in the forest as Venator, roaming about with no particular pattern and making for a wildcard should anyone try to exploit the static security measures. That man was just now returning inside the perimeter as the two patrolmen circled back to the outpost as their replacements arrived. 
Without any unnecessary chatter the five Canderians swapped places with their counterparts. Frank was tagged as the Venator for this patrol, so he quietly made his way out of camp and into the forest, losing himself in the foliage and becoming a ghost in the night.
  
Two hours later, crouched into a sitting position with his back up against a tree and rifle laying across his knees, Frank heard the first faint hum of engines, which sent a surge of adrenaline up his spine. He strained to get a direction on the sound, then stood up slowly as a craft flew over his position, up above the treetops where he couldn’t see it, and in towards the camp at a creep. 
Keeping to cover and brush as much as possible, Frank followed them in, noticing that they were heading towards the storage area on the north side of the platform. When the ship emerged from the canopy and dipped down towards the ground it finally cleared the high leaves enough for him to get a good look at it. His nightvision glasses produced a yellowish tint to everything, but the blocky outlines of the craft stood out in contrast to the naturalistic surroundings, revealing some type of transport that he’d never seen before…and it clearly wasn’t Star Force construction.
The idea that some other faction had found their way to Epsilon Eridani without Star Force knowing about it didn’t make any sense, but that wasn’t for him to worry about now. Whoever was on that ship was going after their cargo crates, just like they’d done with the Corvati. They had a full load of materials that were scheduled to be shipped up to the seda tomorrow morning waiting to be transferred up to the top of the landing pad…and there was no way Frank was going to let them steal from Canderous.
On top of that, he intended to steal their ship.
“Contact coming to ground,” he whispered, touching his earpiece as he quickly jogged forward.
“Copy that,” a voice replied, equally low. “Wait till they get boots on the ground.”
Frank understood what that meant and pushed his pace, wanting to get in position before the fireworks started. 
From a distance he saw a side hatch on the hovering ship open up and a large forklift-like device drop out over the edge…then bounce back up on an invisible cushion as it ‘hit’ the ground. It moved towards the crate stack, lowering its angular forks to the ground to slide them underneath the first metal-loaded industrial box. Behind it a pair of figures dropped out of the hold and disappeared into the shadows.
A heartbeat later a stealthy pair of stingers shot out towards one of the targets that Frank couldn’t see or hear, the sound of his own footsteps and the distance involved covering the muffled wisps of the pistol fire, but he couldn’t miss the green plasma lance that returned from the interloper. He couldn’t tell if anyone had been hit, but he did see three blue lances return fire on the target…then all hell broke loose.
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Half a dozen more enemies dropped out of the hold, scattering when they hit the ground and running for cover. One of them was hit as he began to move, but the others got clear and began returning fire, with the green lances now outnumbering the blue. To make matters worse the ship opened up a small port and extruded a turret that fired a large green orb of plasma that exploded on impact, spraying dirt and burning filaments everywhere.
Frank broke into a run, but didn’t head straight for the engagement. Coming in from outside he had an advantage if he kept to the forest so he headed north and flanked the position of the ship, making a hard right pivot and down a slight ridgeline so he could come in from behind the enemy. He’d been forced to turn his attention away from the firefight while he trekked up and around the edge of the camp, but now as he came back in towards the edge of the forest and the clearing surrounding the camp he saw one of the enemy taking cover behind the edge of a building.
Shock nearly froze him, but Frank’s training served him well as he dropped to a knee and lined up a long shot. He fired three quick rounds, hitting the target in the back just above its tail and dropped it to the ground. Meanwhile the ship’s cannon was making a mess of the camp, and he could only hope that the others were going evasive. 
As his eyes scanned the area for more targets he noticed with dismay as the enemy forklift was still going after the crates even as the battle was raging on. Apparently they intended to rob them regardless of the amount of resistance they put up. That wouldn’t do at all.
Jumping up into a sprint, Frank dashed out of the edge of the forest and up to the back of their grounded ship, slipping down and underneath the hull as it floated on an anti-grav cushion. He saw two sets of legs on the far side and fired at both, clipping one set that ran off while the other fell to the ground giving Frank an easy shot at its torso. He fired two solid blue lances, one of which hit the creature in its scaly head, blowing out a small section of its skull. 
Frank scanned the area underneath the ship again, seeing no other targets, then pulled back out and circled around, intent on going after the forklift. His effort came up short as a green flash of plasma hit the ship next to his head, prompting him to turn back the way he’d come, using the ship’s hull for cover.
Knowing his feet were exposed as well, he ran along the outside of the port hull and up towards the front end where most of the fighting was taking place. Halfway up that side he spotted another of the aliens and fired. His shot missed low and splattered dirt up on the lizard/man, causing it to jerk back around. Its head twitched in surprise at seeing him approach, then Frank blew out its left knee with another shot. To the creature’s credit, it stayed on its feet until a wave of plasma shots came in from the left and took it to the ground.
Frank kept his face forward but glanced left, seeing a knot of armed workers and off duty security poking weapons out of a side building. Apparently they’d been able to make it over to the armory, which meant the Canderians now had numbers on the attackers. 
In response to the new threat the ship’s cannon swiveled around and targeted the building, blowing apart the main door with the first shot and scattered debris like a fragmentation grenade. No return fire manifested from the building, meaning either they were dead, incapacitated, or had fled into the back…none of which was a good sign right now.
Knowing they had to do something about that cannon, Frank moved forward up towards the blunt nose of the craft until he could see the muzzle of the weapon sticking out ahead of him. Hugging the hull as close as he could, he moved up until he was about ten meters away from it and fired three rounds at the stubby barrel.
A force field flashed into place as the plasma hit, protecting the weapon that now started tracking Frank’s way. 
Knowing that even a close hit would hurt him, the Canderian ducked under the ship and rolled sideways as fast as he could. He felt a wash of pressure and heat cook his right side as he flipped over onto his back, then it dissipated as he continued his roll. The ship was sitting about a meter off the ground, and he desperately hoped none of them got the idea of flipping off the engines and smashing him flat. To avoid that possibility he stopped his roll when he came over onto his stomach for the third time and began crawling towards the starboard side in a hurry.
Outside the ship there was a large ‘crack’ accompanied by a flash of light that Frank recognized as a Canderian grenade, though he didn’t see who’d thrown it or where it’d hit with the ship obscuring most of his view. What he could see as he approached the far side was the bottom of the fork lift dig down into the dirt and slide forward into the side of the ship four meters ahead of him. 
The underside of the ship just above his head moved from the impact and Frank scurried back for a second, not wanting to get pinned. The ship leveled out soon after the impact momentum bled off and Frank took advantage of the newly formed cover as he slipped out from under the ship, but aft of the downed forklift. He stepped out and stood up…staring face to face with the driver.
Both soldiers went for their weapons, but Frank had the advantage that his was already in hand while the lizard’s was still in a hip holster. The point blank plasma blast tore through the chest armor the creature was wearing and knocked it back a step, the scent of cauterized blood filling the air. Frank fired three more times while stepping forward, then used the butt of his rifle to knock the alien’s pistol aside as it tried to aim at him. 
A good kick in the midsection took the creature to the ground and Frank poured four more shots into its chest at point blank range for good measure before stepping over it and grabbing the dropped pistol, flinging it far underneath the ship and out of reach of anyone else. He crept around the back end of the lifter as another cannon blast hit a nearby building that he saw Nicholas taking cover behind, then a hail of incoming plasma shots against became visible to Frank’s eyes. All across the front arc of the ship the attackers were taking hits from more than 20 men while the aliens’ deployed troops were clinging to cover behind some of the damaged crates, with the metal bars within soaking up all the plasma damage that could be thrown at them.
Suddenly there was an ear piercing mechanical whistle that made Frank grimace. Upon hearing it all the lizards began backtracking towards the open access door just ahead and to Frank’s left where the lifter had been trying to enter. The Canderian shot two on approach as they figured their back arc was still secure while several others jumped up and in…far more than he’d realized had been deployed. 
As soon as they were inside the ship rose up and took to the air. Frank fired a few shots at its underside, which ironically made little imprints where the plasma hit, along with the salvos coming from the other Canderians as they melted away tiny bits of hull armor…but no shields popped into place to prevents the hits, making Frank wonder if they had only been built in to protect the ship’s guns. 
Not counting it all clear yet, Frank began a visual sweep of the area searching for other threats and policing the bodies of the lizards he’d just shot. An arm movement from one prompted shots from three different Canderians almost simultaneously, putting an end to that potential threat as more and more people began emerging from cover. Overhead the ship disappeared across the edge of the forest canopy, quickly gaining altitude and speed.
“I’m clear,” a voice said through his earpiece. 
“Same here,” another said.
“Clear,” he echoed into his comm.
He expected two more voices but only one replied after a few seconds delay. “I’m hit.”
“Where are you?” Frank asked immediately.
“50 meters south of you.”
Frank jerked his head around and began running, still keeping his peripheral senses alert for trouble as he searched for Henry. A few steps later he saw a rubble pile that had been the corner of one of the buildings before the ship’s cannons had knocked it down…underneath it was half a body sticking out, rifle held in hand. 
“Injury report,” Frank demanded, putting his rifle on the ground beside him as he started carefully pulling debris off the Munifex. 
“Don’t know,” he said, spitting out a bit of blood. “Numb below the waist.”
Frank paused a moment to reach up to his earpiece. “Find the medic and get an evac dropship down here now!” he ordered.
“We’ve got more wounded,” Nicholas replied. “And Wex is dead.”
“Work the problem,” Aaron cut in. “I’ve got the perimeter, you guys see to the wounded.”
“Copy,” Frank said, continuing to pull pieces of concrete-like building off of Henry.
“Think…my back is broke,” Henry said.
“Stay still until we get the medic,” he said, pulling a bundle of wiring out of the heap and tossing it aside, glad that it wasn’t electrically active.
“What were they?” Henry asked, breathing progressively harder as the seconds ticked by.
“Not Human.”
“Their ship didn’t show up on sensors…until they were on top of us.”
“We’ll find them,” Frank promised as he removed the last piece of debris and inspected Henry’s legs. By the odd way they were laying he knew his fellow Canderian had at least three broken bones. Several blood spots had already formed on his armor, prompting a frown from Frank.
Henry saw what he was looking at. “Damn cannon splash damage…right before the wall came down.”
“You’re going to bleed out,” he said, looking around for that blasted medic. 
“I know…how many did we get?”
“I got at least four from behind,” he said, seeing and pointing at a nearby worker, then motioning him over. “Give me your shirt.”
The man pulled his uniform top off without question and handed it to Frank who began slicing it up with the knife from his boot. He made a patch out of it and put it on one of the breach points in Henry’s armor. “Hold.”
The worker stepped in and applied pressure, trying to staunch some of the bleeding while Frank cut another patch.
“I…don’t think I’m…gonna make it.”
“Stay awake!” Frank urged.
“Trying…” Henry said, his eyes starting to disfocus.
“Step aside!” a man yelled right behind Frank’s ear. He turned back and saw the uniform of a medic, then jumped out of the way gratefully. 
The medic pulled a quick injection vile out of a kit and jammed it into the side of Henry’s neck, making the already teetering man pass out. He reached up and grabbed the rim of his right arm and disconnected the armor latches, pulling that section free then attached a metallic brace around his arm. He inserted a needle in the contraption directly into one of his veins and started the artificial blood flowing in as he attached a liquid-filled sack onto the brace.
That done, he attended to the blood leaks in the man’s broken legs using a can of sticky spray foam that filled the crevice the plasma had burned out, sealing up the wound and preventing further loss of blood. Upon reaching a medical facility the foam could be melted away with a special liquid, but until then it would work as a temporary bandage…though a painful one, which was one reason he’d knocked Henry unconscious before starting to work on him. 
As the medic continued to examine him as best he could while still in his armor he found another wound in his lower back where a piece of the rubble had punched through at the base of his spine. 
“He said his lower body was numb,” Frank offered.
“His spine has probably been severed. We can fix this if we can get him back to the seda in time.”
Frank reached up to his earpiece. “Report on our medical evac?”
“On its way,” Nicholas replied. 
“I’ve done what I can,” the medic said, looking at Frank. “Don’t try to move him.”
“Stay with him,” Frank told the worker as the medic scurried off, then he too left, knowing that useless sentiment wasn’t going to help his friend. He needed to focus on doing something useful.
Frank walked around a bit, surveying the damage and the other wounded. He counted seven before a large knot of people attracted his attention. He went over and saw Nicholas in the center of them, examining three of the dead aliens they’d dragged over. Their equipment had been stripped off and laid to the side, including weapons, belts, wrist devices, and what looked like a forehead halo. 
“What have we got?” he asked Nicholas, who only looked up when Frank bumped him in the shoulder.
“They’re built Human. Head, two arms, two legs. Pelvis and spine are similar. Not sure if that tail is manipulatable or just a decorative appendage. They were walking around like we do, but I also saw one shrink down and slither away on all fours, so I’m not sure what to make of them. I thought they were Human when the firefight started.”
“So did I,” Frank admitted, toeing one with his armored boot. “Four digits.”
“You think they’re indigenous?”
“If they are, then Star Force royally screwed up,” he said, looking at the peculiar body armor it was wearing, which left the head and arms completely exposed, but had the legs and torso covered. The feet were also exposed, but they didn’t resemble feet as he knew them. They looked only a little thicker than the thing’s hands.
“What do you want done with the bodies?”
“Drag the rest over here and keep a guard on them until reinforcements arrive. For all we know they could regenerate.”
Nicholas glanced at the obviously dead bodies and raised an eyebrow. 
“We don’t want any more surprises,” Frank reiterated. 
“Right,” Nicholas said, walking off in search of another of the fallen aliens.
“How’s the perimeter?” Frank asked into his earpiece.
“All quiet,” Aaron reported. “They made off with four crates by my count.”
“Damn,” he whispered, glancing back at the dead ones. “I suppose the sensor tower couldn’t track them on the way out either?”
“Negative. Other than extreme close range their ship is a ghost. They were headed on a northwest track, if that means anything.”
“It might. We’ll let the Tribune and Archons worry about that. As soon as you’re satisfied, we could use some help tagging and bagging.”
“On my way now,” the other Triarii said.
Frank stared down into the cold, dead, bulging black eyes of the nearest lizard, feeling a mix of anger and anticipation. He didn’t like taking casualties or losing cargo, but for Canderous this was their first blooding and they’d succeeded in driving the raiders off. He doubted this would be their one and only meeting, which meant they finally had a real enemy to face instead of repetitive simulations and contests amongst themselves.
The Canderian didn’t know the size, strength, or origin of their new enemy, or anything else about them to be blunt, but he was eager to find out, as opposed to the Corvati who’d been rattled to the core by their attack. Frank and the Canderians were soldiers, trained from birth for combat. For better or worse they needed action, a legitimate fight they could throw themselves at in order to prove themselves and rid Canderous of its green birth. The Archons had done plenty to teach them humility and give them a challenge, continually thrashing them in training exercises but this was different. This was for keeps. This was real. 
This was war.
Frank sucked in a deep breath of air, feeling for the first time in his life like a real soldier rather than a glorified newb. They didn’t ask for this fight, but they’d got it anyway, as the Archons had said would eventually happen. A righteous war, they’d said, would come in time. Creating one by misdeeds was both unnecessary and against the very code of the warrior. Patience, they’d urged, and the righteous war would come to them.
And now it was here. 
Frank didn’t know what all this meant, other than there was no turning back. Canderous had seen blood. Canderous had seen victory. Canderous was no longer green. If it was a fight these lizards wanted, then Canderous would oblige, with or without Star Force, for now they’d finally proven that they could stand alone and that, above and beyond  his own 4 kills, filled Frank with an indescribable pride.
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July 13, 2261
Epsilon Eridani System
Corneria
  
Harrison walked into the room where they had the alien corpses on the seda along with Mara-677, seeing that the other three Corneria Clan leaders were already present. His eyes went directly to the lizards’ faces, scrutinizing every facet of their scaly visages…then he breathed a sigh of relief. 
They weren’t V’kit’no’sat.
“I don’t recognize them,” San-1299 said to Harrison, leaning on the examining table with both hands as he stared down at one of the corpses.
The Saber nodded his agreement. “This is something new.”
Tribune Raines, the only Canderian in the room, blinked in surprise. “You’re aware of other aliens?”
“Yes,” Anders-743 answered, “but none are supposed to be in this star system.”
Raines frowned. “You didn’t think you could trust Canderous with that knowledge?”
“Actually Canderous does know,” Harrison said. “Information is restricted to Legats and above. You’re now the lowest ranking Canderian with that knowledge and it stays with you until orders to the contrary.”
Raines nodded curtly. “Understood. How many others are we talking about?”
“We have data from a classified source detailing thousands of races. To date we haven’t encountered any of them, so this attack is as much of a surprise to us as it is to you.”
“What concerns me more is this inability for our sensors to detect them,” Jaime-532 said.
Harrison glanced over the table at the local Sangheili leader. He was only two levels below him in rank, making them essentially tied for unofficial leadership in the system. 
“We were able,” Raines pointed out, “to pick them up at extreme close range. Not enough for sufficient warning or tracking, but at least their ship isn’t completely invisible to sensors. If we could get aircraft in the vicinity of their next attack, then it might be possible to track them at night if we stay close.”
Mara shook her head. “The skeets have less sensor capability than your tower did. If we’re going to track them we’re going to have to stick them with a beacon or follow them on visuals.”
“They ran off this time,” San pointed out. “Are you sure they’ll be back to try again?”
Raines locked eyes with the Archon. “Either we scared them off, or they’ll move onto a softer target. Lacking such a target, they’ll either give up their raids or increase their attacking force to overcome our defenses.”
Harrison nodded distractedly, still staring at the lizard bodies. “He’s right. We’re not going to catch them off guard again. The big question is where are they coming from. Does anyone have even the faintest of leads?”  
All four Archons shook their head in the negative, while Raines held perfectly still. He was by far the most junior member of the group, and it appeared that he felt the disparity in the way he was constantly standing at attention.
Mara turned to look at Raines after a brief moment of silence. “Are you wanting air cover for your surface facilities?”
Raines stiffened even further. “We have no such assets in the system, and without the ability to track the raiders remotely they can retreat and disappear at will.”
“I’ll take that as a yes,” Mara said, crossing her arms over her chest as she thought. “The question is this…are we trying to take the ship down or track it back to base?”
San sighed. “We might want to let them take a shipment with a beacon hidden inside, set on a timer. They steal it, take it back to base, then an hour or two later it goes off giving us their location.”
“Now there’s an idea,” Anders agreed. “Trick is knowing where they’ll hit next.”
“Their hull might block the signal,” Harrison said, dashing the idea. “Let’s look at this from a different perspective. If they have a base out there, where is it likely to be?”
“Star Force did an extensive survey of the planet,” Jaime reminded them. “If it’s down there then it’s either subsurface or of new construction.”
“What about the other planets?” Mara asked.
“All were surveyed,” Jaime continued, “but only the habitable ones were overly scrutinized. These things are air breathers?” the Sangheili asked.
“Yes,” Raines confirmed. 
“I bet they’ve got a ship in orbit,” Anders said bluntly. “If they’re invisible to our sensors then they could be parked right outside and we wouldn’t know it.” 
Raines neck suddenly twitched and he put a hand up to his earpiece reflexively as he received a message from the seda’s command center. His face screwed up with anger as he looked towards Harrison.
“They’re hitting us again, same location, multiple ships,” he reported before hustling out of the morgue. 
“Is it the night cycle already?” Mara asked, thinking otherwise for that particular location on the planet.
“No. They’re hitting us in the daylight this time,” Raines said as he ducked into a nearby elevator. The Archons followed him in and were quickly spirited off towards the seda’s interior.
“All Clan Samus warships are in high orbit,” Anders said, glancing at the others. “Anybody got anything closer?”
“We do,” Mara said. “I diverted a corvette to low orbit yesterday.”
“1st fleet has six warships in low orbit,” Harrison said, referring to the non-Clan Star Force defense fleet, “and Clan Saber has 9. One of them has got to be within visual range.”
“We’ve got two,” Jaime said, glancing at San.
The Ninja Monkey shook his head in the negative. “Our fleet is holding in Dxun orbit.”
“How much did you reinforce?” Harrison asked the Canderian.
“I’ve got 21 men on site with some heavy weaponry,” Raines said as the elevator arrived at its destination. He followed the Archons out onto the compact walkway ringing a central pit. Along the outside of the ring were stations imbedded into the wall and wedged shoulder to shoulder with about 1 in every 4 currently occupied. 
“Centurion?” Harrison asked the woman standing in the pit looking down on a small holographic map along with three other Canderians. 
“They’re sacking the place,” she said with disgust. “No reports of troop landings. Our people have scattered into the forest while they’re taking the buildings apart from the air.”
“We need comms,” Jaime said.
Raines snapped his fingers to get his people’s attention, as well as signaling that they should follow the order in the efficient ‘ditto’ Canderian custom. 
“Where to?” one of the other Centurions asked, walking to the side of the pit and flipping on equipment at an empty station. 
“We need five lines,” Jaime explained, “to each Clan.”
Two more officers stepped up and began prepping stations.
“It’ll take hours for air support to arrive,” Harrison pointed out. 
“We can at least get the clock ticking,” Jaime noted, sitting down and accepting an earpiece. “Give the ground troops an ETA and something to hold out for. If the raiders stick around long enough we might even be able to pick up their trail if we’ve got enough birds in the air coming from multiple directions.”
“I’m sold,” Anders said, setting down at another station and making contact with Clan Samus’s colony on the surface.
“Star Fox can do better than hours,” Mara said, nudging ahead of Harrison for the next open comm station. 
“Ninja Monkey is closest, by my reckoning,” he differed, “and they’re still 3,000 kilometers away.”
“We’re 4,500 and we’ll beat you all there,” she said, making contact and holding up a ‘wait’ finger to stall any further questions from Harrison. “This is Mara…get me Brad, Ally, and Ras in the air in the prototype skeets inside of 5 minutes, coordinates to follow. Make sure they’re armed, we’ve got a fight on our hands.”
Mara used the holographic map for reference and began constructing a crude heading to feed her pilots once they lifted off.
“Prototypes?” Harrison asked as he sat down at his own terminal. 
“Very fast at high altitude. They can be there inside of half an hour.”
“You been holding out on us?”
“We’re still working out the glitches,” she said, unabashed.
“They will get there in one piece, right?”
“Did I say glitches? Let me rephrase. We’re summarizing our data before we file a report with Star Force. They’ll get there.”
“How’d you manage that?”
“A little trick with the shield generator.”
  
Brad ran across the hangar bay, blinking the haze of the bright lights out of his eyes as he spotted one of the new skeets towards the center with a quick ready crew gathered around. The Archon had been on sleep cycle when they woke him, only just now getting to the bay as the other two skeets were rising up off the deck and drifting towards the hole in the ceiling overhead.
“Fuel?” he asked, hopping up into the single-seater and throwing his right leg over the pommel that the pilots rode belly down on.
“She’s full,” a tech said, having just undone the resupply line. “So are the weapons.”
Brad didn’t waste time with formalities and nodded his thanks, pulling down the cockpit over top of him. Within thirty seconds he had the aircraft powered up and lifted off the deck, following the two pilots out and seeing that they were hovering nearby over the colony waiting for him.
“Would someone like to tell me where we’re going?” he said over the open Clan Star Fox comm.
“Heading 243, range 4537 kilometers,” Mara’s voice answered back. “Our raider friends are back, so go say hi.”
“Gladly,” Brad said, kicking in his T-shaped skeet’s 3 anti-gravity engines and shooting the fighter straight up into the sky. “Pilots on me. Who do we have here?”
“Ally Laismon, reporting.”
“Ras Vanderjack here.”
“Good,” Brad said, watching his altimeter run up, “I thought they’d stuck me with some newbs. Listen up. Looks like you’re going to get your first taste of real combat, but first we have to get wherever we’re going. That means a high altitude run at high speed, just like we’ve been practicing. Keep a kilometer separation minimum, arrow formation.”
“Copy that,” Ally said, maneuvering her skeet around to drop in on Brad’s left flank as they continued to climb higher where the atmosphere was thinner.
“What are we up against?” Ras asked.
“I don’t know,” Brad said, switching back over to the frequency Mara was on. “Got any info to pass along, boss?”
“We’ve got Canderian troops on the ground, riding out an aerial assault. Reports indicate three, repeat, three raider ships similar to the one that attacked yesterday. They’re bombing the infrastructure and have not yet put troops on the ground…that we can confirm.”
“Bombing with what?”
“Stand by.”
Brad muted the outgoing feed on that comm line while reactivating his current unit’s private comm. “Assume fighter to gunship attack profile. Three bogeys. We’ll improvise the rest when we get there.”
“What are we waiting for,” Ras said, eager to get moving. 
“500 more,” Brad replied pithily. After he reached the prerequisite altitude his activated his skeet’s shield generator, which began to produce a second skin around the craft, invisible to the air save for where disturbances occurred. The thin layer of shield matrix began to thicken as more and more power was poured into it, eventually topping off at about 2 inches thick. 
The shield matrix didn’t precisely match the dimensions of the skeet. The smooth lines couldn’t be mimicked, and the more faces a shield had the more complex its emitters had to be, which was why most shields were boxy structures. The skeet, however, had to maneuver through atmosphere so a box was out of the question. Instead a nearly similar silhouette of the ship’s hull had been created out of varying geometric pieces that preserved most of the aerodynamics.
The aerofighter was equipped with physical shields, meaning that the energy matrix was formatted to resist matter. Had Brad been outside the ship and tried to touch the hull his hand would have been stopped by an invisible wall just shy of it, with the contact point on the shield turning opaque upon touch as the matrix was disrupted, damaged, and had to recharge. If the physical impact was hard enough the matrix at the impact point would crumble and the object would pass through…with the resulting breach in the shield being ‘sewed up’ by addition energy being deployed from the emitters.
Turn the shield off and the energy matrix dissipated within a second. Turn it back on and a new one would have to be formed from scratch. The types of matrixes used in shields were many and varied, with Star Force only now being able to produce the simplest of ones. Simple as they might be, they were still impressively strong going up against natural phenomena, such as wind in this case.
Brad flipped a switch that activated the prototype components within the shield generator, creating an addition to the standard shield. This one was a simple cone, stretched out in front of the skeet some 48 meters and ending at a tip smaller than the width of a hair. The adjunct matrix quickly filled with energy.
“Good to go,” Ally reported.
“Same here,” Ras added, just as Brad’s skeet confirmed full shield deployment.
“Ground troops report plasma cannons,” Mara’s voice broke back in. “Some big ones.”
Brad reactivated the outgoing portion of that line. “Copy that. We’re getting underway now.”
He shifted it back over to mute, then checked his heading to make sure they were pointed in the right direction. He corrected a few degrees to port, then feathered his propulsive engines.
“Stay with me,” he told his pair of pilots as he accelerated forward with the air-breathing engines kicking him back in his seat enough that his butt hit the rear guard, checking his momentum. His skeet took off in the normal acceleration arc, with the long needle-like shield breaking the wind for him as his speed increased to debilitating levels. 
As the friction increased he began to increase altitude again using the gravity drive. Doing so decreased the thickness of the air, reducing drag, but it also reduced the amount of air getting to the engines, decreasing propulsion. When he got high enough that his airspeed began to actually diminish he flipped another switch and two more physical energy fields manifested around the pair of engines, acting like sails to collect and funnel the thin air into the intakes. 
The skeet’s speed increased again, rising to a comfortable mach 10. The pressure on the nose cone was within limits and the air feed was nominal, but he didn’t feel like pressing the speed any higher. They’d gone up to mach 11 in testing, but only for a few minutes. He knew the craft could probably take the prolonged duration that this trip would incur, but he didn’t feel that now was the best time to be setting any records. He needed his skeet, and those of his pilots, in working order when they got to target…not to mention for the return trip.
“You guys still with me?”
“A few klicks back,” Ras said. “You’re hard to stay with.”
“I’m done accelerating, so snug up…and remember to stay out of my wake.”
“Yeah, it’s spraying me a bit at 2 kilometers,” Ally reported.
Brad checked his tracking display, seeing that her skeet was off to his left, but more aft than she should have been.
“Go wide and come up, you’re too linear.”
“Easy for you to say, you don’t have to steer,” she said, making small corrections around the insanely large ‘nose’ of the craft that the energy shield had created.
Brad watched as she got her fighter repositioned and Ras caught up from behind, coming in well wide then nudging over to about 1.5 klicks to his right and held position there about 500 meters back, parallel to Ally.
“Looks good, but keep an eye on your trajectory. No time to fall asleep at this speed. Stay with me while I try to get a little more information about our target. Apologies now if I wobble.”
“Not accepted,” Ally rebuked him. “You can multitask.”
Brad smiled, but didn’t let his amusement transfer over the comm. She was quoting him from an earlier conversation. “So noted,” he said, readjusting the comm line to talk to Mara.
 



  
  
9
  
  
“Target sighted,” Brad said from his vantage point high above the mining site. After a stiff deceleration run the trio of fighters were descending down to the designated coordinates and had just passed through a thin layer of high clouds, giving them an unobstructed view of the thick forest below. A bit of infrastructure was visible on the horizon, but only after muffled flashes drew Brad’s eyes toward it.
As he watched one of the three bulky ships began to rise up above the tree line, as if in preparation for their attack run.
“They know we’re coming. Stay sharp and dance, let’s see what they’ve got. Ally?”
“Happy to,” she answered, dipping the ‘T’ of her skeet forward and cutting out the anti-grav engines while kicking in the primaries. Her fighter dropped down and zipped ahead of the other two, with Brad swinging right to get some angular separation before he did likewise and followed her down. Ras picked another angle and set up for third in their initial strafing run.
A stuttered stream of green plasma shot out from the ship like a search light, bending this way and that trying to track the fighter’s approach but Ally easily evaded it and fired a pair of light blue plasma squirts back its way before turning sharply and cutting across the treetops to the right and away from the target. Her hits ran square into the side of the yellow/tan ship and were buffeted by a cascading shimmer of energy shields.
Brad saw this and tried to target the same spot on his run, firing off a series of three paired streaks, all of which hit the stable target as it fired back, unable to hit the highly mobile skeets. His first two salvos were absorbed, but the third broke through the shields and kissed the hull, leaving a burn mark but little other damage.
Ras targeted the same spot as well, making more than a dent. Bits of armor burnt off when his four streaks impacted, tearing an obvious scar into the side of the ship before he too went evasive and flew off. 
By the time Ally came back around for a second pass the lizard ship began to move up and off to the west, firing ineffectively at the fighters from range as the other two ships came up out of the forest and added their own weapons to the defensive effort. She targeted the first one again, but didn’t have a line on its damaged side. Her shots dissipated off of portions of the shield matrix that were still intact, but draining them of yet more energy as the ship’s generator tried desperately to reform and recharge the portions that had been penetrated.
“They’re running,” Ras said as he finished up his second pass. 
“Stay on them, but keep your distance. Those gunners may suck, but up close you’re a bigger target.”
“We know the drill,” Ally answered, swinging her skeet around in a big loop to come back in at the retreating ships who were gradually increasing speed. That acceleration made her loop fall long, so she had to readjust and come up on their aft to approach. All three targeted their defenses that direction and the air filled with green shards of plasma.
Brad swung wide to starboard and came in on their flank, forcing them to give him either an uncontested run or swing one or more of their turrets around to track him. They did the latter, lessening the fire being thrown at Ally. He got a single paired shot off before zooming across their formation a few hundred meters over the tops of their ships and flying off to port while Ally came right up and over them from behind, adding four more plasma streaks into the rearmost ship’s shields.
The three Star Fox pilots kept up this harassing attack for a long time as the enemy ships fled across the surface, to where no one knew, but gradually their shields were wearing down and more and more hull hits were occurring. Meanwhile other skeets were inbound, adjusting toward their heading for a distant intercept, making it appear that unless the lizards got some lucky hits in against the fighters they were doomed.
About five minutes before that intercept occurred with a group of 9 Ninja Monkey skeets coming up from the south, Ras got in a killing strike on the rearmost of the three ships, sending it careening down to crash into the forest when its anti-grav engine took damage. 
“Nice work,” Brad congratulated, “but stay sharp. I’ve already took a couple nicks and they dropped my shields by 20%. We can’t withstand a direct hit and their gunners are getting better the longer this fight drags on,” he said, pulling up sharply as another line of green plasma shot out like a scythe across the treetops and passed underneath him. “Concentrate fire on the second ship, but stay evasive.”
“Copy that,” Ally said, delivering another effective run and flashing past the pair of ships, but staying low and shooting the gap between them as the gunners guessed she’d go high like they had been earlier. 
Brad noticed the maneuver, and the fact that it worked, so he didn’t criticize, but that was far closer than he wanted them getting and he knew that in prolonged fights like this people usually got sloppy, predictable, or reckless…and she had just showed a bit of recklessness. 
He followed his own advice and flew way off to port and ahead of the fleeing ships, then angled in for a run that would force the gunners to split their aim between him coming in from an angle to the front or the other two who were still sniping from the rear arc. One of the turrets on the lead ship tracked his way but a corkscrew approach made him hard to zero in on and he was able to deliver a solid triple hit against the front of the second ship as he passed. The leading plasma globs hit the shields in front, the second set slipped back to the flank and soaked up more shield energy there, then the third set hit pay dirt and melted away some more hull armor as that side of the ship lost its protective energy shell. 
“What the…heads up!” Ally shouted as a new contact blurrily appeared on his tracking screen…a big new contact with a weak signal. 
By the time Brad had swung around to see it with his own eyes the cruiser-sized ship had already pulled up halfway above the ridgeline it was hiding behind. Its knife-like design lay flat against the ground with small nodules poking up off the top at odd places. It quickly rose up and sky appeared beneath it, making it look like an alien version of a super star destroyer…very flat and long, and equally intimidating.
Bits and pieces of plasma began flying their way from turrets somewhere on the distance ship, leaving a safe cone of approach for the two raiders in the center.
“Break high!” Brad said, pulling up sharply as he took a hit to his port engine. The physical shield covering it ate up most of the plasma, but the little that got through burned off the paint and melted away the outside layer of thin armor, just missing the forward intake vent. A little smoke billowed up from the spot, trapped inside the shield perimeter, and formed a misty haze over that side of the craft as Brad kicked in his anti-grav engines and shot into the sky as fast as he could.
“Report?!”
“Tail damage,” Ally said, following him up. “Nothing critical. Speed intact.”
“No damage,” Ras reported, matching their ascent.
Brad toggled his comm to open Star Force band, which the approaching skeets, Clans, and Canderians could all monitor. “New contact, repeat, new contact. Big ass ship coming up off the deck. The raiders are heading towards it and they’ve got decent anti-air coverage. Assault is problematic. We could really use some orbital bombardment about now if someone could manage it.”
“Our sensors show nothing, Foxes,” one of the Ninja Monkey pilots replied on the same channel, “but we can just make it out visually. What’s it look like from orbit?”
“We’ve got no tracking data up here,” Harrison’s voice responded. “But we do have a limited visual. Confirm coordinates then get clear as spotters. We’ll bring the rain, but there’s no guarantee we’ll hit anything.”
“Thank you,” Brad said, adjusting his flight line to bring him directly over the ship, but at a high enough altitude that he wouldn’t be an easy target. “Ally, Ras…break off and get to the edge of visual range. One take north, the other south. We need to keep this guy boxed in so we can direct the gunners.”
“I’ll take north,” Ras offered, pulling away from their tiny formation.
“Careful, Lead,” Ally warned, heading the south position.
“Mara, I’m gonna get you as close as I can. Be ready to target my position at 45 seconds post ping.”
“We’re set here,” the Archon replied. 
“Ninja Monkeys, stay clear on the west edge. We’ve got to keep a line of sight on the ship at all times because our sensors aren’t worth crap against these guys.”
“We’ve got the backdoor covered.”
“I’ll take the east side after this run,” he said, rolling his skeet upside down so he could look at the pan-like ship coming up beneath him. It was an elongated hexagon with the shortest two sides being front and aft, giving it a stretched out look. He could see the two raiders just now reaching the ship and settling into grooves on the upper surface. A shimmer of shields flashed across the east side, indicating to Brad that they’d left those down for the ships to come in under and now they were raising them back up. He didn’t know if they were physical-resistant shields or energy-resistant shields, but a ship hitting either would damage the matrix, even though a true energy shield would allow objects to move through and still remain intact.
Either way, his fighter’s plasma weapons would affect both types of shielding. Because the plasma was made of atoms it would be stopped by physical shields and pass through energy shields…but because the atoms were ionized it would also be repelled by the energy shields, making it both a good multipurpose weapon as well as an easy one to defend against. The really potent physical weapons would pass through energy-resistant shields like they weren’t even there, and vice versa. Lasers would pass right through the physical shields that the skeets were using, given that the photons were so small they’d make it through the matrix ‘net’ that was designed to stop large, heavy atoms, such as the oxygen ones that the skeet’s plasma was made of.
Energy-resistant shields were more difficult to construct, which was why Star Force didn’t currently have any. According to the V’kit’no’sat database most races didn’t have energy-resistant shields because the matrix required was too complex for them to create. Some limited energy shields, like a simple magnetic field, were possible, but a comprehensive energy-resistant shield was quite a ways up the technological ladder and many rungs ahead of Star Force at the moment.
A magnetic shield would repel plasma and other charged particles, but allow all other matter to pass through as if there was no shield at all, which was yet one more reason why plasma was easy to defend against. It could also ward off electrical attacks, but light and other forms of energy were unaffected, making its defensive usefulness one dimensional.
Brad didn’t know how advanced the lizards were, but if they did have energy-resistant shields it wouldn’t do them much good. The plasma would pound them heavily, but since Star Force didn’t use much in the way of energy-based weapons nowadays only the physical shields were going to come into play…and in about 60 seconds they were going to find out if that ship was as tough as it looked.
Brad looked ‘up’ at the ship below his skeet, judging that he was approximately over top of it, and leveled his hand above the all important button on his control board. He flipped his skeet back right side up and began making a tight 180 degree U-turn, at the end of which he jammed down the button and kicked in his engines at maximum speed.
  
“Sensor ping,” one of the Canderians reported. “We have the coordinates.”
“Send them over,” Harrison said, watching the holographic map of the planet tag the location where the mystery ship was. Their orbital sensors still couldn’t detect a thing, but the visuals he was getting of it from high above were able to make out the yellowish knife-like shape set against the dark green forest. He wasn’t sure how accurate their bombardment would be, and he hoped their pilots would keep their distance.
  
In the Saber colony control center the Archons on station received the coordinates relayed from the Canderians and remotely targeted their warships in low orbit that happened to be above that portion of the planet. The Sabers had two in position, as well as a third borrowed from 1st fleet. Two other Clan warships were also nearby and would come within range shortly, but the Sabers had wisely been using their engines to align for optimum orbital positioning while the other Clans hadn’t been so savvy. 
The 1st fleet corvette took aim as it orbited by, making for a difficult, but not impossible shot. The two Saber ships, however, had been upgraded with anti-grav drives sufficient to ‘float’ their ships above the surface of the planet. One was a destroyer, the other a light frigate, and Paul had specifically had the newer designs incorporate the technology for just this purpose. 
Having negated most of their orbital speed by now, the two Saber warships drifted low, just above the top of the atmosphere as the first rail gun slug fell at an angle past them from the 1st fleet corvette. It was followed by a steady stream of slugs, with about 5-second intervals, that pummeled the area tagged as the lizard ship’s location as the two Saber ships joined in with their heavier rail guns. 
More accurate due to the closer range and lack of lateral orbital speed, 62% of the slugs they delivered to target impacted the wide profile of the lizard ship, while the narrow edge stared at the surrounding and waiting fighters, giving the warships the best possible attack profile. Their rail gun slugs, each a massive chunk of iron mixed with other elements and blunted to apply maximum concussive force, hit the top of the ship and sparkled against the shields, though no one was in a good position to observe the spectacle.
The metal smashed against the physical shields and deformed, breaking through layer after layer of shield matrix as the cylindrical slug of metal mushed into a glob and bled off its kinetic energy, spraying glowing shards as the impact friction heated the pieces past the melting point. They resolidified in mid air and rained down on the forest or other parts of the shield while the main glob rebounded up into the air like sleet hitting and bouncing off of frozen ground.
As impressive as the lizards’ shields were, they couldn’t stand up against much of that punishment, and after the first few dozen impacts the ship began to move forward on a gentle rise up towards orbit, making it damn hard to track.
“Target drifting south,” Brad reported. “And gaining altitude. Looks like it’s coming up to play,” he said as one of the slugs got through the shields and poked a tiny hole in the upper hull. 
“Shield penetration,” one of the Ninja Monkeys reported as they began to fly alongside the ship at extreme range. “Mark our position at approximately 40 km. Foxes, give them a range and they can use us as targeting brackets.”
“Best guess,” Brad said, trying to size up the distance mixed with the intermittent sensor bounces from the large ship, “25 kilometers.” He set his sensor ping to automatic, with it sounding off every 1.5 seconds.
“28 kilometers,” Ras added, keeping pace from behind as the cruiser slipped south.
“21 kilometers,” Ally reported.
“Back off a bit,” Brad said over his group’s individual comm. “I know it’s almost impossible to hit a fighter from orbit, but don’t take the chance. Try and stay at least 25 out.”
“I can’t fly backwards,” Ally pointed out, “so I’m having to zigzag to maintain visual contact.”
“Zigzag faster,” Brad suggested as a few more rail gun slugs made it through the shields, all with diminished momentum which negated their destructive power. Poke enough holes, he knew, and the entire shield matrix would collapse, but he didn’t figure they were anywhere close to that point yet. 
“Better do what you can now,” he suggest over open comm. “We’re not going to be able to stay with them much longer. They’re definitely headed for space.”
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“Do we still have a visual lock?” Harrison asked. 
“Yes,” one of the Canderians said, referencing the feeds coming from the warships. 
“Coordinate all the feeds and plot their course as best you can.”
“Yes, Archon.”
Harrison looked at the holographic display and where their warships were positioned around orbit. There were a few pairs here and there, but for the most part they were spread out. Soon a probability cone arose, coming up from the planet and continually shrinking as position data was updated.
He picked three points around that cone higher up in orbit and designated them as rendezvous points for his other warships while the three currently engaged poured more and more rail gun slugs down on the target as it was now just escaping the atmosphere.
“Stay with it,” he said into his earpiece.
In response the Saber destroyer and light frigate began moving up and back as they kept up distant fire on the now quickly moving target. Most of their rail gun slugs were missing, given that the lizard ship had tipped upward, no longer offering its wide profile as a target. Before long it would be upon the two Saber ships, either to engage or blow past them. Harrison knew they had to keep a ship on its heels at all times else they’d lose the contact since they couldn’t follow it on sensors.
The 1st fleet corvette was already passing by, nearly out of position as it rounded the planet in orbit, but several other ships were coming into range, both Saber and otherwise, closing in a very loose net, one that Harrison wasn’t sure would be able to hold.
He saw the speed indicator for the enemy ship jump up and realized that they were indeed making a run for it, not even attempting to settle into an orbit but going straight up and cutting across the orbital tracks directly…which meant many of their ships would not be in a position to follow.
“Anyone who can chase get going,” Harrison announced to the room. 
“We’ve got them if you can keep eyes on them a little longer,” San said from his terminal as he ordered his Clan fleet to intercept as a group from their position orbiting the moon of Dxun. They weren’t right next door, but rather at a 58 degree angle off the projected flight path of the target and with enough altitude to cover the distance for a possible intercept.
“We’ve got eyes,” Mara said as some of the Star Fox ships in higher orbits began moving into position to form a visual relay, some of which were on a direct line with the target and accelerating out from the planet as well so as to match speeds. “We’re going to take a few potshots on the way, then they’re all yours, Monkeys.”
On the holographic display Harrison saw one of the 1st fleet missile ships launch a long range salvo ahead of the target, with the missiles flying almost the completely opposite direction. This wasn’t a mistake on its part, but rather the same tactic the outer warships were using to set up an intercept. The target was now moving so fast that it would be almost impossible to hit head on so the missiles had to accelerate in the same direction to reduce relative speeds in order to have a chance of contact.
The hologram showed the missile positions, but there was still only an indeterminate dot where the visual recorders and some mathematical guesswork were putting it. Harrison also knew that the missiles fired had no lock on target, which meant they were being guided by controllers back down on the planet. It wasn’t a very favorable circumstance, but at the moment it was all they had as the target zipped by the position of the 1st fleet warship and continued to head out away from the planet.
“Bring up the missile telemetry,” Harrison told the Canderians, with a scattering of tiny camera images popping up next to the hologram. Nothing was visible except stars and Dxun on the far left, meaning the missiles were still out ahead of the target. A few moments later the missile images turned as a group to the right and a small, flat object appeared in the corner of the screen, growing larger by the second.
“There it is,” Harrison whispered, watching the warheads close fast. He knew the controllers were watching the same feeds and flying the missiles in manually, but his interest was getting a good look at the ship. So far all they’d gotten up here was fuzzy, long range images.
When the knife-like ship stretched from one edge of the screen to the other it began to rotate around, exposing its flat lower surface to the missiles as a shower of green particles manifested at several points on the hull and flew out towards the missiles. At first nothing happened, but then the missiles’ visual feeds began cutting out one by one until only 3 of the 36 were left. Harrison got a good, up close view of the ship’s hull as they rammed into the target and detonated, but whatever damage they did or didn’t do he couldn’t know, since their cameras had also been destroyed on impact.
The run up to impact did tell him one important thing…there were dozens of the smaller ships attached to the hull of what must have been some form of carrier/base. 
Another small view of the ship appeared in the holographic map of planetary orbit, this one coming from a Star Fox warship that was accelerating hard towards an intercept. Watching the live video and the tracking points on the map Harrison suddenly realized that the target was faster than their ships and the cruiser in question wasn’t going to be able to catch up.
Coming to that same conclusion the Star Fox warship launched a series of rail gun slugs from its forward arc, cutting all plasma engines to increase accuracy and hoping for a lucky hit. It fired off 8 rounds before giving up and watched the little dots on the map fly across the distance between itself and the ghost ship. 
Another Star Fox ship, this one a destroyer, was nearly matching the target’s acceleration, coming in at a similar angle to the cruiser but farther up the orbital ladder. Its camera view soon became the dominant one in the Canderian command center and showed a decent image of two of the rail gun slugs hitting the target and splattering against its shields. 
For a brief moment the disruption in the energy matrix was so intense that the ship popped up on sensor scans, giving them a fixed point to begin reworking their course plotting from before it disappeared again as the shield matrix settled back down and began replenishing the damaged areas with additional power from the generator.
“Good hit,” Anders commented. “Keep it up and maybe the Ninja Monkeys can put it down.”
Harrison glanced at the upper edge of the holographic map. “You got the back door covered?”
“Working on it,” Anders said, having his fleet spread out around high orbit, but with at least a few ships within possible intercept range an hour or two out if they could maintain visual contact that long.
As the range closed between the target and the destroyer the Clan warship began shooting off rail gun slugs and missiles with no return fire coming from the enemy until the missiles got in close and were hit by scatter fire. Most of them were knocked out, but half of the rail gun slugs hit the target, whacking large holes in its shield matrix. As the range shrank down even further the destroyer opened fire with its own plasma cannons, seeing the light blue streaks blur and fade out before impact.
The Star Fox pilots kept firing anyway, wanting to get a hit in at extreme range but it was the lizards’ ship that got there first. A green sphere of plasma shot off from the ship and crossed laterally over to the box-like destroyer and splashed against its shields. The bolt of plasma had dissipated significantly before impact, but it still ate up more than half the shield strength on point of impact…which was large, given the water balloon-like splash effect. 
Seeming to suggest that the shot was merely a test of range, the enemy cruiser fired several more bolts in sequence, all but one of which hit the destroyer. The third in the continuous salvo penetrated the shields and kissed the Herculium hull…then the others ripped/melted it apart one after another. 
The destroyer twisted around, trying to spread out the hull damage as well as to bring intact portions of the shield into play. The tactic only worked as a delaying measure, for the unending stream of plasma bolts did not relent. What was left of the shield matrix completely collapsed, exposing all of the destroyer’s armored hull to the incoming plasma. Once it ate through the protective plates it cored the ship, hollowing out the interior through a series of explosions to leave a more or less intact shell that began to fall behind as its engines were no longer existent.
The lizards didn’t let up and continued to pound the remains until it fell out of range, then continued on out of the micro-system as the pack-like Ninja Monkey fleet loomed ever closer out ahead, fighting for speed so the target wouldn’t zip right by them.
Instead it altered course to port, causing the Clan ships to have to redeploy and scatter their formation. First contact was made by four corvettes that had superior speed to the enemy cruiser and were able to readjust quicker to the new heading. One was killed on approach by the green plasma orbs, but the other three were able to get inside their own plasma range and fired off small streaks into the enemy’s shields.
A second corvette was destroyed before a destroyer joined the party, firing at range with its rail gun on an approach that the corvettes deliberately avoided so as to allow the support fire. As the third corvette met its death one of the rail gun slugs got through the shields and hit the hull, doing moderate damage given that part of the kinetic energy had already been bled off. None the less, the surviving corvette noted the position of the shield impact and poured plasma into the wound.
The destructive ‘raindrop’ fell into the crater on the hull and melted into it, carving it a bit deeper and smoothing out some of the narrow edges. A second drop fell nearby and cut another divot into the hull before the last corvette was killed, but by then two more ships had come within rail gun range and were spitting metallic shards at the enemy, who once again altered course, throwing off their aim.
The closer destroyer fell in behind the ship and accelerated for all it was worth, inching up from behind and firing away with its larger plasma cannons. The target, it seemed, didn’t have a large battery capable of covering the aft arc, though more scattershot appeared, most of which dissipated before it even got to the destroyer’s shields. 
One blue streak after another shot out at the lizard cruiser, most of which hit the aft shields but were too dissipated to do much damage. The destroyer kept draining what energy out of them it could while a few more lucky rail gun slugs hit the target, all but one of which deflected off the shields. 
The one struck the weakened area where the corvette’s plasma had hit the hull. The matrix covering it was still replenishing and very, very thin. The slug punched through it like it wasn’t even there and delivered the first solid strike against the enemy, breaking through the armored coating and penetrating into the interior of the ship with a gush of atmosphere flying back out before internal bulkheads sealed off the breached areas.
As if stung by a bee, the cruiser killed its forward thrust and wheeled about, heading directly for the larger Ninja Monkey ships shooting at it from outside its plasma range. It closed the gap quickly, flying in a curved trajectory that no Star Force ship could match, throwing off the rail gun targeting and keeping any more from hitting before it got within plasma range of the ambushing ships and leveled off, unleashing a torrent from multiple cannons spaced out across the bottom face of the hull, which it deliberately tilted towards the Ninja Monkey gunners.
Normally that would have been fatal mistake, giving the rail guns such a wide target, but for the cruiser it gave four plasma cannon turrets lines of fire and the enemy ship began savaging the Star Force warships. Their thin shields held for mere seconds, maybe a salvo or two if they were spaced out, then the green plasma began eating at their hulls as they fired desperately in return, scattering in multiple directions but not moving fast enough to avoid the speed of the plasma, which was at least twice that of their own cannons.
The Ninja Monkeys did make them pay for the bold attack, getting several plasma salvos of their own off, as well as some close in rail gun shots before those batteries were destroyed. The bottom half of the cruiser took extensive damage, but most the docked raider ships were on the top half and safe from the attack.
The smaller and faster Clan ships were able to flank the cruiser, taking damage as they went. Two corvettes began attacking at the knife edge of the ship while a frigate crossed over and targeted the top side…only to be hit by the large cannons in place there, getting off just three plasma shots before being destroyed. The dorsal shields held on the cruiser, but the rim damage the corvettes were inflicting began to add up and a few got through weakened shields enough to destabilize the ventral areas enough that three sections of the shield cover on the cruiser’s bottom half completely went down, though there were few Ninja Monkey ships remaining to exploit that weakness.
The corvettes blasted away at the rim at point blank range, trying to stay out of the firing arcs of the main cannons until the bigger ship twisted about faster than they could adjust. They took the brunt of the plasma attacks at their most concentrated and lethal efficiency, with the explosive results shredding the smaller ships. Unlike the others at range, their Herculium armor didn’t hold up to the explosive destruction, allowing the small warships to pop like piñatas when the massive amount of plasma ate through to the densely packed interior of the unmanned warships.
Back in the Canderian command center the expressions on the Archons’ faces were bleak. The enemy ship had just torn through 13 of their own and was still intact and heading out away from the planet…a fact which they could now verify, given that the target had begun to show up on sensor scans during the battle.
“Anders,” Harrison said after a long moment of silence. “Keep a ship close so we can track it.”
“I’ve got three on the way,” he said, looking at the marker on the hologram as it continued to accelerate away from the planet. 
“We’ll need an escort on the jumpline from Alpha Centauri to protect the next jumpship,” Mara pointed out.
“3 weeks?” Jaime asked.
“And then at least 8 more before we can get any reinforcements,” Harrison said, rubbing his jaw thoughtfully. “Priority defense should go to the jumpships, then shipyards. If they go in atmosphere we can organize a defense on the ground, but we can’t let our ships get spread out again. Only a fleet action is going to be able to stand up against that.”
“Where do you suppose they’re heading?” Raines asked, still watching the hologram.
Harrison glanced at the Arc Tribune, but Anders answered him first.
“How many more of them are out there, you mean? If they’re running back to their buddies we’ll find them…unless they can get that hull damage patched up to evade our sensors.”
“You think it was the armor?” Jaime asked. “Not some countermeasure?”
“The ship is reading like a corvette, so I’d say we’re just picking up the surface damage, which means something is still shielding the rest of the hull, so my money’s on the armor.”
“Good point,” Harrison granted. “Calculate their current track. Let’s see how coy they’re playing this.”
The Canderians punched up the navigation program with ease and had a lazy arc around the system’s central star marked on the now system-wide hologram…no planets or moons intersected it, nor did any even come close.
“So much for that,” Mara commented.
“Guess we have to wait and see,” Anders said, watching the icons for his ship trail the enemy, keeping it within their sensor range but well outside of weapons. At the moment they didn’t want to provoke another attack, just follow and observe.
  
Four days later those three ships did come under attack, but not from the ship they were trailing. Two more enemy cruisers, sensor ghosts as far as telemetry was concerned, jumped the leading ship and destroyed it before the controllers knew what was happening, thanks to the signal lag of being so far out from the planet. The other two were far enough back that they were able to go evasive, one flying off at a 90 degree angle to their flight path while the other one accelerated hard forward, increasing speed and blowing by the two new contacts. Given that the ship was a frigate its maneuvering speed was greater and it was able to outrun its pursuit, drawing them away from the larger destroyer escaping off to the side.
The frigate amassed enough speed to catch up to and overshoot the damaged cruiser, passing far ahead of it before a mass of contacts lit up its sensor screen.  The just updated combat protocols in the frigate automatically returned fire before the sensor telemetry even made it back to Corneria, targeting the incoming fighters with high powered lachar cupolas…a combination laser and charged particle weapon that fired at light speed, but they didn’t pack enough punch to take one out with a single hit so the frigate was quickly overwhelmed and picked to death by the fighters’ small plasma cannons.
The more distant destroyer succeeded in escaping, but within two hours of running from the enemy its signal winked out, having been caught and destroyed by one of the carrier/bases before it could even begin its slingshot trajectory around the sun to return to Corneria.
Upon a detailed review of the frigate’s sensors and visuals, transmitted back live and bounced around the system via relays, the source of the fighters was located and then magnified as much as possible, resolving into a blurry image calculated to be more than 15 kilometers long and at least 3 kilometers wide. Indistinct as it was, the brief visual made one fact abundantly clear. 
 The enemy had a jumpship insystem.
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