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April 2, 2553


Ezreal System (Zeta
Region)


Karmath



 

Leote crept around the alleyway, shrouded in a dull
brown cloak that hid his combat armor from view…not that there were that many
people around to see. It was night and a few hours before the traffic flows
would start manifesting themselves for the coming day. Better sections of the
city had day-round traffic but the slum the Kiritas was currently in had a much
more lazy routine, though there were always a handful of people milling about
in some various stages of depravity.


He blended in well enough, though there were no other
Kiritas or Kiritak on the planet. At least not in this regional zone belonging
to the Mesoni. They operated a fairly loose society with a large number of
other races intermingling with their populations and making up about 55% of the
inhabitants, so Leote’s small form wouldn’t attract
too much attention so long as he kept his head hidden. Kiritas were well known
in the ADZ for their connection to Star Force, mainly due to the Kiritak that
were deployed across dozens of star systems doing all kinds of work directly
for Star Force as opposed to the Kiritas who were a
semi-independent member nation within the overall empire. 


Leote and the Kiritas kept to themselves for the most
part, with the Archons not wanting them to play a role in the fighting on
either war front due to the fact that their technology wasn’t up to par with
the other races. It wasn’t for lack of trying, and Star Force had given them
many upgrades…but through lessons rather than gifts, forcing them to advance on
their own rather than simply be handed tech they didn’t understand. When it had
been heard that Star Force had given the Hycre and
Protovic advanced weapons tech some of the Kiritas had openly complained,
though most loyal ones like Leote knew there was always a reason behind what
their patron Humans did.


The truth was the Kiritas weren’t ready, and
independence did have its drawbacks. Kiritak were already fighting in some
small theatres because they’d been born and raised as Kiritak as opposed to
being born Kiritas and transitioning over to Star Force service. Still, those
Kiritak fighting were doing so in defensive rolls, for as far as Leote knew
they had no line combat units with Kiritak in them.


Both the Kiritas and Kiritak were support players
within Star Force and the ADZ, but for those like Leote that didn’t mean no
combat…just not the full scale invasion scenarios others were having to deal
with. Leote had seen more than 120 years of clandestine missions and small
scale combat, having first been part of the Kiritas military then transferred
to their special ops units that, unlike their line troops, actually went
offworld and did something.


And they’d been doing a lot in recent years as the ADZ
population continued to blossom…for with that growth there were always shady
characters taking advantage of others and someone had to stop them. With the
Archons and Star Force’s line troops busy fighting the big wars, units like Leote’s got to pick up the slack and fight the small ones
in their stead. That was no small task and Leote was grateful for it. The more
the Kiritas got to fight the better it would be for his people…despite the fact
that most of them weren’t up to his level of skill.


This wasn’t the first alley he’d staked out, but it
was the first time he’d worked directly with an Archon and that put an added
emphasis on not screwing up. Right now the others were inside the building
complex he was creeping around the outside of, covering a possible escape route
for those inside if they bolted when the Archons went in. The other 7 members
of his unit were likewise spaced around the perimeter at places the Archons
expected the Compact might flee from and he was here to make sure that they
didn’t get away again.


They’d been on their trail for months ever since
they’d interrogated their first captive and began the chase. A shipping invoice
trail had led them to a courier who had placed the order and was part of a
quasi-military organization that had numerous divisions, mostly legit and
commercial, but with a not so public presence in the shady regions of the
ADZ…and a much larger one that Star Force had realized existed. Leote’s team had hit two previous facilities, both with
some of their people managing to get away.


Enough had been caught, or computer records found,
that the chase was able to continue across multiple star systems leading them
here to what they suspected was a major hub of their illicit activities. The
Archons and the Knight were going in, with the Kiritas being deployed as a
safety net to catch some or all of the potential fleers if they managed to
somehow avoid the heavy hitters.


Leote had been on station for more than three hours,
getting his cover established and becoming part of the scenery as he alternated
between sitting and standing against a wall, making himself look like the
others that had nowhere else to go. It was sad, given everything that Star
Force had done for the Mesoni and other races, that they would run such a
poorly organized society. The freedom that many sought here was the freedom to
misbehave, and with that came the class of rundown, trodden upon ‘support’ that
the rest of the society stood upon.


This never would have happened on a Star Force world,
and at least the nearby outposts along the border strips gave these people a
possible escape, but once again it was made clear to Leote that life in Star
Force was not the norm in the galaxy. Many of the Kiritas took for granted the
lives they had and didn’t realize how messed up everyone else was, which was
why Leote and others like him were eager to do everything they could to help
Star Force fight its wars, on any front, so when the Archons called he and the
others had eagerly responded.


And tonight it looked like he was going to make
himself useful, for one of the side entrances about 50 meters down the alley
suddenly opened and a Rama came out, turning to the left and plodding down the
opposite direction. The big, beefy biped was literally all chest and arm
muscle, with short, tree trunk-like legs that Leote knew wouldn’t let him
outrun the Kiritas so he watched for a pair of seconds to see if anyone else
was following him out. When there wasn’t he threw off his cloak and sprinted
after him, his armor making small dull clicks on the dry, grimy ground as he
scurried down the alley, tail swinging side to side behind him in stride, and
caught up to the big guy about 10 meters shy of him getting to the main street.


Before he could get within physical contact range the
Rama turned around and swung a huge four-fingered fist at him, but Leote
lithely hopped over it, kicking off the giant’s shoulder and falling behind his
back. As he dropped the Kiritas reached out and stuck a small, hockey
puck-sized object onto his back, then rolled across the ground and sprinted
away from the next fist to fly, getting a couple of meters of distance before
triggering the handheld remote for the stun mine. 


With the trigger press the stun energy surged out
through the physical contact, soaking through the Rama’s clothing like a
stinger would, and tipping the hulking mass over as he fell unconscious to the
ground.


Leote hopped back over to him and nudged his head with
his armored foot, making sure the mine had delivered enough stun, for on a race
of his size all that bulk had a way of eating up and negating the energy. The
Rama didn’t move, but the Kiritas jabbed him with a tiny stun stick anyway,
making sure he was going to be out a while, then took up guard position until
one of the Archons could eventually get to him, for there was no way Leote was
going to be able to drag this one off without an anti-grav
lifter.



 

Galia dragged the Rama by
the arm back inside the building to the private lounge where the other
prisoners were gathered, not even bothering to try and pick the big guy up and
put him on her shoulders. She knew she could, for he wasn’t that heavy, but it
would leave her vulnerable and she didn’t feel like trusting the local denizens
that much. After she got him inside the Knight deposited him next to the last
four individuals she’d claimed from the Kiritas, then headed back out to get
the 5th of what was 12 reported captures…with a few having slipped their grip
again.


This time, though, they had some 40+ captives and
hopefully that was going to be enough to get the answers they needed.


As Galia walked out Donn
knelt next to a Drepwen with his exposed fingertip on
his forehead, probing deeply into the unconscious mind as he had been doing the
others. There was only so much information he could get when they were asleep,
but he was using it to sift through the lot and figure out who would need a
thorough interrogation later. Right now they were in the middle of a raid on a
world that they hadn’t announced their presence to, and while technically
Archons could go anywhere within the ADZ, slums like this didn’t take well to
following rules, meaning that this wasn’t a safe place to stay and chitchat. 


And even the governments of a lot of member races
didn’t hold to that policy, though they’d initially agreed to it upon being given
territorial slots as they fled the lizards and others, giving rise to a number
of previous conflicts when Archons had gone in to investigate or put the smack
down on someone who deserved it. Star Force wasn’t about to back down under
public pressure, and routinely asserted the agreed upon rules despite the
pushback. Donn wasn’t too sure how this particular region worked, but he knew
the Scionate and Lacvamat had gotten extremely territorial given that they held
systems with no Star Force presence.


The Archons usually asked permission, just to be nice,
but if they refused they’d go in anyway…and Donn had had a great deal of
experience doing just that with Crimson Team, though most of their ops were not
public knowledge and had them going in and getting out before any of the locals
even knew they were there, much like this mission. Any forewarning to the local
authorities might have tipped off the Compact that they were coming, so Donn
had expected to have some local security troops showing up on the doorstep to
deal with the ‘interlopers’ in response to an alarm.


That hadn’t happened yet and the Kiritas would give
him a heads up before anyone else could get inside, though the complex was
quite large and the 8 of them couldn’t cover all the entrances, just the main
ones. Donn figured he had a few minutes at least to do some probing and he
wasn’t going to waste a second of it. He needed answers, badly, for the
Scionate and Lacvamat were already fighting a civil war within the ADZ over
this attack with several others on the edge of getting involved, though Star
Force and the Protovic had bullied them into staying out of it…for the moment,
but there were numerous secretive treaties between the varied races within the
ADZ, not all of which Star Force knew of, with a lot of plot lines going down
now that the real fighting had started and it was obvious that the major powers
were too tied up on the fronts to do much about it.


Like Davis had said, he needed the truth to work the
situation with, and Donn knew that assignment was up to him and him alone given
how shorthanded they’d gotten trying to reinforce the Skarron front.  Reserve units kept in Epsilon Eridani and Sol
had been called up, taking a gamble that those two systems wouldn’t get hit
anytime soon, and sent to plug some of the holes along with the Clans doing the
same and stripping off a lot of their homeguard
units, as many as they dared anyway, and sending them out to the front.


In theory the Core should be out of danger, but Donn
and the others knew better than to leave their backdoor open just in case
someone was bold enough to hit it. Right now though it looked like they
couldn’t play cautious and still hold the front so they were going to leave it
slightly ajar and hope no one noticed. 


When Donn accessed the Rama’s mind he got a mess of
thoughts he didn’t understand, for their race was one that didn’t originate in
the ADZ. They were native to a region below Protovic territory, with only a
scattering of their individuals migrating up to a number of worlds. He’d never
encountered one before, aside in passing, and as a result had to spend extra
time trying to make a mental connection, focusing on the trade language that
they both spoke.


Getting lost in the process he didn’t notice Brad approach,
with the Archon startling him as he put a hand on his shoulder. 


“Got something over here,” he said as Donn flinched.


“Oh?”


“Check the hotty,” Brad
said, referencing the one Human in the lot.


Donn walked over to the brunette, who was casually
attractive, and pressed his fingers against her forehead, not to increase
efficiency but in order to create a link given the latent Ikrid blocks that she
didn’t even know she possessed. It didn’t take long for Donn to find what Brad
had referenced…a link to a command structure, in which this woman was a
handler, so to speak, for the orders coming into this facility from their
superiors.


“Take her,” Donn said, heading back to the Rama. “I’ll
get back to you on the others.”


Brad picked up the woman over his shoulder, took her
out of the room and through the facility, eventually coming to a roof access
corridor that he climbed, making mental contact with the Kiritas up top who was
waiting for him when he emerged on the roof. The Human dropped his treasonous
kin on the ground and headed back down, leaving Jorfi
to deal with her.


The Kiritas pulled the squishy Human over his
shoulders and carried her across the grimy building top to where they had a
mantis stashed between two higher sections that hid its silhouette from view
against the semi-lit cityscape. He took her inside and gave her an extra tap
from his stun stick to make sure she wouldn’t wake before binding her wrists
and ankles and leaving her there, the first of what would be four snares on the
night.


The rest of the captives were quickly interrogated for
what little they knew then left behind as the Archons, Knight, and Kiritas
eventually all came up and boarded the mantis with Donn flying them out and
across the Mesoni airspace until they hit one of the neutral Star Force strips
of land that gridded the planet. There they came to a ‘clean’ city, leaving the
depravity behind and landing in a well-organized and friendly spaceport,
shifting their captives over to Star Force security for safekeeping.


Then Donn dismissed the others to free time and went
with the captives, intent on doing the full interrogations himself and needing
at least a few days to do it. Meanwhile the other Archons would be following up
the data traces they’d pulled from the computers in the complex. Until they had
their next breadcrumb to follow they’d be staying put, with the emphasis now on
Donn and his mental interrogation skills. 


So far the Compact had operated with decent security,
keeping only certain individuals aware of what they needed to know and offering
no possibility of breaches…but what this organization did not know was that the
Archons had the ability to pull up memories, including faces and other obscure
facts that the individual who observed them might not even had known of. It was
often from these innocuous tidbits that they’d be able to pull traces in the
local databases and at least narrow down what they were looking for, but in
this case that wasn’t going to be necessary.


The Compact had never expected anyone would be able to
be traced this far back, and between the Human and the Critel he was able to
break open their quarry. Both Compact members had been in contact with a
medtech that had been in the same facility and overseeing the creation of the
contaminated gel in a small test set. The full creation had happened in another
facility that Donn and his team had found earlier, but it was here that they’d
been given the tools and instructions necessary in order to complete production
in a ‘safe’ external site.


That medtech was a Gnar, and given the memories Donn
was reviewing it had also been the bacteria’s creator…or at least involved in
the creation and not just a handler, given the snippets of verbal chitchat he
was recovering. Not all of it was there to be found and Donn knew he wasn’t
getting a full picture because of his limited skills, but because he had two
minds to search through who had overseen the same instructions he was able to
gleam a lot more detail with the binary pull than otherwise, giving him
information about the Gnar that hopefully would be able to lead them to him.


That information, coupled with security footage
recovered from the area surrounding the complex and local city eventually gave
the Star Force analysts a potential identity, which they sent over to Donn’s team a couple of weeks later after an extensive
electronic hunt.


The Gnar’s name was Yeveni Sammish Veen, and she was not only a medtech but one of the senior
experts on the ADZ’s ‘Expeditionary Medical Team’ or EMTs, which was not a Star
Force-led organization, but one put together by a number of other races to
track down and combat various diseases and conditions resulting from the
abnormally high mixing of the races that was having the downside of
transferring one race’s ‘germs’ to the others and often with unpredictable
results, some of which were lethal.


The EMTs sought out such cases and developed
countermeasures, essentially being a good will effort that Star Force approved
of without any interaction, and one which contained some of the most experienced
medical professionals outside of Star Force. 


Donn didn’t know what that meant in terms of the big
picture, but to have someone so noteworthy involved in this sent up a warning
flag in his mind, along with the feeling that they were about to get to the bottom
of this…so long as he could get to Veen before she
had a chance to disappear. 
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April 19, 2553


Solar System


Earth



 

Jason woke up…and immediately wished he hadn’t. His
head as pounding but it was the rest of his body that was on fire. He’d had Bo
stun him so he could get some rest, but now that he’d come out of it the pain
hadn’t subsided and for a moment it seemed worse…but that was just because he
wasn’t mentally fighting it. As soon as he fully woke up everything got back in
line and his internal defenses reestablished, with him weathering the pain like
a champ…and it was that internal clenching up that he had been trying to
circumvent with the stun, for while it was active he couldn’t sleep…at all.


Jason rolled out of bed, feeling every fiber of his
body complaining loudly and with needles, and looked at the clock. 


Two hours and 18 minutes…that was better than nothing,
but not nearly the sleep he needed. Deciding to take what progress had
hopefully been made and put it to use he stood up and walked over to the nearby
mirror and stared at his short blonde hair and ran his fingers through it,
undoing a smashed section from his pillow. His gaze dropped down to his own
eyes and he stared at his reflection, reminding himself that the pain was worth
it as the twinkling grey of his irises attested to his recent ascension to tier
3…and not just tier 3, but one of the abilities that the V’kit’no’sat
Zen’zat had never discovered…at least not by the
point when the pyramid lost contact with their data network. 


Kex was an ability that the V’kit’no’sat knew of, one
of the mysterious 5 that the Zen’zat had never
achieved and as such there was no data on it in the pyramid, leaving only
Kara’s dragon knowledge for him to work off of. The full body modification made
sense, but aside from a little hopping around Jason hadn’t been able to do
anything other than fight the pain. He’d got the ability on the first try,
which was probably why he was in such agony. Like when Bo got Sav, this was Jason’s third day of transition and the process
was neither fast nor pleasant. 


But those eyes attested to significant power, and even
as his body complained it now held an impressive new strength. Not the
processing power that Bo possessed, nor the concussive energy that Morgan
wielded, but an entire revamping of his musculature and connective tissue,
including an alteration to his skeleton that essentially gave him the Spartan
treatment from Halo…only with far more impressive results.


According to Kara the strength was merely a byproduct
of the process, which was designed as an agility upgrade. Jason hadn’t been
able to test it yet and wasn’t going to today either, but he was able to jump
insanely high. His vertical had at least tripled, and that was him only half
trying. He now had a Jedi jump, at least, and was interested in finding out
what else he could do, but right now he was just going to try for a short, slow
run to get his body into some semblance of rhythm. 


He pulled on some shorts and running shoes and headed
for the track, aching with each step as he walked through the restricted
training section of Atlantis where he and his team had been at it for the past
7 years…with ample results. He was now Padawan level
34 and top Archon, two levels ahead of Aaron, and they’d isolated some 7
ascension triggers outside of battlemeld. Vermaire was a bigger beast than
ever, with him still able to beat the crap out of any Archon one on one and
hold his own against 2, but when he threw in his own developing psionics he was
truly a problem for others to try and
deal with.


Jason’s psionics let him own him, however, so most of
their duels were non-psionic, but put him up against 100 veteran commandos and
he’d tear through them with ease. Vermaire was literally a juggernaut and still
the standard bearer for the Knights, which Jason hoped could at least attain
half of what the Black Knight had accomplished. 


He was also very glad that he was here in the training
group, because he gave the Archons the challenge they needed by beating the
crap out of them time and again, just like in the old days, and they responded
to that challenge in a myriad of ways, occasionally finding a way to take him
down, then he would adapt and counter it with the end result being them both
improving at a remarkable rate. His size, however, was becoming a huge asset.


Jason and the others had always known that was the
case, which was why they’d created the Knights with the intent of using the
V’kit’no’sat physical enhancements to beef them up to the 7 foot tall range,
with a myriad of other upgrades along with it. What he hadn’t realized was how
much a larger brain helped boost the psionics. In theory was one thing, but
having the Black Knight Fornax and generate a field larger and more potent than
any Jason had ever seen before was chilling. 


And it was chilling because Jason had had the ability
far longer than Vermaire had, yet he had already surpassed him in raw
strength…not duration or accuracy, but in terms of raw power he had more
because he had more brain tissue generating it, essentially a bigger emitter
than Jason would ever have. The trailblazers got stronger with time, but he
would never have as much tissue as a Knight did…and the Zen’zat
were all Knight size.


Above and beyond that, the V’kit’no’sat were larger
still and had so much brain tissue due to their size that their psionics were
going to be difficult to combat. He knew there were ways to go about doing it,
especially the battlemeld techniques that allowed two or more individuals to
essentially share their tissue and amplify their abilities, but Jason was
realizing that their psionics were really only crowd control for low level or
small enemies and not a true threat to the big guys.


Which was why there was tier 3, with the change in
eyes to match. Bigger size had its disadvantages too, and number one of those
was agility. Vermaire was fast, mainly due to his endless training, but his
higher mass required more power to redirect because of his momentum and the
same was true of larger opponents…which was why the Archons had decided not to
use the physical enhancements that the Knights did. They wanted their original
small size and created the Knights so Star Force would have the best of both
worlds.


Now, go up against an Era’tran and you were in
trouble, but as far as small movements go the Archon would have the advantage.
Boost that advantage high enough and you could theoretically evade them
forever…though takedown power would still be lacking. 


Jumat was that takedown power, and Kex was the
agility.  Throw in Sav
as an upgrade to both and you’d be at another level entirely, not to mention
the other tier 3s. 


But without any data on Kex or the other undiscovered
psionics it was still a question mark as to what exactly Jason could do with
it…and it was quite a surprise when he finally got to the track and painfully
started to jog that he found his stride to be completely messed up. It was like
his body had been switched out for a new one and his timing was completely off.



But it was a fast
off…with him covering ground awkwardly, but quickly.


He hadn’t started the timer, so when he finished a
couple of laps he stopped and painfully stretched out a bit, with his body
still adamant that moving was a bad idea. He stepped back up to the start line
and triggered a holographic pacing icon with his normal workout speed and hit
the start button, with it shooting out ahead of him at speed while it took him
a moment to accelerate.


He was tired…very, very tired, but he kept pace with
it easily for a mile before he stopped. The lack of sleep was really grinding
on him now, on top of everything else, but his excitement overrode that all and
he readjusted his holographic tracker to match his personal record for the
mile, which was a 2:24 on the track. The turns slowed him down a bit as
compared to a straight line run outdoors or on some of the linear tracks, but
this was the one he had access to in their training area and he was going to
make the most of it. He set the program and started it, taking off at race
speed and waiting for the pain explosion…which didn’t disappoint.


And his stride was so floppy there should have been no
way he was going to hold a lap at pace, but somehow he came around with the
marker and stayed with it up till the halfway point. Then he ignored the pain
and pushed harder, with his stride seeming to smooth out a bit and him pulling
away from the marker on the third lap.


The fourth one was where he ran out of gas, with the
ascension and lack of sleep getting to him, but he swam through to the finish
and managed to stay ahead of the hologram, recording a 2:21 pr
as he crossed the finish and dropped to the track, curling up in a ball as the
pain began to get worse as the numbing stress wore off and he got the full
sensory load.


Totally worth it,
he told himself. He was a physical mess right now and had just ran faster than
ever before. The thought of how fast he might be once he recovered made him
smile in spite of the pain, with him knowing that Paul was going to be soooo jealous of him now…on top of the fact that he was top
Archon.



 

When the eventual update made its way through the
relay network to Plenx Paul wasn’t onboard ship to
see it. He’d gotten the naval situation stable enough that he’d left command in
the hands of Admiral Caster, the most junior of all the Admirals within the
fleet. Given Paul’s own naval skills having an experienced Admiral on the same
ship was deemed a waste of personnel, so Paul always took the ‘rookie’ under
his wing and sent the others out to where they could have more of an impact as
he passed along some of his knowledge to the newbs…which
were usually at least 200 years old by the time they got to him.


Caster had a been a long time Captain of a Warship-class jumpship, recently
promoted up to Admiral with the same type of duties only multiplied exponentially
given the size of the command ship and the fleet that came along with it. He
was competent and had spent a few years with Paul, enough for the trailblazer
to trust in his skills to handle the situation now that the orbital conflict
wasn’t at risk of going south barring any stupid mistakes that he knew Caster
wouldn’t make.


That left the ground war on Rvitx
as the trouble spot, and as usual Paul threw himself right into it, assigning
himself to commando duty and going down in his heavy armor to help make up for
their lack of troops. Rather than fighting with a Star Force or Dvapp unit he
went solo, dropping from high altitude down into infantry-only theatres and
fighting his way out of them to a nearby outpost or Dvapp city…and racking up a
significant kill count on the way. 


Paul preferred the heavy armor, which had about 30%
more plating than the standard version and 50% stronger shields, because it
gave him additional battle longevity as opposed to the regular or agile armor,
both of which weren’t necessary given the opponents the faced. He wouldn’t have
wanted to go up against a Zen’zat in this armor,
because he would have needed the extra speed, but like all Star Force armor it
wasn’t actually bulky and was still designed to move with his body like a thick
second skin.


To Paul it felt like wearing two layers of clothing as
opposed to one, preserving most of his agility and giving him plenty of speed
while allowing him to just plow into Hobbit units without worrying about
racking up too much shield damage. Those few extra seconds were enough to
essentially make him an invulnerable tank in small scale engagements…and that
he took to the bank, killing far more enemies in the same amount of time as he
could have in the other two armor variants. 


Slowly, region by region, they were pulling the
Skarrons back, with them not being able to mount the infantry attacks on
secondary areas…and Paul handing a lot of those when they did. Without the
ability to simply flood the planet with infantry the fighting was being constricted
down to fewer and fewer areas, with those containing their walkers and other
anti-air capability. That gave Star Force and the Dvapp air superiority
everywhere else and took the pressure off a lot of the remaining Dvapp
cities…those that hadn’t been taken or destroyed previously.


Paul stayed on the ground for the next three months,
personally leading one of the major assaults on a Skarron-captured city and
taking down several of their walkers himself using his Ikrid. The fighting was
heavy and the enemy dug in hard, without Star Force or the Dvapp able to call
in additional troops, but being the strategic mastermind that he was Paul found
a way and ground it out until they finally broke the walker support and were
able to bring in their air cover…after which that particular city fell within 2
days.


Paul stuck around another day to help clean up
lingering infantry then finally returned up to the Excalibur for a few days of badly needed training and to catch up
on naval matters before heading back down again for the next heavy assault…with
the Skarrons having seen how they’d taken down the other city and no doubt
preparing a few surprises for them when they tried to do so again. 


It took him a while before he got around to catching
up on the training logs from the other trailblazers across the ADZ, as well as
filing his own embarrassing numbers. Fighting the enemy mattered, but he hated
when it took him away from his training…and his first workout had been total
crap, having been away from it for so long. He’d lost both strength and speed,
but knew he could get it back. Trouble was he wouldn’t be here for long,
needing to go back down to the planet for the next assault.


That frustration blossomed when he got to Jason’s logs
and personal messages. Not only was he eating through Archon levels like they
were a bag of Doritos, he’d somehow managed to join the tier 3 group that only
Morgan and Bo had attained to date…but he’d even one-upped them by attaining a
psionic that even the Zen’zat hadn’t achieved. That
was insane, and Paul wanted to be back training with them so much he nearly
punched the keyboard in front of him.


But he didn’t, for he knew Jason felt the same way
about being on the front. Both of them were where Star Force needed them to be
and doing what was necessary to secure the future, both against the current
threats and the big one looming on the horizon. Attaining a psionic that the Zen’zat hadn’t was HUGE, and Paul made sure to remind Jason
of that when he sent back a reply…and to remind him that as soon as the found
the trigger for it he was going to be the first one Jason shared it with.


When Paul was going through the training logs of some
of the other trailblazers posted to various regions within the ADZ a news
warning icon manifested itself with a recent update. Paul paused what he was
doing and pulled it up, with a notice that a Protovic system had just been
evacuated due to insufficient ground troops to hold the two inhabited planets
there. What few civilians remained had been successfully pulled out, but
despite there being two Sentinels in orbit and an adequate defense fleet
comprised of two Star Force Warship-class
jumpships in support of 254 Protovic line warships,
they’d completed lost control of the surface.


Unable to prevent some troop and cargo drops from
occurring, the Skarrons were reinforcing their ground gains and littering the
landscape with missile turrets. They didn’t have the ships to even scratch the
Sentinels, but other than dropping them down near the atmosphere and bombarding
the planet, which the notes suggested the Kip was already doing, there was
nothing they could do.


Paul knew that his fellow Archon would kill as many of
them as he could, but the planet was now theirs and all they had to do was
build underground where sensors couldn’t see them and they’d have a safe haven
from the cleansing beams, which could drill down into the crust to a decent
depth, but without knowing where to shoot and having ground troops to follow
up, the Skarrons could establish strongholds out of Star Force’s reach.


His mood soured by the news of the loss, he mentally
cursed the stupid Scionate and went back to reviewing workout logs before
heading two bed. After a couple of days of intense training and some long sleep
sessions Paul would return to the surface and lose himself in battle, his
planet and campaign heading in the right direction, at least, due in no small
part to his personal presence there. 
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June 3, 2553


Sului System
(Scionate Territory)


Favrrcor



 

“Jack, you better get up here.”


The ranger paused mid swing at the punching bag in
Balboa Lane as the voice broke through over the chamber’s speakers. He glanced
at the wall panel that held the comm unit and
telekinetically flicked a few switches.


“What is it?” he asked, knowing that only something
serious would warrant interfering with his training.


“Looks like the war has finally showed up on our
doorstep.”


“Who?”


“Lacvamat.”


“Damn. On my way,” Jack-81118 said, logging out of the
training sequence he was in and resetting the chamber to normal with all the
various objects retreating back into the walls as he exited enroute to the
command center in the outpost. 


Favrrcor was a primary
Scionate planet, the only one in the system but one of their major habitation
centers. Star Force had no presence in the system aside from a tiny outpost on
the surface that held some 5,400 personnel who were due to evacuate soon. They
weren’t a colony or civilian center, but a military outpost with one
purpose…controlling the single Sentinel in orbit. 


It was scheduled to be removed, as were they, but they
weren’t first on the list and the jump cradles needed to move the big sections
of the station were hard to come by. Jack’s assignment to this post was really
a dead-end one, but there had to be a senior Archon in charge of such a massive
piece of weaponry, not so much to operate it, but to make decisions about who
to shoot given that there were no other Humans within the system.


They’d been deployed here as a courtesy along with the
Sentinel, as well as to make sure no one, including the Scionate, messed with
the control station. Most of the people he had in the outpost were defense
troops whose purpose was to safeguard the outpost, with the balance being a few
techs and other support personnel. The Sentinel itself was completely remote
controlled and sat in geosync orbit above them, a
tiny dull star amongst the others in what was currently the planet’s night
cycle.


It was a necessary deployment, but a boring one. Jack
and the others focused on training exclusively, with several commandos and
Knights having requested such an assignment strictly for that reason. A few had
seen combat on the lizard front and needed a breather, while the bulk of the
others were rookies getting some time outside of Sol. Jack’s time was split
between his personal training and drilling the others, of which only four were
Archons.


But today his assignment here was going to come
heavily into play.


By the time he reached the small control center the
Lacvamat fleet had already jumped into orbit in numbers that stunned even Jack.
There were no troop ships or other transports…it was a massive fleet of
warships that were already pouring down into low orbit and literally hunting
the Scionate defense fleet. It had been reduced by about 30% to send relief to
the other worlds under attack, but even had it been at full strength he doubted
they could have handled the Lacvamat fleet he still couldn’t believe he was
seeing. They outnumbered the Scionate ships 12 to 1.


“What do you want to do?” one of the remote gunners
for the Sentinel asked.


“Bring the shields up on the Sentinel and lock down
the outpost. If anyone’s outside call them back immediately. We’re going turtle
and watching how things play out.”


“We’re not going to defend the planet?”


“This is their fight, we’re to stay out of it…since we
don’t have a means to stop it.”


“What if they come down here?”


“We’ll jump off that bridge if we come to it, but
right now I’m not seeing any transports.”


“They could be holding them back for later.”


“True,” Jack agreed, “but by the way they’re deploying
I think they’re just here to target the navy and orbital defenses. If they wipe
them out then the Scionate either have to leave the planet unprotected or pull
ships from elsewhere to cover, leaving less to engage them in the invaded
systems.”


“Uh oh,” another gunner said in a nearby seat as all 4
of them in the control room saw a chunk of the Scionate fleet begin to
run…right up towards the Sentinel sitting on the boundary between mid and low
orbit.


A split second later the comm
lit up with an incoming transmission prompt.


“Damn you,” Jack swore, sitting down and tapping the
activation button with a hologram of the front half of a Scionate materializing
next to the tactical holo.


“Archon, we
request fire support,” the ship Captain said as numerous little icons began
winking out across the map as Scionate ships were being destroyed as packs of
the Lacvamat’s boomerang-shaped warships hunted them down no matter where they
went with slightly better gravity drives that gave them a maneuvering edge. 


“Negative,”
Jack said stiffly. “We’ve been ordered
not to interfere. This is your fight.”


“You were put
here to defend the planet, and we are under attack. Acquit your purpose.”


“We’re pulling
out the Sentinel and evacuating this outpost as soon as we get the necessary
transport. Until then we’re just spectators.”


“Please. One
warrior to another. This is not a fight, it is a slaughter. We can’t outrun
them and there are too many to fight. They have the star blockaded and mean to
hunt us all down no matter where we attempt to flee. Your Sentinel is the only
safe haven available to us.”


Jack chewed on his lower lip, his gut twisting up
inside. The Scionate was right, the Lacvamat had them beat and they both knew
it. As he watched other ships try to flee some didn’t make it, while others
made microjumps out of orbit with packs of Lacvamat
ships jumping after them. If the star was blockaded as the Captain suggested
then the system had just become a giant death trap for any non-Lacvamat ship.


Jack was about to suggest they flee down to the
planet’s surface when he saw others doing the same with the Lacvamat ships
following them down there as well, right into the face of surface defenses in
order to get to the ships and make the kill. If the enemy was eager enough to
get the Scionate ships that they were willing to turret dive the surface
defenses then there really was no safe place for the Scionate to go, leaving
Jack to tell the Captains of the ships headed towards him that they simply had
to die.


But that’s not the way Star Force worked, and there
was a reason a ranger had been assigned to this station.


“Surrender,”
Jack told him.


“We have tried,
they will not accept one. They are here for our blood.”


“No, surrender
your ships to Star Force. We’ll take possession of them so they can’t be used
against the Lacvamat later and preserve your lives in the process.”


The Scionate hissed, an involuntary reaction that
quickly faded and transitioned into reluctant acceptance. He didn’t want to
give up the fight, but faced with all but certain death he understood the
escape route the Human was offering.


“Agreed. What
are your orders, Archon?”


“Bring all
surrendering ships within a radius of 60 kilometers, but not within 10
kilometers of the Sentinel. Power down weapons but keep shields up and cluster
together to perverse the station’s firing lines. I’ll inform the Lacvamat of
the transfer of possession of the ships. Any of you coming within said radius
will automatically be surrendering. If you try to leave again we’ll fire upon
and disable your ships. Understood?”


“Understood and
thank you. I will pass along word to the others.”


Jack switched off that comm
channel and searched for one to connect to the Lacvamat fleet. “Power up the weapons and get the seats full.”


One of the gunners nodded and started bringing the
massive defense platform to life as well as putting out a call throughout the
outpost for the other gunners to report to the control center so they could get
more hands on the controls, with it being established protocol that the less
multitasking you had your controllers doing the more accurate and effective
they would be. 


Six more people came into the control room in a rush
before Jack was able to get through to the Lacvamat, with a hologram of one of
the perched avians coming to life beside the tactical map that showed more and
more Scionate ships altering course and heading for the Sentinel.


“We’ve been told
not to interfere in this stupid fight of yours,” Jack began, letting a bit
of anger cross over into his trade language accent, something that he’d have
had a bit of trouble doing a hundred years ago but he’d become fluent enough in
it now that he had little trouble transmitting the appropriate emotional tones,
“but we’re not going to sit by and let
you slaughter their fleet. Those ships coming within range of the Sentinel are
surrendering to Star Force. Their crews will be removed and we will retain
possession of them, not to be returned to the Scionate to use against you
later. You can consider them out of the fight, but we will not let you kill
them. We can’t stop what you’re doing elsewhere in orbit, but here they will be
safe and out of the fight.”


“If they attempt
to leave the zone around the Sentinel we will fire upon and disable them,
ensuring that their surrender is legitimate. Likewise, if you come within
firing range we will defend those who have surrendered. Unless you also want to
surrender your ships, stay outside of Sentinel range.”


The Lacvamat bobbed its thick head back and forth
angrily. “So you side with the assassins?”


“We’re not
siding with either of you idiots. Both of you should be fighting the Skarrons,
not each other.”


“Tell that to
our dead.”


“I don’t know or
care what happened elsewhere. Here, now, the Scionate are surrendering to Star
Force and their ships that do so will be of no threat to you. You have my
promise on that, as they have my promise that they will be allowed to
surrender. I will hold to both promises, so keep your distance.”


“We will not be
denied our kills.”


Jack smiled dangerously. “You have a lot of ships insystem, but your fleet is no match for a
Sentinel.”


“We will not
attack your station, but if you think you can keep the Scionate from us you are
wrong,” the Lacvamat said, ending the transmission.


One of the gunners raised an eyebrow and glanced at
Jack. “Tell me he just didn’t…”


“He did,” the Archon confirmed, pulling up a targeting
prompt so he could operate part of the Sentinel’s systems. He started with
defining a ‘line in the sand’ distance range from the Sentinel and began an automatic
transmission that was sent out into the clear along with a brief message he
recorded also for autoplay, informing everyone on the
planet and in orbit what the ground rules were. Scionate inside had to stay
inside and would be safe, Lacvamat had to stay outside or be fired upon.


As the first Scionate warships and civilian transports
began arriving Jack began tagging parking zones and pinging the ships as to
where to go, hoping to line them up so they didn’t interfere with the
Sentinel’s weapons batteries and give the Lacvamat blind spots to approach from
if they were so stupid.


“Jack?”


“I see it,” he said as a trio of Lacvamat ships were
nearing the line as they continuously pounded on a larger Scionate warship that
was throwing back some weaponsfire but otherwise was overwhelmed. 


Jack dialed down the power on one of the large
cleansing beams as low as it would go and lined up a shot, waiting to see if
the Lacvamat would cross the line and hoping the Scionate ship would survive
that long. It was already taking hull breaches, but momentum alone would bring
it across the ‘safe’ line within the next 20 seconds.


A large explosion blew out a chunk of the ship just
prior to the line, then the four ships passed it…with the Lacvamat continuing
their attack and ignoring the distance markers.


Jack fired immediately, sending out a very pale white
beam that hit one of the boomerang ships on the shields and sucked some 22% out
of them. He fired on the other two in turn, giving each a warning shot but to
his gall the ships didn’t turn back. They had the Scionate ship nearly
destroyed and he realized they were going to try and finish it off regardless.


With a roll of his thumb he dialed up the intensity on
the beam and fired a brighter lance out from the distant station and punched
through the weakened shields, burning a short line into the hull. He did the
same to the other two, rending them vulnerable to the few weapons batteries
still firing from the Scionate warship as it moved further within the safe
zone…just as his comm lit up with an incoming
transmission from the Lacvamat.


“Sorry, busy,” he said as he dialed up the intensity
again and put a hole straight through the starboard
side of one of the boomerangs where he knew a gravity drive was. As soon as he
did the ship twisted as the intact drive that was operating under minimal power
to stay with the limping Scionate warship pulling that side around and the dead
‘wing’ fell backwards. 


Still the three ships wouldn’t let the Scionate
warship go and it was near to being destroyed, already with hull breaches in
numerous areas.


“Damn you,” he said, turning the cleansing beam back
up to full intensity and cutting one of the Lacvamat ships in half with a
drifting shot. 


He thought that would scare the other two off, but he
was wrong. They kept hammering the Scionate ship until its gravity drives were
destroyed and the blocky ship began to list, with only two weapons batteries
showing any return fire.


Jack gritted his teeth and fired again, bisecting the
second ship and then quickly the third when it wouldn’t turn back, leaving the
damaged Scionate warship drifting in towards the Sentinel at the same rate as
the Lacvamat pieces that probably still had living crews aboard in some
sections.


Finally Jack accepted the incoming comm.


“I warned you
idiots,” he said icily.


“You dare to
strike us?” the Lacvamat said angrily, following by a series of words in
its native language that the Archon didn’t understand, but got the gist of. 


“Stay outside of
range,” Jack repeated.


“If you want to
fight with these mongrels, so be it,” the Lacvamat said, cutting the
transmission again as numerous dots scattered around the planetary map began
repositioning, abandoning those ships that they were chasing elsewhere and
beginning to head for the Sentinel, knowing that they could track the others
down later. Right now they had to get at the ‘safe’ ones, and to do that they
needed numbers.


“Shit,” Jack said, realizing what they were about to
do.


“Orders?” the gunner beside him asked.


“I think they’re about to dive in and try to get the
Scionate ships before we can kill them all.”


“Suicide run?”


“They know they can’t take down the Sentinel, but that
isn’t their objective. They want the Scionate and we can’t put shields around
them, only scare the Lacvamat off. They’re about to call that bluff which means
we have to shoot fast and hard and play defense with offense…and that means
it’s about to get very bloody. Barry, you’ve got herding duty. Get the Scionate
ships where they need to be as they come in. The more they can overlap shields
the better.”


“On it.”


“I’ve got the main,” Jack said, taking control of the extra large cleansing beam while leaving the other 10 large
versions to the gunners. He set the firing sequence into shorter bursts, giving
him more shots per cycle given the fact that it wasn’t going to take much power
to get through the Lacvamat’s shields and hulls. They were about to face a zergling attack, and when that happened the big guns were
pretty much useless. You needed the small, rapid fire or area of effect weapons
to manage the horde. The Sentinel didn’t have any of those, but it did have
short range weaponry.


As he began lining up his first shot and tagging the
ships that he wanted the others to target so they didn’t waste shots
accidentally doubling up, he saw Barry begin parking the Scionate ships that
were coming in by the dozens on the opposite side of the station from where the
bulk of the Lacvamat ships were approaching from. There were boomerangs coming
in from all directions, meaning there was no ‘back’ to hide the ships in, but
placing them opposite the largest number meant those ships would have to come
close to the station in order to get to them.


Making an alteration to the plan, Jack tagged a few
fallback positions in very close to the Sentinel and had Barry organize with
the Scionate so when the word was giving they could orderly come down within
the short-range defenses of the station if Jack and the others couldn’t keep
the Lacvamat off them at range.


With that done, Jack targeted the first ship cluster
to pass the line and opened up on it with the main battery, spitting bits of
cleansing beam that punched directly through their shields and hulls on single
hits, damaging them with ease as more and more Lacvamat approached and crossed
over the designated ‘safe’ line.


As they did the other gunners opened up and the region
around the Sentinel lit up like the night sky on the fourth of July. 
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June 14, 2553


Huey System
(Zeta Region)


Quacker
(Alliance World)



 

Donn dropped down from a decorative railing along the
ceiling of the rightside wall of the promenade,
landing in a crouch amongst the sparse pedestrian traffic in the Javvi city and scaring the nearby octopeds
who scurried out of his way as he approached the security escort around the Gnar heading his way some twenty meters down. 


As soon as she saw his black armor the envirosuit-clad
medtech turned and ran, leaving her mix of bodyguards
behind to deal with the Archon…but she shouldn’t have bothered, for it took
Donn all of 8 seconds to dispatch them and another 6 to catch up to her, with
the Archon getting a firm telekinetic grip on her slightly plump body and
pinning her against the nearby wall.


“Hello Veen,” Donn said casually, looking from his helmet into
hers…though hers was necessary, given that she couldn’t breathe a ‘normal’
atmosphere and requiring ammonia in addition to oxygen.


“Release me at
once!  How dare you…”


“Cut the act.
You running is as good of a confession as anything. You should have played it
cool, not that it would have helped. We know what you did, and now you’re going
to give us the details.”


“What are you
accusing me of, Archon?”


“That little
mess between the Lacvamat and the Scionate,” Donn said, telekinetically
moving her off the wall and forcing her to walk. “Let’s move this conversation to somewhere more private, shall we?”


“You have no
right to take me into custody! I am a member of…”


“See this helmet,”
Donn said, pointing at his faceplate. “Underneath
I’m giving you the ‘I don’t care’ look, now move on your own or I’ll drag you
off.”


“No, I will not,”
she said through her mask via electronic synthesis giving her a bit of a
robotic voice. “You have no right…”


Donn sighed and linked to her mind, shutting down her
voice and dropping her into a deep sleep as he caught her body and lifted it up
over his shoulders in an awkward carry, but with a bit of telekinetic assist he
got the armored little alien in place and carried her off, then turned around
and stared down one of the bodyguards getting up and coming back at him.


“You don’t want
any of this,” he said, not bothering to even take up a defensive posture. “Just leave.”


The Calavari returned his
stare, then calculating his odds of taking down the smaller Human that had just
beat him and the others within seconds decided to talk rather than fight.


“She is our
responsibility,” he said, almost pleading.


Donn hesitated a moment, sensing his conflicting
responsibilities. He wasn’t a Star Force Calavari,
but an independent hire to protect members of the EMT as they moved around the
ADZ, often through less than savory regions where they were hunting various
ailments. 


“This one is
going to prison, and will require your services no longer.”


The Calavari huffed as
another of the bodyguards, this one a Densan, got up
and stood a few meters back. “For what
crime?” the four-armed giant asked, not believing that the healer could be
responsible for anything untoward. 


“She created or
helped create the bioweapon used against the Lacvamat. I assume you’ve heard of
it?”


The Calavari looked from the
Archon’s helmet to the unconscious Gnar on his back. “Are you certain?”


“Yes, and we
intend to get additional answers from her, so stand down. You can’t stop me
anyway.”


“Will you sign
off on her transfer from our custody?” the Calavari
asked, drawing a smile from Donn.


“Sure. Follow me
and I’ll put everything in order,” he said, turning his back on the guards
and carrying his captive off through the city with those he had just beat the
crap out of in the blink of an eye following him at a respectful distance. 



 

Davis read through the report from the Sului System, amazed at the lengths both the Scionate and
Lacvamat were going to in order to kill each other. The Lacvamat had actually
gone up against a Sentinel in order to try and destroy warships that had
surrendered to Star Force in order to escape destruction. He gave the Archon on
site credit for offering them that out, and for enforcing it, for it seemed that
after the Lacvamat had lost so many ships and eventually left the system some of
the Scionate tried to go back on the deal.


The report noted some 13 Scionate ships that the
Sentinel had shot and disabled as they tried to ‘unsurrender’
and leave. The report went on to indicate that the civilian ships rescued from
the attack were allowed to leave and return to service on the condition that
they evacuated the warship crews, after which, having no means to take
possession of them given how few Star Force personnel were in the system, the
Archon ordered the empty warships destroyed.


An addendum to the report indicated that the Scionate
had requested permission to destroy the pieces of Lacvamat ships within the
firing radius of the Sentinel. The Archon on station had flatly refused,
wanting to rescue and take prisoner any survivors, but the Scionate wouldn’t comply
and waited for the varying pieces to drift clear of the Sentinel, after which
they pounced on the ship fragments with the handful of their own warships that
had survived the assault.


Those pieces that had yet to drift clear and contained
surviving crews were left to die a slow death, protected by the Sentinel but
without any Star Force ships insystem to rescue them. The Archon had tried to
co-op some independent shippers in the system into service but they all
likewise refused, not wanting to cross the Scionate whose umbrella they
operated under even for the ridiculous amount of credits he’d offered.
Frustrated to no end the Archon had gone up to orbit himself in a dropship and
managed to rescue a handful of Lacvamat before they died, then he’d brought them
back down to the outpost and almost had to fight the Scionate on the ground to
protect his prisoners.


They’d surrounded the outpost and demanded that they
be turned over, but he and his defense force held firm and the Scionate
eventually backed down but did not leave until the evacuation crews finally got
to the planet and began dismantling both the Sentinel and the outpost, with the
Lacvamat prisoners going with it as the Star Force personnel fully abandoned
the Scionate planet.


Davis didn’t fault the Scionate for defending
themselves, nor for their anger at being attacked, but several instances that
had come to the Director’s attention were proving them to be far less honorable
than their reputation and egos asserted. Killing helpless crews onboard incapacitated
warships and abandoning line units in battle to their deaths was unforgiveable.
He knew you couldn’t judge an entire race by the actions of a few, but then
again the actions of a few should not be repetitive ones, with this recent
report indicating that the Scionate were putting themselves and their agendas
ahead of honor when it became inconvenient…and honor wasn’t something you could
switch on and off at will.


And the Lacvamat were even worse. They’d been
attacked, and rightly were incensed, but they’d given Star Force all the information
they had and by no means did it finger the Scionate. Unless they knew something
they weren’t sharing then they were using the bioweapon attack as an excuse to
air old grievances and it appeared the Scionate were doing the same thing now
that fighting had broken out, with neither side interested in the truth or
honor. Both were out for blood and it looked like they were going to get it.


And neither race was happy with Star Force either
after the Sentinel incident. The report Davis was reading was an update, with
bits and pieces coming in to him through the relays as events progressed,
including scathing messages from the Lacvamat over the destruction of their
ships and Star Force’s protection of the enemy and taking sides where they’d
claimed to be neutral…as well as the Scionate’s utter vehemence over the
destruction of the warships that had surrendered to Star Force. Apparently they
hadn’t taken the ‘surrender’ seriously at all, and were more than angry about
losing so many needlessly, not to mention Star Force’s reluctance to defend
their planet as the Sentinel was put there to do in the first place.


Davis could sympathize with the latter bit, because
the Scionate in that system were probably not the ones making decisions for the
rest of their race and could well have felt betrayed by the surrender demand
made by the Archon on station, but Davis wholeheartedly agreed with the
solution he’d come up with. It kept Star Force out of the fighting while not
being party to a slaughter that simply watching and taking no action would have
been. Scionate lives had been protected, as the Sentinel was supposed to do, it
was just their ships that were lost, and Davis wasn’t going to worry about
those after how many drones Star Force had lost covering the Scionate’s sudden pullout.


Still, he realized that there were probably a lot of
people out there getting burnt because of the actions of others and he wanted
to minimize that as much as possible, but the economic penalties he was handing
down to both races were going to hurt them considerably. That couldn’t be
helped, but he knew he needed to do something else…creative, to move the
situation in a more civilized direction.


He wasn’t sure what that would be, but he was working
on it and was glad to get the Sentinel incident resolved in such a decisive
way. It would give him some more social ammunition to use and hopefully would
serve as a testament to Star Force’s stance. They weren’t going to take sides
in this war, but they weren’t going to be manipulated into becoming a helpless
bystander. Those individuals wanting to flee the fighting would have a
sanctuary to run to, and he intended to emphasize that point going forward.


But there were rumblings amongst the other races that
worried him, for the bad blood between the Scionate and Lacvamat was small
compared to some of the others, and now that there was blood in the water and
Star Force was shown to be too busy fighting to defend the ADZ to put a stop to
it…


Needless to say he had a bad feeling about this, and his
gut feeling was about to be proven right.



 

The Lacvamat had overextended themselves, hitting the
three systems they had with such numbers as to take two of them and being on
the verge of taking the third, and had taxed their military to the brink, with
the subsequent naval assault in Sului having drawn
off so many of their warships from their defensive fleets that the Scionate saw
an opportunity and chose to take it once the bulk of their fleets had returned
home to fight.


The Lacvamat capitol had been stripped of the majority
of its defenses in order to fuel the assault forces hitting the Scionate hard,
so while the fighting continued in those three theaters with increasing
tenacity a backdoor armada was put together as quietly as possible with the
Scionate taking better than 12% of their military out of view and forging it
into a hammer that they intended to crush the Lacvamat capitol with, ending the
war with one bold stroke by destroying the heart of their civilization that
otherwise would not have been possible if the Lacvamat hadn’t stripped their
defenses down to such an extent.


When the Scionate armada began to enter planetary
orbit over Keeson the hordes of civilian and
non-Lacvamat ships began to scatter like roaches, leaving only the weakened
defense fleet and a number of orbital platforms standing between the Scionate
and the planet. They engaged them directly, coming in with superior numbers and
equipment, then began landing their troops even as the battle raged in orbit,
with the Lacvamat unable to prevent them from getting to the atmosphere.


In a display of cunning strategy, yet barbaric
sacrifice, the Lacvamat fought and lost nearly 75% of their defense fleet and
stations before they sprung their trap. The Scionate knew the size and strength
of the Lacvamat military and knew they didn’t have the numbers to stop this
armada in orbit, nor to adequately resist the ground force they were bringing
with them and even now beginning to field on the planet below…but what they
didn’t account for was there being another player on the field, let alone two.


Jumping into planetary orbit from their hiding spots
elsewhere in the system, the Lacvamat’s allies closed the trap they’d cunningly
devised with both the Gnar and Nammet
fleets coming in behind the Scionate and pinning them against what was left of
the Lacvamat forces. It was by no means an easy fight, but the three races
combined were now the superior in number and positioning, resulting in a very
bloody battle that left little opportunity for the Scionate to retreat…and on
top of it, the Scionate had been so overconfident they’d begun landing their
ground troops, with a host of transport ships now vulnerable to naval assault
in orbit and others trapped on the ground.


Some of those in orbit were able to flee, but many who
tried were tracked down by the Gnar and destroyed along with all the troops
they contained…something that would have been incredibly difficult to do on the
ground, but was pathetically easy when they were all boxed up onboard mostly
defenseless ships, for the Scionate escort fleet was fighting for its life and
unable to protect them. 


After several hours of battle the Lacvamat fleet was
left decimated. It had been the sacrificial lure to attract and pin the
Scionate, with the Gnar and Nammet
fleets being the hammer to spring the trap and kill the Scionate…and that they
did, but at a cost. They lost nearly half their ships but succeeded in
destroying some 94% of the Scionate armada, including 72% of their loaded troop
ships, with the rest being on the surface of the planet.


Those troops were already deployed or deploying, but
were now greatly outnumbered by the Lacvamat on the planet, then to add insult
to injury the Nammet brought in a number of their own
troop ships to assist in the slaughter of the Scionate. The Gnar, not being
well suited to the atmosphere, kept their assistance to warships alone, but
continued to safeguard orbit and make sure any Scionate transport trying to
flee the surface wouldn’t make it out alive.


It would take more than 2 months before the tenacious
Scionate ground troops were completely eliminated, for backed into the corner
that they were, unable to flee and having no hope of rescue, they admirably
committed themselves to doing as much damage to the enemy as they could and
made good on that goal, but in the end they were wiped out and the Lacvamat
capitol remained more or less intact, now with a much stronger defense fleet
that the Scionate couldn’t hope to counter as more and more Gnar
and Nammet ships arrived. With word having gone out
about the ambush and the new alliance between the three races they were going
all in, sensing an opportunity to stick it to the Scionate and depose them from
their dominant position within the ADZ…as well as to get back at them for past
grievances.


What had gone from being a pointless war on the part
of the Lacvamat, given the superior military of the Scionate, had now shifted
into one that had the dominant race on its heels, and given the Scionate’s
penchant for getting even with those who attack them, the Lacvamat, Gnar, and Nammet knew they had to
go all the way and annihilate the cats or potentially suffer for it in the long
run. It was a gamble, but given the opportunities it presented they’d decided
to make their play and made it well, for by destroying the Scionate armada at Keeson they’d eliminated a huge portion of their military,
with the Scionate now in a position to choose between defending their own
worlds and stripping them down in order to make counter assaults.


When news of the events spread throughout the ADZ the
backroom deals started occurring at a frantic pace, with both the Lacvamat and
the Scionate bargaining hard for allies to bring into the fold and many races
sensing opportunity to be had or just the opportunity to fight their
adversaries where Star Force, the Protovic, and the Hycre
had been preventing it before…but now with the floodgates open and the
peacekeepers otherwise occupied they had their chance and weren’t going to pass
it up, regardless of the long term implications it would have on the ADZ and
their mutual defense against the Skarrons and lizards.


Right now that didn’t seem to matter, only the old bad
blood coming back up to the surface and the ‘injustices’ happening to both the
Lacvamat and Scionate, for both were victims and in the right according to
their point of view, with few people interested in the truth and siding with
those they previously favored while using events to seemingly justify their
actions.


It was mostly subterfuge and propaganda. The truth was
these races wanted to fight each
other and now they had an excuse, with their bloodlust and greed overriding
their better judgement and Lacvamat and Scionate territory being the playground
on which they were going to settle old scores.
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Donn sat crosslegged on a table in the holding cell
opposite the blue-tinted force field separating the Archon and security
officers from Veen, who was now outside her
envirosuit given that the other side of the cell had been reconfigured to the
atmosphere necessary for her race. Her previously plump form was no longer
present, having been mostly mechanical necessity to store the ammonia needed
for long duration excursions. 


Breathing both oxygen and ammonia, some Gnar opted for
less than full suits outside their own facilities, but most preferred the total
coverings that concealed a very muscular, yet short physique. This Gnar was no
exception, save for her musculature was more lengthy than bulk, due to the fact
that she was a sedentary creature rather than a fighter.


Donn sat with eyes closed, making it look like he was
napping as the two Star Force security officers questioned Veen
at length, with no results. The Gnar was adamant that she had nothing to do
with the bioweapon attack and was holding to her story, thinking that there was
no possible proof to backtrack to her, and already demanding an official
inquiry and that her people be informed of her imprisonment. 


The Archon didn’t care about any of that, for he was
already inside her mind and ferreting out the answers he needed, many of which
were prompted by the questions being asked, with the true answer flashing in
her mind so she could quickly avoid it, giving him plenty of threads to work
with. It had been only 40 minutes since they’d begun questioning her, and only
a few hours since he’d plucked her out of the Javvi
region and brought her to one of the Star Force cities on the boundary strips,
but already he had solved the riddle as to who was responsible for the
attack…with him gathering up additional names and data as he made a thorough
assessment of the intricate web these medtechs had woven.


Veen was one of a group of
16 from numerous races that had chosen to band together in the name of profit
and, ostensibly, creating bioweapons to use in the defense of the ADZ. They’d
conducted small scale attacks on individuals, assassinations and such to fuel
their research, with this being the first large scale attack and pulled off in
such a way to broadcast to all the shadow lurkers out there that they were in
business and capable of delivering.


The Lacvamat had been chosen as a test in order to
secure a contract with a wealthy, independent buyer who wanted an assortment of
weapons created for him. The Critel apparently had a long running grievance
with the avians and wanted them hurt, badly and publically, and Veen’s little syndicate had come through in that regard.
Currently they were working on three new bioweapons for the buyer, as well as
making subtle contacts with others through a network of shadow brokers, all the
while keeping their identities a strict secret.


They hadn’t expected the Scionate to be fingered, or
any wars to break out. They’d thought the attack would be untraceable and
subsequently tolerated for lack of an enemy to strike back at. With the
Lacvamat and Scionate now fighting an all-out war against one another Veen was worried about the future of their now blossoming
profession, given that it appeared that Star Force didn’t have the manpower to
curtail the fighting…but recent inquires by a number of new parties suggested
that the fighting might actually spur a new clientele that wanted bioweapons
with more immediate, battlefield applications. 


Donn got the sense from her that such things were
years off, and that it had taken her and their little group more than 15 years
to develop the toxin-producing bacteria they’d used on the Lacvamat, with Veen being responsible for modifying them to specifically
target their physiology. They didn’t have an arsenal of lethal weapons capable
of ravaging populations, but they did have some very select and nasty little
assassination weapons that they’d been using for some time now and Donn needed
to identify what they were and where they were being produced/held…and that was
taking him longer than he’d expected, for the Gnar’s
mind was a touch more resistant than most.


Occasionally Donn would telepathically feed the
security officers new questions, with Veen starting
to get worried as they were getting more and more specific, wondering how
exactly they knew what to ask and if one of the others had been compromised…but
she kept to her plea of innocence like a champ, completely unaware of the
Archons’ mind reading abilities.


When he finished with her there were no further
inquiries made, nor statements made to the public or notifications sent to her
government. She was simply sent off to a prison facility and kept there under
secrecy until Donn said otherwise. He and his team now had a laundry list of
people to round up and facilities to hit, and he wasn’t about to give them a
heads up that they were coming.


Once they cleaned this up they’d make public their
findings and deal with that mess, but right now the hammer needed to drop and
drop fast, with the travel lags going to be problematic. To that end he decided
to split up his team into three groups, each which would head to different
systems to round up the various individuals using ships commandeered for the
occasion from what was in orbit. It took a couple of jumpships off their normal
routes, one being a cargo ship and the other an ADZ transit ship, but he
couldn’t wait and used his Archon authority, which was essentially limitless,
to get his teams moving, with him taking the rover and heading to the furthest
site on his hit list with Galia and two of the Kiritas.



 

Essentially isolated from the rest of the ADZ, the Hycre world in the Gavchi System
contained some 18 billion inhabitants in what was a relatively underdeveloped
world. There was little infrastructure in place to accommodate that many
evacuees from the handpicked worlds in their original territory that had been abandoned,
but since the Hycre preferred the atmospheric
conditions on the more or less pristine world they were comfortably getting by
with living in the open while additional facilities were slowing being built
across the gas giant.


Orbit traffic was virtually nonexistent save for
material shipments from mining sites elsewhere in the system and the occasional
interstellar transports. The other races had no business to conduct here and Gavchi wasn’t on any of the current trade routes, making it
an out of the way system in Gamma Region and well away from both fronts. There
were some other threats in the area that existed below the Humans’ core region,
but they were minor in comparison and didn’t require much of a defense fleet to
keep subdued.


So it was with some surprise when a Scionate jumpship arrived insystem, with it quickly making contact
with the planet and asking for the senior military and diplomatic officers. 


WHAT DO YOU
REQUIRE? the diplomatic officer on station
replied, not bothering to contact the others unless this inquiry was deemed
worthy.


“We have come to
discuss the current war,” the Scionate answered in his native language,
knowing that the computers were going to have to process it into the Hycre’s own, intelligible language. 


WHICH ONE DO
YOU REFER TO? THERE ARE THREE.


“I’m referring
to the Lacvamat assault on our worlds, which the Gnar
and Nammet have joined in.”


I AM TOLD THAT
THE HAMMIDS HAVE DECIDED TO ASSIST YOU, AGAINST THE WARNINGS STAR FORCE HAS
ISSUED.


“They have, and
we do not take orders from Star Force.”


WE AGREE AND
SUPPORT STAR FORCE’S EDICTS. YOU JEOPARDIZE ALL RACES WITH YOUR INTERNECINE.
THE LARGER THIS CONFLICT GROWS THE WEAKER THE ADZ BECOMES. 


“We only defend
ourselves against the Lacvamat. They were the ones who began this war.”


ACCORDING TO
THEM YOU STRUCK FIRST WITH THE BIOWEAPON ATTACK.


“A lie.”


WE DO NOT KNOW
EITHER WAY. REGARDLESS YOU AND THE OTHERS ARE WASTING LIVES AND SHIPS THAT
COULD BE PUT TO USE SECURING THE BORDERS. IF THEY FALL THE ADZ IS ALL BUT LOST.
ONLY THE HUMAN CORE, OUR WORLDS, AND PROTOVIC TERRITORY WILL SURVIVE. THE REST
OF THE ADZ IS WEAK AND VULNERABLE. YOU SHOULD BE CONCENTRATING YOUR RESOURCES
ON STENGTHENING IT. INSTEAD YOU DESTROY.


“We cannot help
that now, save for ending this war quickly. For that we ask for your assistance.”


WE WILL NOT
TAKE SIDES IN THIS CONFLICT. OUR FLEET IS CURRENTLY FIGHTING NECESSARY BATTLES.


“Securing the
ADZ is necessary. As I said, we did not start this fight, the Lacvamat did.
Then they recruited other races to join them in their push for our destruction.
We were fighting on the front before they attacked us, they were not. We would
like to return to fighting our true enemy, but cannot while our worlds are at
risk.”


ARE YOU WILLING
TO COME TO TERMS IF WE NEGOTIATE?


“It is not us
that are the issue, it is the Lacvamat and others. I do not believe they are
interested in a settlement.”


BUT ARE THE
SCIONATE WILLING TO ACCEPT ONE?


“This war must
end, and if a settlement is feasible that is preferable, and acceptable so long
as the terms punish the Lacvamat accordingly. We will not accept a simple
desist. We have lost too many lives for that.”


AND YOU WISH TO
LOSE MORE IN COMPENSATION?


“We wish to
decisively end this. We would have accomplished this on our own had the Gnar and Nammet not intervened.
We have been betrayed twice, first when we were attacked while the bulk of our
troops were fighting on the front, then again when we struck their vulnerable
capitol and their secret allies ambushed us. They destroyed enough of our fleet
and troops that we will not be able to quickly defeat them, even with the
Hammids’ help. We require someone with greater strength that can force a
surrender through either negotiation or military force.”


IF WE DO NOT
KNOW WHO IS AT FAULT WE CANNOT FORCE AS SURRENDER, ONLY A CECESSATION OF
HOSTILITIES. 


“That will not
be enough. Two Scionate systems are currently in Lacvamat hands. They must be
returned.”


WITHOUT KNOWING
THE SOURCE OF THE BIOWEAPON WE CANNOT GIVE JUDGEMENT OTHER THAN TO CONDEMN THIS
WASTE OF RESOURCES.


“For the sake of
the ADZ this has to end and end quickly. The Lacvamat are intractable. The only
way to end this is to overwhelm them and force a surrender. The Humans will not
intervene and the Calavari are now on their leash.
The Protovic are defending their own territory, as are we, and we will not ask
them to pull ships away from their own worlds to save ours. The Hycre are in a different situation, and we ask you to
involve yourselves so that we can put an end to this.”


DO YOU KNOW THE
SOURCE OF THE BIOWEAPON?


“We do not.”


IF YOU WERE
STRUCK BY IT AND BELIEVED THE LACVAMAT WERE RESPONSIBLE, HOW WOULD YOU REACT?


“That’s
irrelevant now. They had no proof it was us and they attacked anyway. The
bioweapon is past history, with the current conflict made of long held
grievances.”


WE CONCUR WITH
THE SECOND POINT, BUT THE BIOWEAPON ATTACK IS OF IMPORTANCE. HAVE YOUR PEOPLE
LEARNED NOTHING OF ITS SOURCE?


“We have had
other concerns and no access to the attack site. We know nothing more than the
Lacvamat do. Our concern is with events going forward.”


HAD YOUR WORLD
BEEN THE ONE ATTACKED YOU WOULD LIKEWISE BE OUT FOR BLOOD. A NEGOTIATED END TO
THIS WAR WILL NOT BE POSSIBLE WITHOUT KNOWLEDGE OF THE BIOWEAPON SOURCE.


“Then a military
victory is the only viable solution. Your assistance will make it much more
bloodless and preserve more of the ADZ’s resources. Without you the conflict
will grind on for years, perhaps decades. The Scionate will not yield, but our
enemies are stacked against us and this looks to be a very long conflict. The
sooner it ends the sooner our forces can return to the Skarron front. For this
reason alone we ask you to intervene.”


AND WHAT IF WE
INTERVENE ON THE SIDE OF THE LACVAMAT? WILL YOU SUBMIT?


The Scionate’s hologram scowled. “We are not in the wrong.”


IRRELEVANT.
WILL YOU SUBMIT?


“We will not
submit when we are in the right.”


THEN WHY DO YOU
EXPECT THE LACVAMAT TO DO OTHERWISE? THEY WERE FIRST ATTACKED WITH THE
BIOWEAPON. FROM THEIR POINT OF VIEW THEY ARE IN THE RIGHT. WERE YOUR SITUATIONS
REVERSED YOU WOULD DO THE SAME.


“Then we are at
an impasse and fated to destroy one another.”


SO IT WOULD
SEEM. 


“Is there
nothing you can do? We are willing and able to contribute to the front, the
Lacvamat are able but not willing. They conserved their fleet while we expended
ours for the benefit of all. This does not make us equals, yet you regard us as
such.”


YOUR PAST
CONTRIBUTIONS ARE NOT OVERLOOKED. 


“Then I ask,
what would you suggest we do?”


STOP FIGHTING.


“How? The
Lacvamat will not stop until we are all dead.”


IF THE SKARRONS
BREACH THE FRONT YOU WILL BE JUST AS DEAD.


“And if we don’t
fight back the Lacvamat and their allies will destroy us long before the
Skarrons can get to us. We did not start this fight, but we will defend
ourselves. You would do the same if your worlds were to come under attack.”


OUR WORLDS HAVE
COME UNDER ATTACK BY THE CAJDITAL. WE DID NOT WISH TO ABANDON THEM, BUT WE WERE
WISE ENOUGH TO REALIZE THAT THEY COULD BE RECLAIMED LATER. MOST OF THE
POPULATION OF THIS WORLD CAME FROM LOW PRIORITY WORLDS THAT WE EVACUATED IN
ORDER TO PRESERVE OUR MOST VALUABLE ONES. DO NOT LET YOUR PRIDE OVERRIDE YOUR
STRATEGIC WISDOM.


“You would have
us concede the worlds the Lacvamat have taken from us?”


YOU ARE
CURRENTLY WASTING VAST AMOUNTS OF RESOURCES TO RETAKE THEM. ARE THEY TRULY SO
VALUABLE?


“They are our
home. We will defend our territory no matter how large or small the world may
be.”


THEN YOU WILL
BLEED YOUR FLEET DRY.


“Which is why we
need your assistance. We have no wish to annihilate the Lacvamat, merely to
recover what is ours and put an end to this.”


YOUR ATTACK ON
THEIR CAPITOL SUGGESTS OTHERWISE.


“Taking out
their leadership was deemed the quickest way to end the war. It would be over
by now had their allies not intervened. They had severely overextended
themselves.”


SO YOU BELIEVED.
THEY KNEW THEY HAD SUPPORT THAT YOU DID NOT. THAT IS NOT OVEREXTENSION. IT IS
AN ERROR ON YOUR PART. YOU SOUGHT THEIR DESTRUCTION AND FAILED. NOW YOU TALK OF
PRESERVATION OF LIFE. YOUR MILITARY DOMINANCE OVER THE LACVAMAT HAS BEEN
EFFECTIVELY COUNTERED AND YOU HAVE AN EVEN FIGHT BEFORE YOU. WE WILL NOT TIP
THE SCALES IN THAT FIGHT.


“You would have
us annihilate each other? How does that benefit the ADZ?”


IT DOES NOT,
BUT NEITHER SIDE IS INCLINED TO DO OTHERWISE. THE SCIONATE WILL NOT YIELD. THE
LACVAMAT WILL NOT YIELD. 


“It is not a
matter of who will yield but of who is in the right. They invaded us. We are
not at fault. We did not create the bioweapon. The Captain of the ship that
exploded in their atmosphere was Scionate, but he was not affiliated with us
any more than the independent Lacvamat mercenaries are with their government.
We have been wronged, and our blood is running freely. We cannot tolerate this.”


AND WE CANNOT
INTERFERE WHEN WE DO NOT KNOW WHO IS RESPONSIBLE. WE ONLY COMMENT ON THE
INEVITABLE OUTCOME. IT IS A WASTE THAT WILL WEAKEN THE ADZ FURTHER.


“We agree.
Something must be done. That is why I have come here to ask for your assistance.”


THE ASSISTANCE
YOU SEEK WILL NOT HAPPEN. WE WILL NOT FIGHT IN THIS WAR. NOT FOR YOU OR THE
LACVAMAT. 


“Then fight to
stop it.”


IF SHIPS ARE TO
BE DESTROYED THEY WILL NOT BE OURS. WE HAVE BIGGER THREATS FOR THEM TO COUNTER.


From there on the conversation continued to loop for
multiple days as the Scionate tried to plea their
case to varying Hycre on the planet, none of which
would accede to their requests in even the smallest way. The Scionate diplomat
couldn’t understand their resistance, because the Lacvamat were clearly the
ones to blame. After the incident with the Humans and the change of bloodline
leadership the Scionate had been extremely faithful to the Alliance and they
had not initiated this fight, despite their past bad blood with the Lacvamat. 


They had been attacked and defended themselves. The
issue with them pulling out from the front so suddenly was a separate matter,
with the inclusion of the Gnar and Nammet making it clear that the Scionate didn’t have the
luxury of only using part of their military to fight the incursion. They were
in a fight for their very survival and had to go all in.


And that’s what they ended up doing, recruiting allies
from every race that would listen, right down to independent military units and
mercenaries that were willing to work for hire or favor. With the Hycre unwilling to take sides the Scionate were left on
their own…and they were willing to take up that challenge. The condition of the
Skarron front concerned them but honestly there was nothing they could do about
that now…short of letting the Lacvamat kill them and end the war that way,
which was never a thought in any of their minds. Besides, the Lacvamat weren’t
going to help out on the front anyway, so the only way to get back to
bolstering it was to win the war and free up their troops.


Now that wasn’t a foregone conclusion. The Scionate
were in trouble, having to fight a real war and not just a series of
skirmishes, so they pushed aside all thoughts of the Skarrons and focused on
their immediate enemies…races they had once called allies or at least
associates, and who now were out for their blood.
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July 3, 2553


Vensi System
(Protovic Territory)


Ven



 

“You two ready?” the dropship pilot’s voice asked in
their helmets.


“Always,” Travis answered for the both of them just
before the aft boarding ramp cracked open and a flurry of wind shot inside,
with both level 2 rangers waiting on the edge in armor and jump packs as a
countdown began inside their helmets linked with the navigation system. Both of
the twins watched it diminish down to a handful of seconds as the falcon zipped
across the mountainous landscape, sometimes so close to peaks that that Karen
felt she could literally reach out and touch them.


There was also the occasional plasma orb visible,
shooting up and missing the kamikaze dropship and its insane pilot as they flew
deep inside enemy held territory on the last of two contested planets the
Skarrons were holding onto in Protovic territory…and holding onto with a
vengeance. Most of the Protovic cities had either been evacuated or captured,
with a band in the southern hemisphere still inhabited and fueling the planet’s
resupply. That band was where the heavy fighting was occurring, with the
Skarrons pressing their army advantage even while the naval situation in orbit
was up for grabs.


The Protovic were holding their own up there well,
with a bit of assistance from Star Force, though that ‘assistance’ was racking
up far more kills per ship given that all of the drones in play were equipped
with Talon cannons. Had there been more of them Star Force would have been able
to push the Skarrons from orbit, but right now they were just barely managing
to keep the Protovic fleets in play as they systematically chewed up ships
given their superior gravity drives, often ambushing the enemy reinforcements
coming into the planet.


Virtually everything in the region that the Skarrons
were getting past the Voku was coming here, with several other systems having
been abandoned or evacuated…with their troops redeployed here or to the
neighboring planet in the system, Dahwa, where there
was also heavy fighting. Every other star system in Protovic territory was now
back in their hands save for one…though most were wrecked beyond immediate
repair. Their fleet was also thin, not to the point of cracking, but after so
many decades of continuous warfare their numbers were down and they desperately
needed a breather to build up their ship count and train new personnel.


They were throwing most of their remaining army units
here, attempting to stall the full Skarron takeover so they wouldn’t have a second
uncontested foothold in their territory. Star Force was assisting with what few
troops they had available, for most were deployed to Dvapp territory where the
Skarrons were making more gains…and with the pullout of the Scionate several of
the worlds just on the far side of the border that
Star Force had been assaulting, either to reclaim or remove the enemy presence,
were now back in Skarron hands and growing, slowly with the lack of adequate
supplies, but the longer they were left to develop the easier it would be for
the Skarrons to launch future assaults.


Ven and Dahwa
were the key points now. If the Protovic were allowed even a short respite from
the war they’d come back stronger than ever and be able to kick the Skarrons
out completely. If the Skarrons were able to hold onto and even secure one of
the two worlds, let alone both, they’d dig in hard and play the waiting game as
they held onto their footholds while the rest of their empire found a way to
deal with the Voku on Achkor, and even if the
Protovic could reclaim one of the systems they wouldn’t have the strength
anytime soon to take the second, meaning the Skarrons were going to be around
to stay for a long time.


A number of reserve Star Force units had been pulled
out of the core to replace others in Beta Region on ‘secure’ worlds, freeing up
the more veteran units there to redeploy to the front in order to counter the
Scionate pullout and make several strategic pushes in key places while the rest
of the engagements in 9 systems played for a stall. Some of those were minor
league battles now, with neither the Skarrons nor the Alliance sending
reinforcements. They had to make do with what they had available, which burned
Star Force even more because with the Scionate’s help they could have been able
to at least marginally reinforce those positions and sweep away the
Skarrons…but right now, even with all the reserves they’d pulled up, their
outcome was still up in the air.


Karen and Travis has been pulled off their special ops
work long ago and had spent the past two years fighting on another Protovic
world as they maintained their remarkable advancement rate despite their
irregular training. Now rangers with Karen holding the barest of leads over
Travis in their training marks, they were being deployed into the Skarron rear
to cause some havoc…which was what they’d been doing for quite some time now
that their commanders had seen what they could do with their battlemeld
psionics. Rather than splitting them up, which having two rangers together for
these missions would normally have been considered a waste of resources, they
were being sent out into more dangerous areas together, always together, and
taking down key facilities or drawing heat off the major engagement zones.


Though in truth what they were doing was minor
compared to what was happening down there, but even the loss of 1000 Hobbits
could turn the tide in a close engagement, and as of this campaign their kill
count stood at 3,421 with an additional 85 Skarrons…which the two were keeping
track of by reviewing their helmet telemetry in their few spare hours.


In truth they were probably close to 4,000 by now but
hadn’t had time to check, just having come out of a mission to reinforce a
Protovic army defending a mountain stronghold. They’d gotten there just in time
to work their magic and the Protovic had held…barely, but the facility remained
in their possession and opened up the surrounding region to future operations
rather than forcing the natives to retreat further.


That was the thing about Ven…it
was all mountainous, with not a flat piece of land on the planet aside from the
scattering of lakes that dotted the surface, one of which held a Star Force
aquatics outpost that the Skarrons had no counter for. It was a strategic
stronghold that Karen and Travis were operating out of north of the main
inhabited band of cities literally hanging from and drilled into the
mountainsides.


It made a mess of conventional ground warfare, but the
giant Skarron walkers were still able to maneuver around better than the Star
Force mechs and Protovic tanks…that latter of which could only operate in the
wide open ravines, for they had been built heavy enough to tackle the Skarron
walkers and no longer had the speed or maneuverability that they needed for
traditional engagements. They were literally flying turrets carrying cleansing
beams with some smaller versions, none of which could do much to support the
infantry in all the nooks and crannies of the mountains.


Star Force was deploying an army of their smallest
mechs, mostly ravens and neos, with the latter being used for their ability to
work over the rough terrain with a skilled pilot, but there were so few on the
planet compared to what was needed that, while they dominated wherever they
were located, the Skarrons’ infantry hoard was winning most of the planet for
them…with their walkers coming in only to hit the big defense targets, such as
city shields and turrets.


It was very much an infantry war here, with the big
machines playing support, and in infantry wars the Archons dominated…let alone
a battlemeld-linked pair of rangers.


When the countdown expired Karen and Travis walked off
the ramp together, not having to say anything to each other for they already
knew what the other one was thinking. Trusting the telemetry they dropped into
freefall, immediately goosing their jump packs to break against some of the
lateral momentum as they fell into a deep river at the bottom of one of the
ravines…with Travis nearly missing and hitting the rocky sidewall.


He created a telekinetic wedge between himself and it,
acting like a crash bag, and deflected himself down into the fast current a
meter shy of the rock, disappearing underneath the water and coming back to the
surface some 40 meters down as he swam to the side and came up near to where
Karen was, with both of them quickly disappearing into the rocky jungle using
their jump packs to get over tricky terrain.


They moved quickly for about 10 minutes before they
finally noticed overhead Skarron fighters. Knowing to keep their shields turned
off unless necessary, they kept moving under the canopy as much as they could
manage and avoided their detection all the way up to a Skarron outpost that was
little more than an encampment underneath the trees with a few single story
prefab structures set up to accommodate the troops temporarily stationed there
as they moved from one point to another on trails the Skarrons had been carving
out of the trees, dirt, and rock for months…all of which usually operated below
the canopy, making their movements virtually invisible to any fighters or
orbital surveillance. 


And with the great distances involved the Skarrons
weren’t walking. They’d brought in tread-wheel transports that looked like
giant centipedes in that the ‘wheels’ were made up of hundreds of individual
segments that would literally wrap around rocks and allow the trucks to move
over bad ground without having the energy expenditure that anti-grav would require. They had flying transports for that,
but they were spamming the surface with these trucks and moving both troops and
supplies everywhere they had built their roads.


The outpost ahead contained both troops and workers
for doing more of that carving, with at least one branch being extended nearby.
When the twins came to the edge of the outpost they didn’t offer up any
warnings or give any sight nor sound of their approach, simply sliding into the
camp and opening fire on one of the Skarrons there that was out in the open and
moving from point to point.


Both Archons hit it with a combined Fornax blast
before Karen jumped up on top of its fallen form and blasted into its back with
her plasma rifle while Travis stayed on the ground and shot the Hobbits nearby
that were coming to the Skarron’s aid and attempting to shoot his sister. Both
of them kept the big enemy down with Fornax blasts until it was dead, then
Karen jumped off and helped Travis clear a path through the enemies that were
popping up everywhere to the largest of the buildings.


They fought their way inside, killing the Hobbits
there before a lot of them could even get to their weapons, then split up and
came out different exits, with Travis staying outside and fighting in the open
while Karen snuck over to the nearby building and killed six more Hobbits
inside, but passed over the knot of Engineers she found there. For whatever
reason their race never fought the Humans, and in return the Humans didn’t
target them. They were workers, not combat troops, and even though they were on
the enemy’s team building and harvesting raw materials for them, they were no
threat and treated accordingly.


Once the Hobbits began to pool outside to numbers that
would jeopardize the Archons’ shields even with half of their shots missing,
the twins used their Lew ability and both started generating an Ikrid field
between the two of them, creating an invisible column of energy connecting the
two Archons that they then ran through the Hobbits, taking down all those who
passed through it with a disoriented visual and auditory wash implanted into
their minds. It was temporary, just a little bit of mind tricks that made them
see blots and bright flashes of light while hearing distracting sounds, all of
which was delivered not to a targeted enemy, but to any that passed through the
energy field.


The twins rendered some 80+ of them unable to fire
back within four seconds of sprinting around either side of the group, then
they proceeded to fire away at the enemies outside those effected, shooting
those who could still shoot back while hitting them with individual Fornax
fields and trimming the plasma fire coming back at them considerably. 


Between Fornax, Lew, and a few other psionics, Karen
and Travis kept the mass of Hobbits and two more Skarrons distracted, disabled,
or confused long enough that the two of them were able to fight and shoot their
way through them…then they broke up and chased down the scattered remainder of
the combat troops and killed them before returning to the outpost and ignoring
the Engineers as they came out of the buildings to look at what was going on. The
two Archons quickly moved to the racks of equipment lining the storage
buildings walls and pulled out several fuel canisters that they converted into
a makeshift bomb.


After getting the Engineers clear they detonated it,
blowing apart the building and at least damaging the handheld equipment so it
couldn’t be used to carve out new roads, after which the twins got to work on
the big pieces of mechanized equipment that looked like miniaturized and
beefier versions of their combat walkers. Gone were the thin legs, leaving
thick columns that supported crab-like work walkers that could cut down trees,
move dirt, or carve out sections of rock. 


For those the twins pulled out small explosives from
their packs, with both knowing exactly where to put them on the machines in
order to disable them. They planted some 14 in total, all linked to a single
detonator and made sure the Engineers were clear before wrecking the lot with a
quick pyrotechnics display that caught some of the nearby tree branches on
fire.


Travis looked over at the group of Engineers just
staring at them blankly, throwing them a sarcastic salute then leaving them and
their residential buildings and food supply intact as he and his sister ran off
down one of their roads heading towards the next link in their mountainous
supply chain. They couldn’t do anything about destroying the roads themselves,
but they could wreck the equipment being used to create them and kill their workforce,
for most of the Hobbits were doubling up their infantry duties with
construction ones.


Leaving the Engineers alive could have been seen as a
strategic mistake, for they could go to work again, but in truth the only
reason the Archons were targeting these camps and killing the Hobbits on sight
was because they were actively assaulting the Protovic world. Had this been a
Skarron world the Archons wouldn’t have killed them so…lithely, but they were
here doing harm or helping others do harm to the Protovic and that they
couldn’t tolerate. Those Hobbits, while building roads, would just as quickly
pick up a plasma rifle and go into battle. The Engineers wouldn’t, which was
why there was no point in killing them.


Not to mention the fact that a good number of them
were defecting to the Alliance, for they were seeing more compassion from their
enemies than they were their masters. Karen and Travis didn’t care about that
now, for they weren’t on a recruitment or rescue mission. They were hear to
cause havoc and havoc is what they were going to cause…but there was a very
fine and firm line between being a slayer and a butcher, and butchers they were
not going to become. 


That was a lesson that Bri
had drilled into their heads, and they hadn’t truly understood until she showed
them some of the results. While the twins had always been told how Archons were
supposed to think and behave, all the way back into basic training, it had
always been focused on them doing the right thing rather than seeing how it
affected others. Once they’d gotten to see and hear firsthand from some of the
Hobbits that had switched sides and get their point of view did they stop
looking at the enemy as targets.


They were people, and not always involved due to their
own choices. The Hobbits in particular were a slave race that would be killed
on the spot if they didn’t fight, which meant that Star Force wasn’t just going
to kill them off. They were going to help them if they could.


But if they were trying to kill their allies and doing
a good job of it, well, the kid gloves would come off fast enough. Bottom line
was, Archons would let you stop being an enemy, and would always give someone
that option…but if you chose to be an enemy then they would treat you as such,
with their dislike for killing quickly disappearing when you put someone else’s
life in danger.


They were warriors and took on the role of slayer in a
heartbeat if necessary, and right now, with the Skarrons pressing hard against
the inhabited band of the Protovic planet, slayers were what Travis and Karen
had to become…and they were very good at it. 
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October 23, 2553


Evelynn System
(Scionate/Star Force Territory)


Shadow Isle 



 

“Report please,” Admiral Victor asked when walking
into the moon base’s command center.


“A large Lacvamat/Gnar fleet has arrived insystem and
is moving to assault Night’s Veil. Information is still updating, but I would
guess they’ve already begun combat.”


“Damn, they are getting bold,” Victor said, sitting
down in his chair and accessing his personal holos
with information coming in directly from the insystem relay network. Though
Star Force had no presence on the Scionate world they did maintain a number of
surveillance posts throughout the system, including planetary orbit, though at
present Night’s Veil was on the other side of the star from Shadow Isle, which
was orbiting a large, uninhabited planet full of valuable resources cloaked in
a noxious atmosphere named Widowmaker. 


It and the three moons surrounding it belonged to Star
Force, while the rest of the system was Scionate property. Shadow Isle wasn’t a
transit grid nexus, but rather a more private Star Force colony used as a
military staging base that doubled as a storage depot, collecting both
shipments of supplies from other systems as well as a scattering of mining
outposts on Widowmaker, though those operations were mostly remote operated
from the moon, with only a few hundred personnel on the planet to facilitate the
machinery and handle the quiet excavation of subsurface tunnels that Star Force
was creating without anyone else’s knowledge.


To the Scionate the moon was just a little backdoor
Star Force outpost recently created since the transfer of ruling bloodlines and
an added bit of penance on the part of their race…while also serving to bolster
the system’s defense as Star Force kept a decently sized naval force there to
service both Beta and Gamma Regions with reinforcements as needed. Most of that
fleet had since been dispersed, but 3 warships and several hundred drones were
still present around the moon as a defense fleet.


So far the Lacvamat had stayed away from Star Force
worlds, even going so far as to avoid transitioning through one of their
systems given the bad blood resulting from the Sentinel incident, but now they
were hitting a Scionate planet right next door and Victor wondered just how far
they were prepared to push this…and if the Scionate were going to flee to the
moon to seek sanctuary.


Admiral Victor was the senior commander on the moon,
given that it was primarily a naval way station, with a handful of lower
ranking Archons on site for security reasons but no high level ones.
Technically they outranked him, but given his experience they let him handle
the security of the moon and planet below while they worked on their training
and dealt with any odd problems popping up. They were stationed here primarily
as backup, and Victor hoped they wouldn’t be needed in the coming days. 


A new fleet of six warships was due to arrive within 2
weeks, fresh off the shipyards in Epsilon Eridani, and he truly didn’t want to
have to waste any of their drones with this mess that was about to unfold, but
so far the Lacvamat hadn’t shown any signs of strategic sensibility…though
their tactical acumen was proving to be significant. They were handing the Scionate
their asses where the reserve should have been true, both out thinking and out
maneuvering the dominate military power and putting them on the defensive, but
with no planning for the long term or how it would affect the ADZ as a whole.


If the front fell the Skarrons would come in and wipe
out the Lacvamat, which would make this war all but pointless.


Then again blood feuds rarely made sense outside their
fanatical context, which was why the Admiral wasn’t entirely sure the Lacvamat
would avoid the Star Force world. It was small and isolated, and if they truly
wanted to control the system they’d have to take it out…which would put them at
war with an opponent far more powerful than the Scionate but so overwhelmed
with the Skarrons that they couldn’t do much at the moment.


At the Sentinel incident they hadn’t fired on any Star
Force craft or facility, they merely braved the weaponsfire to get at the
Scionate, showing that they weren’t going to listen to Star Force’s edicts, but
then again they weren’t, Victor hoped, stupid enough to cross the line into
actually fighting them.


As the updated reports made their way across the
system and to the command center the Admiral watched with keen interest how the
combined Lacvamat/Gnar fleet systematically drove the Scionate out of orbit,
with many of the ships fleeing to elsewhere in the system but the attackers
didn’t follow them. Instead they held onto low orbit and began landing a large
number of troop ships, some of which were Nammet but
none Gnar. They opened up three different ground
invasion sites and went about the process of what looked like a legitimate grab
for the world.


Victor couldn’t do anything about it, given that his
orders were not to waste ships on their blood feud, but he hated watching a
fight going on nearby and sitting it out. The Scionate also sent out a plea for
help the second day, which he had to grudgingly refuse. This war never should
have been happening, but given that it was the Scionate were the defenders. He
didn’t know about the legitimacy of the bioweapon attack, but the Lacvamat were
the ones to start the actual fighting and he really didn’t like having to leave
their insystem neighbors vulnerable when they were being assaulted. 


He had to keep reminding himself of the Skarron threat
and that his ships would eventually end up fighting there, as would he once the
reinforcements arrived. He’d be transitioning out with a new commander coming
in, for his stay here was just a temporary one. 


But none of that mattered to his gut. Combat was going
down and he wasn’t involved…and that just felt wrong.


8 days later the situation changed when a relief fleet
arrived from the Hammids and Victor took keen interest in seeing how they were
going to fight. To date they hadn’t taken part in
combat on either front, but for some reason they’d sided with the Scionate and,
so far as he’d been updated, this was the first time their troops were being
thrown into battle.


Their fleet wasn’t large, but it was strong enough to
defend itself and the massive number of transports it was escorting down to the
surface. Victor wished he had some surface surveillance posts or even some
stealth drones in play, but he didn’t. All he could see was from high orbit and
where the ships went, with only a very tiny glimpse at what was happening down
on the planet.



 

Nammti was riding in one of
the first transports to go down, her wings tucked in closely as she and her broodmates were packed together in a rack so cramped it was
hard to breathe as they waited to be released into open air. Her feathery wings
were stiff and cramping from the long wait that had her cooped up with the rest
of them prior to arrival in the system so they could be deployed tactically
once they arrived no matter what the circumstances were.


She didn’t know any more now than she did before
loading, but when the signal came the floor beneath her feet opened up and she
dropped out of the transport like a rock, letting gravity pull her down and
away from the others before spreading her wings and nulling her fall. There
were so many other Hammids around her that it was hard to fly, but they’d
practiced such maneuvers ad nauseum in the past and
they all managed to avoid hitting one another as they formed up into groups and
flapped their way down to a surface position now being marked for a diving
attack on her visor.


She wore a headset and light harness around her body
that mimicked the old Calavari design and had
actually been created with assistance from one of their techs. It provided an
energy shield that would shield her from plasma while not interfering with her
flight in the least. Physical objects would still get through, but their
enemies didn’t use many weapons of that sort aside from missiles, which would
be mostly useless against the flocks of Hammids given they were deploying in
the tens of thousands.


Each was about half the size of a Lacvamat and could
outmaneuver them with ease, and as she flew with the others Nammti
saw that the distant ground below her was covered with a swarm of Lacvamat that
were their targets. She’d never liked the fleshy avians who didn’t have a
single feather on them, nor their overly militant attitude. Hammids knew how to
fight but were very reserved in doing so given their fragile bodies. They
couldn’t put armor on else lose their flight capability so they had to brave
the fields of combat without protection, at least until the shield generators
had been built.


That gave them some measure of survivability, but
their strength had always been in their numbers and being able to chip away at
a superior enemy until they were wore down enough that they either retreated or
were destroyed. The Lacvamat had a similar strategy, except they liked to
bombard ground troops from above where they were out of return fire range. It
was a cowardly method of attacking that the Hammids didn’t employ, though they
would bombard the surface, but through diving runs rather than just lopping
ordinance down…though in part that was because of their smaller size their
weapons had a much shorter range of attack.


But the Hammids also believed that if you were serious
about fighting then you’d do it face to face, with the way the Lacvamat fought
being disconnected to the point of cruelty. They killed opponents without even
seeing them, leaving them little more than statistics, and in war the Hammids
fought people, not statistics. 


What the Lacvamat were doing to the Scionate had
nothing to do with a bioweapon. They’d been the major contender of the
quadrupeds for dominance over internal ADZ matters while the big three were
focusing on the fronts to keep everyone safe, including the Hammids, who had
been devoting a steady supply of resources to the Protovic in lieu of sending
their own people into battle. The anti-air capability of the Skarrons would be
a literal death sentence to them, and the lizards were not much better. 


During the defensive battles they’d fought, the
lizards had slaughtered the Hammids save for when they had overwhelmingly
superior numbers. If it wasn’t for Star Force and the Hycre
helping them relocate to the ADZ they would have been wiped out long ago. They
knew they couldn’t fight either enemy directly, so they’d decided to wage war
on the resource front and had been doing so ever since the ADZ had been
created.


But now was different. The Lacvamat were jeopardizing
everyone with their bloodlust and the big three couldn’t pull troops away from
the front to stop it. Despite Star Force’s warnings of consequences for getting
involved, the Hammids had decided to take matters into their own hands and come
to the defense of the Scionate…as well as to make the Lacvamat pay in a way
that no other race could, avian to avian.


As Nammti flew with the
others they corkscrewed their way down, forming numerous tornado-like spires
that hit the topside of the Lacvamat formation, attracting the attention of their
fighters. Some of the Hammids’ own Valeries moved to intercept the flying
boomerangs, but some small carnage couldn’t be helped as the Lacvamat fighters unloaded scatterguns on the descending flyers. Their
shields saved many of them from small hits that would have winged or killed
them on contact, but those that took the brunt of the fighters’ attack were
turned into puffs of feathers and burning flesh.


Knowing that there was nothing she could do about it Nammti took her chances and continued descending with the
others down into the Lacvamat swarms, charging her two tiny plasma pistols
located on either leg as she stretched her short arms down and pressed the
activation levers. The Hammids were flying quadrupeds, but when in air they
were mostly wings and beak, keeping their appendages tucked up underneath their
elongated bodies for maximum aerodynamics. Nammti’s
pistols were ankle bracelets with loops around her four claws that allowed for
firing and weapons control, now that she’d hit the ‘on’ switches.


Knowing that she wanted to take the Lacvamat down as
quickly as possible she triggered the holding charge, which contained and grew
a tiny plasma burst so that when she finally did drop down on the back of one
of the disgusting fleshy flyers she literally touched the back of it with her
two short legs and unloaded one of the pistols’ charge into it.


The Lacvamat dropped into a death spiral as soon as
the blue plasma discharged, burning a hole through its thin torso armor and
either killing or wounding it, Nammti didn’t know,
but it was out of the fight and she flew towards the next one headed in a
similar direction, with many more zipping by on alternate trajectories in a
jumbled, chaotic mess that the Hammid found to be neither. She was used to
flying in thick, complex swarms…at least more so than the Lacvamat were, which
gave her an easy second kill as she came up on one of them that was distracted trying
to shoot from its chest launcher horizontally at another Hammid.


Nammti tagged it on its
exposed head, burning a hole into the left side of its double skull and
dropping it down through the air while she dodged another dead Lacvamat coming
down from above as her two pistols began to charge up again. She flew evasively
until they were, then went about poaching more targets as her kin did the same.


Though she couldn’t see it, the Scionate on the ground
were ducking for cover wherever they could find it on the tree-dotted savanna
as the corpses fell more rapidly than the Lacvamat’s purple energy orbs. Both
races were falling out of the sky as the fierce aerial battle escalated, but it
was clear that the majority of those being killed were the Lacvamat, with their
heavier bodies thunking the ground and often the Scionate
as they got hit falling from above, whereas the Hammids fell softer, dotting
the landscape with burning feathers rather than seared flesh.


Unable to fire up at the maelstrom the Scionate were
left with nothing to do other than run and hide for fear of hitting their
allies…but that didn’t matter, they were grateful for the distraction and used
it to either get to nearby cover or to push ahead to the grounded Lacvamat
transports and hit them on the surface while the two aerial races were so
consumed with each other they virtually forgot about the troops on the ground.


Never before had these two races fought against one
another, but within minutes it was clear that the Lacvamat were at a serious
disadvantage. The Hammids had never been considered a serious military power,
with their starships and tech being on the lower end of the ADZ hierarchy, but
where the Lacvamat were usually the more agile and dominated the skies over the
groundpounders the Hammids took that away from
them…and couldn’t function without it. So used to being nearly impervious to
infantry attacks high up in the sky they were completely caught off guard by
the Hammids’ agility and ferocity.


The normally tranquil race was coming at them with an
anger that could not be explained and that had rarely been seen before, and
they were showing far more skill in flight combat than they should have had
given their pacifistic racial philosophy. The Lacvamat knew they’d sided with
the Scionate prior to this invasion, but they hadn’t expected anything like
this. Being the larger and stronger of the two they’d expected to own the
little ‘birds’ in the sky, but that was not the case at all.


Within hours the Lacvamat began evacuating their
troops off the planet, completely unable to contend with the Hammids in the air
and attempting to go after their ships in orbit, but what was left of the
Scionate fleet guarded them intently, often sacrificing themselves to keep
their new allies safe, and together they pushed the Lacvamat invasion fleet off
the planet and out of the system, for while they still had more warships in
play they were so stunned by the reversal they became stupid and didn’t use
what they had available or they could have possibly retained control of orbit.


Though that wouldn’t have mattered if they couldn’t
make any gains on the ground, so they turned tail and ran…and ran hard, with
the Gnar going with them and being equally perplexed as to how they’d lost the
ground campaign against the ‘benevolent’ Hammids.


Admiral Victor watched all this from afar, not knowing
what was going on down on the planet, and being equally perplexed as to how the
Lacvamat had been driven off of Night’s Veil. He didn’t feel right about asking
the Scionate after his fleet had been sitting out the fight, so he didn’t discover
what had happened until months later when the rest of the ADZ was informed
through indirect means and word filtered back to the Skarron front where he was
taking the new warships into battle to help secure one of the remaining Dvapp
worlds under significant assault.
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November 11, 2553


Solar System


Earth



 

When Davis saw the message packet come in from Donn he
skipped over the other items on his notification panel and pulled up the long
overdue update…which he quickly discovered was not an update, but a mission end
summary. The Director read through it slowly but eagerly, line by line
revealing the full nature of the bioweapon attack’s creators and financier,
who’d been the last individual that Donn’s team had
apprehended. 


According to the report they’d made a clean sweep of
all 16 high level medtechs who were part of the privateer unit that had created
the bioweapon without the others being alerted, then finally they’d picked up
the Critel who’d paid for the attack, with all those involved taken to the
nearest Star Force prison facility for holding until they determined what to do
with them. Donn stated that he wasn’t going to get into that and the length of
prison sentence he was leaving to Davis along with all other loose ends as he
got back to the front…unless Davis required anything further from him.


Included in the packet was a thorough explanation of
the nature of the wayward medical unit and their activities, including several
assassinations that Donn had pulled from psionic interrogations. It was also
noted that the group intended to develop bioweapons for use against the
Skarrons and lizards, ostensibly for the defense of the ADZ, but even if that
was the case you don’t practice by killing your own people.


Bioweapons had long been a sticking point with Star
Force. Many races preferred using them opposed to sending in troops of their
own, but history had showed that whenever they did and the enemy found out it
usually caused more trouble than it was worth because they’d be targeted with
an even harder reprisal. Now that was from races that fought each other
regularly and only did so haphazardly, not an all-out war like the Skarrons
were waging. Tick them off all you wanted, it couldn’t get much worse as far as
their intent was concerned. 


Star Force didn’t use them because they and chemical
weapons were considered ‘dirty’ weapons by the Archons. Davis was less opposed
to using them in certain circumstances, in the way of disabling rather than
killing, such as gassing a target in order to render everyone there
unconscious, but the Archons were adamant that they weren’t going to fight that
way. Davis didn’t entirely understand why, but he agreed with them on most
points and bowed to their wisdom on the differences. 


But Star Force did have a bioweapons program, and a
beefy one at that, so they could design and test defenses against the very
weapons they were building. The Archons knew the danger of such weapons and
they wanted as many immunities against them as they could get, but there was a
strict ban on ever using any of the bioweapons and likewise Star Force had
banned them from the ADZ as well. Davis knew that didn’t mean there weren’t
bioweapons out there, but the races or groups that had them had to keep them
secret else Star Force would come and take them away, along with instituting
heavy penalties.


But Davis knew the idea of creating bioweapons to
fight the Skarrons was going to be something many races would favor in lieu of
sending troops to the front. He wasn’t going to advertise that that had been
one of the aims of this rogue group, but he had to be prepared if it came out
anyway…or if the bioweapon attack gave others the same idea. He didn’t think it
would be an easy fix, for the Skarrons and lizards undoubtedly had the tech to
counter such weapons after the fact.


But it was the lingering thought that, with the
pyramid database, Star Force might be able to develop a neutralizing weapon
against the Skarrons that would cover the loss of the Scionate. Something they
could seed into the atmospheres of the contended planets that would render
those who breathed it in unconscious, and tailor it to the Skarron and Hobbit
physiologies. 


It wouldn’t affect their walkers or aircraft, but any
unarmored ground troops would be neutralized shortly after landing. In fact,
the more Davis thought about it the better an idea it seemed, and as he was
writing up the press release for the bioweapon attack investigation results he
couldn’t shake that something was off. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but
there was something he wasn’t seeing.


There weren’t any trailblazers in Sol at the moment,
aside from those in deep training and he didn’t want to bother them so he held
off for a couple of days, trying to think it through on his own.


Killing through bioweapons was usually gruesome, for
people didn’t have an off switch and killing them required causing damage of
some kind despite myths to the contrary. But even if there was a magical kill
gas that just eliminated opponents without damage it would be an area of effect
weapon, meaning you just targeted an area and all those within it would be
effected…which meant you didn’t really know who you were killing, and that
inaccuracy was something the Archons would never tolerate, nor would Davis.


Bioweapons could be tailored to kill individuals,
either by genetic identity or through delivery method, such as a dart as
opposed to a gas. But again that left the question as to why you were fighting.
Star Force didn’t fight to kill, they fought to neutralize threats, which was
why so many stun weapons had been created to supplement their lethal ones…but
even the lethal ones weren’t kill machines. They could wound an opponent
without killing them, whereas a bioweapon just killed.


Then there was the surrender option. Star Force wanted
to neutralize threats, and if they chose to surrender or otherwise stop being a
threat that accomplished the goal and there was no need to kill them.
Bioweapons didn’t allow for that, essentially being a death sentence when
employed and unable to be rescinded if the situation changed. Even if a
counteragent was devised there would be a lag in implementing it, and that sort
of thing was needlessly sloppy to the point that Davis would have objected even
if the Archons hadn’t.


But that still brought him back to the stun issue…if
bioweapons could be made to stun and not kill, why not develop and use them?


It bugged Davis so much that he went ahead and sent a
message to Jason, not knowing if or when he’d respond given the intense
training he was undergoing, but not wanting to wait for the delay that sending
a message out of the star system would entail.


It took all of 9 hours before Davis got a response
that, in typical trailblazer fashion, cleared up the ambiguity that was
plaguing him.


IT’S ABOUT CONTROL. ALL OUR WEAPONS ARE TAILORED TO
OUR ABILITY TO DECIDE WHEN AND WHERE TO USE THEM AND OCCUR IN A SHORT AMOUNT OF
TIME, MEASURED IN SECONDS. A BIOWEAPON IS NOT UNDER OUR CONTROL AFTER RELEASE,
NOR CAN WE RECALL IT. IT IS ESSENTIALLY POISONING THE LOCATION RATHER THAN
ATTACKING, AND WHEN YOU DO THAT YOU ARE HOPING THAT FUTURE EVENTS ARE TO YOUR
LIKING WHEN YOU NO LONGER HAVE CONTROL OVER THEM.


THE POISIONING COULD AFFECT SOMETHING ELSE, OR COMBINE
INTO A NEW COMPOUND WITH NEGATIVE RESULTS. IT IS UNPREDICTABLE IN THAT IT IS
NOT 100% PREDICTABLE. BIOLOGY IS BASED ON ADAPTATION AND CHANGE, AND ANY
BIOWEAPON PRODUCED WOULD HAVE A SIMILAR EFFECT. CHEMICAL WEAPONS WOULDN’T, BUT
THEY CAN CHANGE AND ALTER BY ACCIDENTAL ENVIRONMENTAL CONDITIONS. A SMART ENEMY
COULD DELIVER A COMPOUND THAT CHANGES YOUR OWN ENVIRONMENTAL POISONING INTO A
WEAPON AGAINST YOU OR OTHERS.


BOTTOM LINE IS WE’RE NOT GOING TO USE WEAPONS THAT
COULD CAUSE MORE HAVOC THAN WE INTEND THEM TO. AS FAR AS STUNNING ENEMY TROOPS
EN MASS, USING ENERGY-BASED STUNS IN LARGE SCALE IS IN DEVELOPMENT, BUT THE
POWER REQUIREMENTS ARE HEAVY. WE CAN’T TAILOR THE ENERGY TO ONLY AFFECT CERTAIN
RACES, BUT WE CAN INCLUDE DESTUNNING ELEMENTS INTO OUR ARMOR SO WE COULD, IN
THEORY, STUN AN ENTIRE CITY AND HAVE OUR TROOPS WAKE BACK UP WITHIN MOMENTS
WHILE THE ENEMY REMAINS DOWN FOR HOURS.


SATURATION IS THE CURRENT ISSUE, BUT USE ON AN OPEN
BATTLEFIELD WOULD NOT BE AFFECTED. WE ARE DEVELOPING A DROP POD FOR THAT BUT SO
FAR IT’S NOT LOOKING TO BE ECONOMICAL ENOUGH GIVEN THE SIZE OF THE TECH WE’RE
NEEDING TO USE. EVENTUALLY WE SHOULD BE ABLE TO DEVELOP STUN NUKES, BUT THE
LARGER THE RADIUS THE MORE POWER IS REQUIRED AND THE MORE THE ENERGY
DISSIPATES.


WE CONTROL THE STUN ENERGY, BUT WE WOULDN’T CONTROL A
STUN BIOWEAPON. IT WOULD LINGER WHERE THE ENERGY DOES NOT. THAT COULD PROVE
ADVANTAGEOUS IN CERTAIN CIRCUMSTANCES, BUT OUR SPIDEY SENSES ARE TINGLING WITH
POSSIBLE SIDE EFFECTS THAT WE DON’T WANT TO MESS WITH, SO WE’RE STICKING WITH
CONTROLLABLE WEAPONS. 


Why Davis hadn’t seen that earlier he didn’t know, but
after reading it he mentally facepalmed, shaking his
head and eternally grateful for having the trailblazers to help him run Star
Force. They had a clarity of vision and purpose that complimented his
perfectly, and now it was time for him to make good on his half of the
equation.


With now 5 races involved in this growing internal ADZ
war he needed to stop the others from jumping into the mix, and there were
rumors of several being on the fence in that regard. He highly doubted those
already fighting would stop when he revealed the truth about the bioweapon, but
hopefully a little light shed on the true course of events would restore some
sanity.


But Davis also realized that this conflict might need
to run its course. He’d kept the various races bottled up within Star Force
restrictions to the point where he knew there was considerable hostility
between them beneath the surface and it seemed like now that they thought they
had an opening with the front limiting Star Force’s ability to intervene they
were going to make up for lost time and have it out.


The more they did so the weaker the ADZ became, but it
could also be turned into an advantage in the long term…if they managed to hold
the Skarrons and lizards off that long. Axius was already taking a bite out of
the multi-racial dominance in the ADZ, increasing Star Force’s population by
leaps and bounds while attracting many of the best individuals from the varying
races to what was proving to be a better way of life. Also, until recently, it
had been the place to go if you wanted to fight and had attracted a lot of the
top warriors…who to their credit hadn’t abandoned their posts and were still
fighting on the front.


That said, Star Force was still only 11% of the ADZ
population and several races, such as the Reen, were
multiplying so fast that the dynamic was always in a constant state of flux.
Already they had contacted Davis requesting what he wanted them to do to help,
for they had no military of their own, and were eager to curry favor in return
for more territorial allotments. They assumed that the penalties being handed
down for those fighting would include territorial losses and they wanted in on
the redistribution if possible.


They knew the key to dominance in the ADZ was
population growth, and to accommodate that they needed more territory. Star
Force had asserted that all worlds within the ADZ boundaries were theirs to
divvy up, regardless of whether or not they’d colonized them, and to date
they’d made that assertion stick with the backing of the Hycre
and Protovic, otherwise there would have been an insane territorial grab with
more fighting happening over that, he imagined. He didn’t trust the Reen, who obviously had their own agenda, but for the moment
they were behaving themselves and playing by the rules, hoping to gain
advantage in this chaotic war.


And they weren’t the only ones. There was a huge shift
undergoing and a lot of it depended on what Davis would do to the Lacvamat and
Scionate. At the moment there wasn’t much he could do with the Archons busy to
the point of breaking, but as always power was more than just military might,
with the economic arena just as important.


Now that he knew the Scionate weren’t responsible for
the bioweapon attack that put their fighting down to self-defense. That didn’t
excuse what they did during the pullout or how they were fighting the war, but
it made the Lacvamat as the ones who were in the wrong. He suspected that would
not matter to them, and they’d probably cite Star Force as being allied with
the Scionate, but it did mean the penalties on the Scionate would be less than
had they actually instigated this whole mess.


They’d already lost 2 systems to the Lacvamat and were
on the verge of losing a third with four more now under varying levels of
attack. So far most of the fighting was occurring on Scionate territory rather
than Lacvamat worlds, and it was entirely likely that at least one of the
worlds the Lacvamat had taken would not be returned to the Scionate
afterwards…but that was just thinking ahead. Without the Archons and their
fleet to enforce any of his edicts he was going to have to work this from a
different angle for the time being, and to that end he decided to open up
another Alliance World.


There were four already in the planning stages, none
of which had been assigned regional owners, but with so much material being
used to boost warship production the additional of new worlds and their
construction required some heavy Star Force infrastructure that was lagging
behind. And if he couldn’t curtail the fighting between those races involved,
he could reward those that were staying out of it…as well as getting them to
supply the resources to get the Alliance World up and running.


The Reen had wanted to help,
and now they’d get their chance. He’d offer them 3
territorial slots out of the 8 available in exchange for a number of materials
that he’d negotiate later, then open up a similar arrangement for several other
races who had resources to spare. Being as territorial hungry as they were, he
could bring additional resources into Star Force’s coffers, perhaps even more
than needed for the construction of the planet, while giving those less
belligerent races a boost in the internal power struggle…as well as hinting
that more would be coming in the future for those who played ball.


That would put fear into those races sitting on the
fence and might even convince the five engaged to rethink the wisdom of pushing
this conflict as far as it seemed they were intent on going…which was to
annihilate the opposition. 


Davis had already blacklisted those five races from
Star Force purchases of starships and construction contracts, not that there
were many available given the heavy war production, but those vacancies had
moved up others on the waiting lists and that in turn would also affect the
power struggle down the road. But he knew he had to do more than that, so with
the bioweapon attack mystery solved he began laying out a plan of numerous
little tweaks, nothing major, that he would begin to use to reshape the ADZ in
this time of turmoil and leave the territorial penalties to the future when he
had the ability to actually enforce them.


He also had two requests from races outside the ADZ
still standing, and decided to act upon them now. Both were races with worlds
along the border of Epsilon Region, which Star Force hadn’t colonized very
heavily as yet, but of these two races one already traded with the ADZ and the
other one wanted to begin to do so in considerable amounts, with both
requesting a foothold world to act as an emissary to the rest of the growing
community. 


Giving them an entire world wasn’t going to happen,
but he would give each a single regional slot on a scheduled Alliance World
coming online in Epsilon within the next 14 months, along with the promise of
more territory if they proved themselves valuable. That would also mean that
two of the slots that would have gone to present ADZ members would be taken
away by outsiders, sending the message that the power struggle wasn’t going to
be a purely internal affair and Star Force could bring in as many outsiders as
it wanted, meaning new players in the game that, as far as percentage went,
would diminish the current ones.


Growth was the key to everything, and he needed to
make the races fighting one another pay in that regard. If they kept fighting
and wasting resources and lives then they’d be curtailing their own growth
while others expanded even further with Davis’s assistance. That might not be
enough to get the blood feud stopped, but it would be an ever-present reality
that cooler heads would respond to as they saw the writing on the wall.


Hopefully that would prevent some of the races
considering throwing in with either the Scionate or the Lacvamat from adding to
the internecine. 


It wasn’t a good situation, but Davis had learned long
ago that even in catastrophes there were always opportunities if you looked
hard enough. The real question was whether or not the Archons would be able to
hold the line without the support they deserved. 


He didn’t know if they could or not, for he was
reviewing the stats daily as they came in, but he’d learned long ago not to bet
against them. He would do his part on the interior, and hoped they’d be able to
pull another Houdini, keeping the Skarrons pinned down and out of the ADZ
interior for a good while longer.
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December 15, 2553


Plenx System (Dvapp Territory)


Rvitx



 

Paul waited, tucked underneath a rocky overhang as the
Skarron troops moved all around him enroute to a major offensive. They’d gotten
reinforced by a trio of transports that had made it down from orbit, with his
warships having gunned down two others as they came in. The ones that landed,
though, had added just enough troops that the Skarrons were mounting one last
push to try and break the Star Force troops that were all that was holding the
native Dvapp defenders together. Both sides had been so wore down that the
number of troops on the planet was a small fraction of what it had been in the
beginning, and a windfall of new reinforcements from either side would easily
tip the scales.


The Skarrons hadn’t gotten a large one, but it was
enough that they thought they now had the advantage, and it was all rooted in
the Type-1 walker they’d received and was now covering for the rest of the 26
walkers and infantry in the attack column moving across the rocky terrain
towards one of three remaining Dvapp cities. The rest were either evacuated or
destroyed, with the planet essentially having been turned into a debris field
with more dead than you could count, especially with the Dvapp corpses melting
away and not sticking around long enough to be noted.


Most of Star Force’s losses had been in the way of
machinery rather than troops, with them having more people available than mechs
and fighters, but they’d still lost a lot, and without those valuable machines
the excess personnel wasn’t much of a help, especially when they didn’t have
enough places on planet to house them. Most of his dispossessed troops were now
back up onboard the jumpships, including those commandos and Knights who he
didn’t have replacement armor for. He wasn’t sending them into combat without
it, so he’d had to evacuate them.


That left a small core of Star Force troops to head
off the Skarrons while the Dvapp tried to rouse what limited resistance they
could. Nearly all of their combat troops had been killed, with only militia
remaining. For some reason the Skarrons were targeting the Dvapp harder than
others, not just in the number of systems under assault but in killing all those
they came across. They’d actively pushed the residential areas rather than
gunning for the Star Force troops, atypical of their normal methodology which
had them going at the strongest enemies and most highly valued targets straight
off. 


But that didn’t matter now. This last assault was
going to make or break the invasion of this world, and if Star Force couldn’t
turn it back the Skarrons were going to run the table and eliminate the
remaining settlements, and there was going to be nothing he could do about it
short of bringing down his limited warships for fire support…and that was
practically suicide with the Type-1 in place, not to mention the other walkers
with their anti-air capabilities.


If he’d had more drones he could have taken it out
regardless, but he couldn’t waste what he had and still hold onto orbit. There
were Skarron ships up there, and if he weakened his fleet enough they’d pounce,
but for the moment Star Force and the Dvapp were the stronger and keeping the
enemy back from low orbit, aside from the occasional resupply run that they
pretty much had a 50/50 chance of intercepting. Paul just wished they’d gotten
the transport bringing in the Type-1, for that beast of a machine alone was
going to decimate what mechs he had left.


In this late game scenario it looked like the limited
reinforcements were going to win the Skarrons the planet and that no matter how
much Paul tweaked their defenses it just wasn’t going to be enough. He was
going to have to bring the warships down and try to take out the Type-1, but
then there would be nothing preventing the Skarrons from bringing their own
ships down into the atmosphere after they finished off his fleet in orbit and
pounding the crap out of his surviving ground troops.


Either way the Skarrons had already won, or so his
Dvapp colleagues had pointed out, wanting to start evacuating the few people
they could in the hours they had before the Skarron assault column got to them.
Paul wasn’t going for that and had his mechs and handful of fighters standing
behind in ambush positions within the varied terrain, given they were able to
move around much easier with jump jets than the Skarrons could walking overland
on their spindly legs. 


They couldn’t take down the Type-1, but they’d stand a
decent chance against the Type-3s and 4s. There was one Type-2 in the mix as
well, but that one would just have to be dealt with the hard way. Chew up the
others first and they could isolate it, but the key to it all was taking out
the Type-1. So long as it was in play they were doomed.


And they had nothing that could contend with it short
of a fleet of drone warships. 


They were beat, pure and simple, and damn the Scionate
for pulling out when they did. 


That was the general sentiment in the mini war council
between Paul, a handful of his Archons, and the Dvapp, which was when the
trailblazer quoted Darth Vader and left their headquarters, deploying himself
out ahead of the rest of his troops that he’d carefully arranged into the
ambush formations he wanted.


Don’t
underestimate the power of the Force.


With him concealed in his tiny hollow with his shields
turned off so the Skarrons couldn’t track him just in case their sensors could
penetrate the rock, which he doubted, he waited and watched with his psionics
as infantry and then several of their walkers passed by his position. He could
actually see a piece of one of the Type-4s out the open side of his hollow
standing atop a ridge that gave him a view of its upper half, but it was too
far away to notice him behind them and only a few inches of helmet showing on a
direct line of sight. 


No, Paul was tucked away nicely and now in the center
of their army waiting for the enormous Type-1 to come across his position,
hoping he’d guessed right about what path it would take. 


The seven segmented walker was mid formation, leaving
it with flanking units on all sides to protect it from attacks, though in truth
there was nothing around that could harm it. Right now it was providing aerial
cover for the rest of the mechs and capable of throwing up a flat, circular
shield above itself or the nearby area to protect
against bombardment from orbit or fighters, though Star Force didn’t usually
use any bomb-type weapons. They wouldn’t get through the anti-air lachars anyway.


Stretching his Ikrid to its limits Paul waited and
watched through the rock behind him, sensing the infantry minds and those in
the nearest of the walkers until he finally felt the big one coming slightly to
the east. He thought it was going to be close enough, but given the height of
the segments this was going to be a stretch as was and he didn’t want to add
any more meters than necessary. He knew he couldn’t reposition without drawing
attention, and right now his only chance was to stay hidden. Get even close to
that thing and it’d bathe the surface with so much plasma they wouldn’t even
have to aim to hit him, just spam the area with shots.


He felt the minds in the first segment and tracked
their movement, mentally plotting out the closest they would come to him. Each
piece had its own crew, which worked together to move the giant centipede
around, up until they decided to split it apart. That didn’t happen unless one
segment needed to be jettisoned, because the shield generating strength of the
flat ‘plates’ it created to defend against heavy attack were much stronger when
all the segments were combined, though the armor alone was enough to protect it
against an insane amount of weaponsfire.


But it would do nothing to block Paul’s Ikrid.


When the first segment hit the closest point to Paul’s
position, with the first of its legs coming down some 250 meters to his left,
he reached out and tried to connect to one of the minds he was sensing. His
contact was very light, given the range, but he focused his mental power and
tried to make it as efficient as possible. At first he didn’t think he was
going to be able to do it, then he finally got a very faint connection that
allowed him to pull information from its senses and allow him to see the inside
of the walker along with a few of its surface thoughts. 


He quickly realized it wasn’t the one he wanted and
switched to another, then another. It wasn’t until his sixth connection that he
found the Skarron that had the control panel that he wanted. 


Implanting the suggestion proved even harder than
reading its senses and took numerous layered attempts to get the impulse firmly
imbedded to cut the power to the plasma cannons and divert it to the shield
generators to block an incoming orbital bombardment that would destroy the
walker if he didn’t scrape together as much power as possible.


It didn’t work at first, but with the layering going
on more and more eventually it just snap activated the Skarron carried out the
suggestion. There was a large, audible crackle outside as the shield formed
over top the big walker even as it continued to plod forward, prompting him to
act quickly. He switched to another mind in the crew pit and hammered it hard
with layering, feeling it pop a moment later as the rest of the crew focused on
the loss of power to their weapons and the shield going up, prying the other as
to what was going on.


With that confusion taking place the other Skarron
lowered the boarding ramp, with Paul bolting out of cover the moment he felt
him hit the switch. Having planned out his run through the terrain via Pefbar earlier, he climbed up a small ridge, shot by a half
dozen Hobbits that he didn’t even bother to flip off, and ran underneath the
outer legs of the forward segment of the Type-1 as it continued to walk
forward. 


As it moved a long, thin tendril extended down from
the underside forming a stairway. Cringing, he saw it hit a rock and twist a
few seconds before he got to it, but the trailblazer jumped up onto the narrow ‘straw’
before it had a chance to break off and climbed the odd staircase in a hurry,
needing to get inside before the plasma cannons overhead came back online. 


A jolt underneath his feet signaled that the Skarrons
were pulling the boarding ramp back in, with him only halfway up. He didn’t
bother trying to reacquire mental control over the crew, instead run/jumping up
it and staying ahead of the collapsing sections behind him in a race to get to
the hatch before the steps beneath him vanished and he fell.


With the help of his jump pack he took several meters
in each step, coming up to the opening and ramming into a Skarron poking out
the entry parlor to see what was happening below. He drove his armored shoulder
into its face, denting into its mount as he hit and rolled/jumped up onto its
back as its arms bent over and tried to grab him with more of a limb-bending
attempt than he had ever seen one try, for it didn’t have any weapons on them
to shoot him with.


Paul didn’t bother fighting it, merely Fornaxing and
sliding across its back and heading through the extremely large interior of the
walker and into one of the auxiliary crew bays. The main control pit was
further up, with these Skarrons being techs/gunners, and Paul bypassed them as
well, neutralizing them with his Psionics and running past, heading for the
‘bridge’ of the segment and having to climb through several levels in order to
get there.


When he got inside the giant control room he pulled
out his rifle and started shooting, having to throw a lot of shots into the
Skarrons to take them down, then even more at the ones coming up from below to
counter him with some small weapons they’d appropriated from somewhere. He took
care of them as fast as he could, then those that came after him unarmed,
resulting in a corpse-filled room with even more minds staying away below.


Rather than go back down after them he went for the
control consoles and began inputting commands, drawing off the memories of
those below when he encountered something unfamiliar, and stopping the big
walker in its tracks. He ignored the questions coming in from the other crews
and disconnected the forward section, a process that took an incredibly long
amount of time. 


When it finally separated from the other 6 pieces he
walked it forward and rotated it around, powering up the plasma cannons and
using a blind targeting lock to get them to remotely shoot without their
gunners manually targeting each one, then began pouring plasma into the
unarmored connective tissue that he’d just exposed. 


Catching the other segments off guard he took the
moment while the plasma was pouring out to activate the missile launchers in
the uppermost section of the segment and fired on the nearby walkers…unloading
the entire payload in his segment and damaging a lot of the Type-4s while
pouring most of the missiles into the somewhat distant Type-2, enough at least
to get through its shields and damage its armor on the starboard flank, though
the thick plates and sturdy shields protected against the missiles far better
than he’d expected. He’d hoped to take it down, but then again he only had the
missiles in his segment to work with and the walker’s anti-air was chewing up a
lot of them.


By that time the second segment had been disabled so
badly by the pointblank plasma fire that it had become dead weight, the other 5
segments disconnected from it and pulled back, leaving Paul with his intact
segment on the other side of the still standing damaged one and able to use it
as a blocker as his armor began taking hits from the nearby walkers he’d just
fired upon with the long missile barrage.


Paul created a plate shield over the exposed
connective tissue on his segment’s backside and closed his eyes for a moment,
reaching out to the surviving crew in the damaged section and trying to access
one of them…but it was no good, for those in the control pit had died in an
explosion and those in other sections didn’t have access to the missile
control.


Oh well, he’d have to go after the others then.


Taking the pilot station and having to use a lot of
skill and telekinesis to operate the controls meant for a quadruped with four
arms, he walked his enormous segment around the other into a wave of plasma
coming from the 5 segments that were in the process of turning their flank
towards him so they could all fire simultaneously. Knowing his armor would hold
up for a while he didn’t bother to try and shoot back, for that would have
required a different control console. Instead he focused on accelerating the
sluggish mass towards them, with it stutter stepping across the bad footing and
him almost tripping it up three different times. 


Piloting the walker wasn’t a point and click endeavor,
but he had practiced before on captured machines and simulators for just this
type of situation and managed a half decent walk over to the middle segment of
the remainder of the Type-1 and rammed it.


Though by ‘ram’ it was more of a slow moving kiss as
armor hit armor and the shield covering his backside began to weaken. With the
range now being as close as it was going to get Paul reached out with his Ikrid
and tried to access the minds in the segment ahead of him…with success.


About a minute later a huge plume of missiles shot out
from that segment and nailed the Type-2 that was getting near to plasma range.
Paul sent all of them into it, consuming it in a black-smoked billowing
fireball that eventually dissipated into the remains of a crippled walker with
its leg segments having collapsed and its previous flank wound having been
expanded upon into massive internal damage.


Paul tried to reach out to the crews in the other
segments but they were too far away, so he kept control over a mind or two in
the middle one and made them lock down their legs so the whole walker couldn’t
move without disconnecting from them. Then, like a student driver backing out
of a minor crash, he pulled his plasma-eaten segment away and walked it to the
side, losing more plasma cannons by the minute as the hull was ravaged by fire
coming in from multiple angles.


Now in front of the segment to the left he walked it
forward and kissed it with an impact, bringing it within his Ikrid range so he
could hijack the minds within. Knowing that his time was nearly up, he didn’t
bother sending missiles at the other mechs, but instead programmed them to fire
straight up…and come back down on the other segments from above.
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“That’s it, let’s go,” Yavi Soloson said, lifting her neo up out of the crouch it was
in and climbing the side of a steep hill when Paul signaled. It took several
seconds to get to the top, but then she had a clear view of the distant Type-1
now broken up into pieces and clouded with missile impacts. That walker wasn’t
her target, but the other smaller ones nearby were, with a Type-4 less than
half a mile down the far side of the hill.


She popped up both mauler cannons and ran forward,
dodging the outcroppings and other rocky tripwires the terrain had for her as
other mechs came up and over the hill along with her, two being neos and a pair
of starbrights that opened fire immediately with their plasma streamers. Yavi held off on her maulers until she got down the hill
and on relatively flat ground, then she began trading fire with the tick-like
walker as the rest of her star collapsed on it, not giving it a real chance to
do anything more than weaker her shields.


Her maulers ate through the plasma-resistant armor
after the starbrights took down its shields from behind, then the other neos
ran on by leaving her to finish it off as they headed for a more distant Type-3
as other stars were popping up at various places and jumping on the walkers
that were redirecting themselves towards the messed up Type-1 at the behest of
the crews in the loyal segments. 


With Yavi’s attention on the
walker before her she didn’t see the carnage taking place on the disloyal
segment until after she’d finished off the Type-4 and began to move to back up
the others as they tackled the Type-3. Plasma from a dozen walkers was pouring
into the thick armored hull of Paul’s segment, with it blasting apart the
interior when the shield plate finally went down and exposed the unarmored
linkage. 


Even as it did another section of the Type-1 sprouted
missiles that traveled up and came back down on the adjacent segment, covering
it with so many explosions that the dust and debris even swallowed up Paul’s
piece, with his ID signature coming through clearly as he declared his location
via battlemap. Yavi didn’t know how he was going to
get out of that mess but he was thoroughly trashing the Type-1, leaving the
smaller ones for her and the other mechwarriors to handle. There were a lot of
them, but with the jump they’d got from coming out of concealment the enemy was
situated all wrong to bunch up and fight them, leaving a few easy first kills
before the real slugging match began.


Yavi pulsed her neo’s weak jump jets and added momentum to a jump up a
steep but short cliff, getting her mechanical foot on the rim and traveling
over before sprinting some 150 meters up to another Type-4 that had two buddies
not far off that began throwing plasma spit her way. Ignoring their weak
attacks she charged directly for the closer walker without support and began
blasting away with her maulers at pointblank range.


Her shields went down fairly quick, given the amount
of plasma coming back at her from the taller walker, but her maulers ate
through the forward section with an appetite for armor, melting it off after
punching through the shields and letting her deliver a kill shot to the
interior before the enemy plasma did more than kiss her hull. Rather than
collapse the Type-4 locked up, becoming a dead statue on the rocky battlefield
that she took a moment to reposition and hide behind while her shields started
to recharge. 


As she did that a distant madcat threw some missiles
into the side of one of the walker’s near her as another neo came in from the
same angle. She waited to coordinate with it then jumped out of cover as both
assaulted the closer of the walkers, doubling up their mauler damage and taking
it down quickly given that its shields were weakened from the missile strike. 


That left one more, which the pair of the mechs took
down with only minor armor damage to hers and none to the other. After that it
was on to the interior and closer to the broken up Type-1 where the hard
fighting was going on and the rest of the walkers were grouping up, meaning
heavier plasma fire coming their way when they headed after them, needing to
make the most of Paul’s disruption while it lasted.



 

Paul tucked himself into a corner of the control pit,
wedged in between a bulkhead and a bit of computer panel that wouldn’t stop
much in the way of shrapnel but it was the best location he had available as
the explosions around him blew plasma gouts into the chamber as his walker segment
got hammered by the others. He’d managed to take out their missile launchers up
top and do some damage beyond that, but the lower sections of the Type-1
segments were still intact and bathing his captured piece with plasma, blasting
through the armor while the other walkers hammered the exposed backside that
was now shieldless.


He’d long since given up on using his segment as an
offensive weapon, now focused on surviving the destruction while reaching out
with his Ikrid to any Skarrons within range, of which there were only a few in
the segment directly touching his as it leaned into the other, now that its
legs were not fully powered. Paul took control of a few of their gunners and
turned plasma cannons on the far side against their own walkers in that
direction, causing more chaos as the Star Force mechs came out of concealment
at distant positions and began fighting their way in. 


He couldn’t get a whole lot from the battlemap given
the amount of walker around him interfering with the signals, but every now and
then he’d get a surge of update and could see his people doing well and chewing
through the isolated walkers on the edge of the engagement with no losses of
their own. 


The wall ahead and to the right of him blew out in a
wave of shrapnel that danced over his padawan armor’s
shields, failing to penetrate but scattering debris all over the chamber as he
kept tucked in next to the rib-like bulkhead. He could feel the nearby crews
trying to get the Type-1 moving, but he kept his foot on the brake with the
control of the crew directly ahead refusing to move their legs in conjunction
with the others. 


Eventually the other segments saw they had no choice
but to detach, and when they did Paul knew they had them if he could goose the
damage rate up a bit. Using the gunners within reach he targeted the exposed
sections where the connections were broken and threw plasma into them before
shield plates formed, knocking out some of their functionality and actually
preventing the shields from forming over one of them that had already been
partially damaged into the connective tissue from the missile strikes.


Paul continued throwing plasma into it as his remotely
controlled segment began taking fire itself, meaning he was now getting the
Skarrons to shoot at two of their own segments. He kept up the chaos until a
much larger explosion breached the control pit and knocked him against the wall
so hard that he lost his mental link…then a wash of machinery rushed over him
and he was buried in debris as his segment finally lost all power to its legs
and came crashing down to the ground.



 

It took Paul a long time to crawl his way out of that
mess, and by the time he finally got a clear view of the outside sky most of
the other walkers were down, along with most of his mechs according to the
battlemap. The few that remained were harassing one intact segment of the
Type-1 that was showing heavy damage but still throwing off some 30% of the
plasma fire it was normally capable of. 


Paul spotted a pair of mechs finishing off a Type-4
nearby and signaled to them, with the madcat making a quick jump his way before
walking around the debris from another Type-1 segment and into view as Paul
ran/climbed towards it. Like a tick he crawled up the back of the armor-damaged
walker and clung there as the mechwarrior turned to face the nearest enemies
and walked forward.


The one-armed neo that was pairing with it fell into
step and the damaged duo approached one of the three remaining ‘small’ walkers
and began trading fire until it came within Paul’s psionic range, with the crew
taking repetitive Fornax blasts that kept them unable to operate the controls.
The return fire ceased and the damaged mechs pounded the Skarron walker until
it crashed to the ground, then the neo ran ahead of the madcat and the two
headed for the Type-1 piece as four other mechs were engaging it and getting
pounded in the process. 


The neo didn’t last long, going down before it could
get anywhere near the spindly legs, but it bought enough time for the madcat to
get Paul close enough to start Fornaxing at extreme range, with a chunk of the
plasma fire dying out immediately. Eventually the madcat made its way up to the
legs and walked underneath the teetering segment, allowing Paul to Ikrid link with the crew, turning their remaining plasma
cannons against the other remaining half-dead walkers and assisting the mechs
in finishing them off…as well as sparing them the defeat that was heading their
way, for even a partially intact piece of a Type-1 had enough plasma to eat
away the shields and armor on tier 1 mechs quite easily, and there were no
larger Star Force models on planet at the moment.


Eventually only the Type-1 segment was left, which
then opened up and extended its boarding ramp down to the madcat where Paul
hopped off and ran up inside, shooting the crew dead in a short-lived killing
spree as he ran about to hunt them all down. Once he returned to the boarding
ramp and got back within battlemap signal range and saw that all of the enemy
were truly down and out of the fight did he sit down on the top of the alien
stairs and take a breather, feeling his head about to cave in from the
excessive psionic usage.


But that didn’t matter. He’d recover and the Skarrons
wouldn’t, for this was their last major offensive. They had only a handful of
walkers left on the planet guarding their remaining bases, five Paul knew as of
last count, and each was isolated from the others. He could take them himself
if needed, meaning the planet was all but back in ADZ hands.


As he rested his aching head he got on the comm and organized infantry search parties to come out and
search the debris. Whether they shot them on sight or took them prisoner they
had to account for all the Skarrons, including those probably still alive in
the hulks of the Type-1. 


But that was cleanup work, important and occasionally
dangerous, but nothing that would jeopardize the fate of the planet. So long as
the Skarrons didn’t get more reinforcements the Dvapp were about to get their
world back, broken and busted up as it was, but it would be theirs again.



 

Paul stuck around on the ground to help with the
searches, using his Ikrid to spot the location of minds, before grabbing a
dropship and heading up to orbit. There were still Skarron warships up here,
but Admiral Caster was doing a good job of keeping them at bay. As they
approached the Excalibur Paul
cringed, seeing that the chunks missing from the hull had expanded a bit in his
absence, but then he realized the outlines were nice and straight, not the
ragged cuts from weaponsfire, meaning it was the work of the crew disassembling
surrounding components in order to repair them properly…or at least as much as
they could outside of a shipyard.


The damage had been a necessary tradeoff earlier,
taking hits that he knew the big ship could take and survive instead of wasting
valuable drones that he needed for multiple, simultaneous hits. As powerful as
the command ship was, it could only be in one place at one time, and as much as
he didn’t like doing it he’d used it to beat down the Skarron fleet multiple
times while holding his drones back.


The results were still visible, making it look like a
wounded ship that was a sitting duck, but it had so much bulk and redundant
weapons systems that it was still quite lethal, especially when its shields
were up. Some of the generators had been lost, along with two gravity drives.
One was supposed to be repairable but the other had been slagged.
That would slow the ship a bit, but not stop it from making decent jumps, for
the command ships had multiple gravity drives in order to achieve the insane
speeds they were able to travel.


Fortunately the sanctum wasn’t anywhere near the
damaged areas, with the crew sections being located towards the interior. That
was where Paul was heading next, and even as the dropship came in close to the
massive ship he saw the central plug disconnect and head down to the surface to
pick up the damaged mechs and other equipment as they continued the cleanup
rather than send repetitive dropship flights.


It was empty of troops, unfortunately, but with luck
they wouldn’t need any more here. Paul wasn’t counting on that, but he did have
his fingers crossed.


When the dropship landed he walked off and found
Caster waiting for him on the deck.


“Bad news?” he guessed.


“Yes and no,” the Admiral said, falling into step with
him as the trailblazer headed out of the landing bay. “We got word that a
Sentinel is on its way here and should be operational within 18 days.”


“That’s good news,” Paul said happily. This world had had
none to begin with, making the naval situation even more
tricky. Putting one up wouldn’t stop the Skarrons from getting to the
ground, but it would give what was left of the Dvapp fleet a safe haven to run
to if/when the Skarrons came back.


“I also got word that Veernad
finally fell. They’re finishing up evacuations before they get completely
overrun, but they’re conceding the planet and system.”


“Damn it,” Paul swore angrily. The Dvapp planet was
some 13 lightyears away and the next planned stop for
the Excalibur after securing Plenx, but apparently they were too late. He stood still
for a moment, then took a step to the left and punched the wall with his
armored hand while the Admiral patiently waited nearby with other passing
members of the crew giving them both a wide berth.


“Where are they headed?”


“The Dvapp to Keema, the Clans to Metropolis,” Caster said, referencing
the still intact Dvapp capitol.


“How much is left?”


“About twice what we have here, ground wise. Shall I
have their naval assets transferred to us?”


Paul pulled his helmet off and blew out a sigh. “Feel
like going hunting?”


“Always.”


“Give me as many full jumpships as you can, send the
remainder on to Metropolis.”


“Rendezvous here or at a neutral location?”


“Here. We’ve still got a few locals to run down now
that we don’t have a blockade to maintain.”


“Shall I wait on that?”


“No, my young apprentice. You may begin causing havoc
immediately. Call me if you get stuck. I’ll be doing some badly needed
training.”


“Nice work down there,” Caster added. “You pulled out
a victory single handedly.”


“No, not single-handedly. I just carried.”


“Impressive none the less.”


“Gave me a headache,” Paul mildly complained.


Caster smiled then nodded, touching two fingers to his
temple in a brief salute before heading back to the bridge and leaving the
trailblazer to start getting himself back into shape.


Paul didn’t even bother showering before heading to
the sanctum. He got out of his armor and into fresh clothes then hit the track
immediately, intent on running the stagnation out of himself. Almost non-stop
combat missions had been taxing on him, but not in any beneficial way. Having
been away from his normal workout routine he’d gotten rusty and sloppy, but he
knew his body and mind would readjust quickly enough, but it was going to be an
ugly process and he wanted to get through it as quickly as possible.


And when Archons wanted to get through something
quickly, they hammered.


Paul spent the next 6 hours in high cardio training, a
mix of running, swimming, and agility drills before finally retreating to his
quarters and logging into the terminal to begin checking updates and messages,
with a lot of backlog to get through. He’d had access on the surface via Star
Force facilities, but he’d had such little downtime that he had passed over
everything that wasn’t priority flagged.


He wasn’t going to get through it all now, but he worked
through the recent stuff and got himself up to date on what was happening on
the ship and across the ADZ, including the stupid war occurring on the inside.
If the Scionate were still here where they belonged they’d have punted the
Skarrons out of Dvapp space by now rather than having lost another world to
them. That put the count at 3 now, giving them footholds on this section of the
border that needed to be routed out sooner rather than later.


But Paul didn’t have the troops or ships to do it, and
was barely hanging on to what they did have. The incoming Sentinel would help,
both for the planet and his sanity, reminding himself that the longer they held
on to territory the more of them would be made back in Sol and transported out
here, fortifying the border worlds they possessed, so he wasn’t fighting a
pointless campaign, as much as it felt sometimes.


Plenx was so weak right now
that a healthy Skarron sneeze would take it, but thanks to the Voku the
Skarrons were as starved for reinforcements as Star Force was. 


He saw a new message from Cal-com, dated 28 days ago,
and pulled it up, intent on it being the last message he read before heading to
bed for his eyelids were getting so heavy he wasn’t sure how productive he was
going to be if he kept pushing through his stack of mail.


What it contained was a bit of intel
taken from the Skarrons, indicating a troop shift spinward,
which was in the direction of Zeta Region from Earth’s point of view. The
Skarrons were redeploying, and it didn’t appear to be related to the ADZ or the
Voku. 


That caused an eyebrow to raise, despite his fatigue.
If the Skarrons were redeploying away from the ADZ that was definitely good
news, but if they had somewhere else to go where was it and, more importantly,
who were they fighting that was of higher priority?
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