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March 4, 2428
Alpha Centauri System
Tyr
 
“Olá,” the Brazilian receptionist said as she stood up from her chair and took a pair of steps up to the table/desk as she saw a man in a Star Force uniform approaching the Civilian Communications Depot, or CCD for short. It was the Brazilian government’s interstellar digital package delivery service, offering transit of data files and messages between planets via insystem relays or by carrying them via jumpship with a reasonable delay in delivery. For those with family or business relations off planet, or off moon in this case, the CCD was the primary means of communication and saw a steady stream of customers on a daily basis. 
“What can I do for you?” the receptionist said with a smile, switching to English at seeing the man’s uniform. 
The man didn’t return her smile, but in a very fluid and casual manner produced a pistol from behind his back and leveled it at her chest. Before she could react a bright blue plasma streak shot out and burned through her clothing and into her rib cage. 
The Brazilian dropped to the ground, barely getting out a yip, then with his firing line cleared the man adjusted his aim and fired a pair of blasts at the man seated a few meters behind the desk as he jumped up and out of his chair in a panic. 
He twisted as he was hit in the shoulder, then fell back down onto his chair face first as the second shot hit him in the back, leaving a small smoke trail rising up into the air as he lay kneeling into the chair with is head wedged into the gap between seat and backrest.
The shooter remained still and quiet, listening for a moment to see if anyone else was nearby, then he jumped up over the table/desk and into the back area of the kiosk, stepping over the woman’s twitching body and moving to the rear door that led into the equipment area. He pulled it open and stepped through, plasma pistol held ready, but no one else was in the area.
He lowered the muzzle and headed to a particular console, knowing well what he was looking for. He pulled up the control menu and input a flurry of commands, shutting off and locking down the communications equipment and creating a comms blackout in the colony…on the civilian side, at least. 
He pulled out a small, pencil-sized personal comm and flicked the ON button.
“Point 2 is dark,” he reported. 
“Copy that. Keep it that way.”
The man slipped the device back into his pocket and walked out into the reception area, finding the woman’s terrified eyes on him. He was surprised she was still alive. 
Rather than using his pistol again he walked up and gently put his foot on her throat and constricted her airway. He held it there as he looked out the front entrance of the kiosk at the sparse passing traffic. The double doors leading in had done a good job of keeping the sound of his weaponsfire from drifting out onto the promenade, though there were few people out and about this early in the morning to have noticed anyway.
Once he was certain the woman was dead he dragged both bodies into the back area, then put the ‘Closed’ sign up on the reception desk and retreated into the equipment room where he took up a guard position, insuring that the CCD transmitters would remain dark. 
 
Davis was studying a prototype schematic of a new civilian jumpship in holographic form over his desk when a chime sounded. He glanced to his clock inside the smooth, clear surface of his desk and saw a time flag, indicating that he had an appointment with the Brazilian ambassador. The Director sighed, collapsing the schematic and standing up. If he didn’t watch himself he’d be studying prototypes all day long. 
He stepped around the side of his desk, hitting a button on top that retracted a portion the carpet to the right of his chair, well out into the ‘empty’ confines of his spacious circular office. He stepped on the exposed metallic circle and faced inward, putting the panoramic window behind him and the central staircase in front, with a hologram of a pair of men manifesting itself before him in full size, looking as if the individuals were literally standing before him. 
One of the men was the Brazilian ambassador, the other a Star Force staffer that quickly walked out of picture, disappearing from the hologram to allow the two of them to speak in private. No longer did Davis accept diplomatic inquiries in person, nor any other type of business matter with non-Star Force personnel, given that Atlantis was now off limits to the public. The Brazilian ambassador, an amicable associate of Davis, was currently in the Star Force embassy wing, located in another of Davis’s ocean cities along with the rest of the permanent diplomats, all of which had to contact him through subordinates, or through holographic relay if the matter was urgent enough to occupy his time.
“Rodrigo,” Davis greeted him by name.
“Director,” the ambassador replied with an uncomfortable expression on his face. “I have a favor to ask, as well as a story to tell, assuming you are unaware of it.”
Davis frowned and crossed his arms over his chest. “Concerning what?”
“Tyr.”
Davis ran the name through his mental list, finding a few references, one of which was the name of a trailblazer, but the name of a moon that he’d given the Brazilians complete control over in the Alpha Centauri System seemed a much more likely candidate.
“Nothing currently on my radar concerning the moon. What’s going on?”
“I am embarrassed to say that…we have lost control of the colony.”
Davis’s frown deepened. “To whom?”
“At first we believed it was you…but subsequent intelligence reports quickly dispelled that ridiculous notion,” the ambassador said, toggling a control board off holo, followed by a series of video files popping up beside Davis. “A group of armed men in Star Force uniforms seized control of the colony while maintaining a communications blackout. These surveillance feeds we were able to obtain later from security agents within the colony.”
Davis saw several incidences of Star Force-uniformed men attacking security stations and other vital checkpoints with plasma pistols, efficient movements, and practiced coordination. No screaming or flailing about, just quick, clean, methodical kills eliciting no more emotional response than if they’d been ordering dinner.
“How old are these?”
The ambassador looked even more ashamed. “A little over 2 years.”
Davis’s eyes went wide with disbelief. Factor in transportation delays, and he’d expected no longer than 6 months. “Why have I not heard anything about this sooner?”
“We heard nothing of it ourselves for nearly a year. Whoever these men are, they took control of the moon without the general populace even becoming aware of it. Not a single transport, passenger or commercial, was so much as delayed. Business and commerce have been proceeding like clockwork, with regular reports flowing back to Mars. We’ve even seen an uptick in productivity from the moon since the takeover. Our people have complete freedom of movement, so we didn’t suspect a thing until certain personnel transfers failed to occur. The dead men from those surveillance videos couldn’t produce themselves, thus questions were asked and investigations begun.”
Davis found that remarkable. Even though the moon had no official Star Force presence on it, it was linked into their transportation grid, meaning his people had continued doing business with the colony all this time and his own security division hadn’t gotten wind of it. 
“Detectives were sent to find the missing personnel, at which point the new rulers made themselves known to us through back channels. They wanted to keep the public from panicking, as did we, and they have declared themselves to be liberated colony in fact, if not in name. They actually had the gall to suggest that business continue as normal and Tyr remain part of Brazilian territory, but without us having any control over it.”
“Hostages?” Davis asked.
“None,” the ambassador said with disgust. “They are beyond arrogant…or so we thought. Our investigators brought back all the information we needed, including these surveillance recordings of the initial takeover, then we sent a military strikeforce to reclaim possession of the colony. They didn’t even bother to resist the troops coming into the city…then we got no word back from them, nor did any come out. Our agents continue to come and go as they please, passing off as civilians, and they say nothing is wrong with the colony in the least. Everything is as it should be, as if no takeover had happened. They also can’t determine what happened to the strikeforce.”
“When was your last report?”
“Dated a month and a half ago. We’ve tried to keep matters quiet on our end while we figured out what was going on, so none of this has hit the newsfeeds, though I don’t know how. Tyr has a population of 13 million. You’d think word would spread through that many people simply by word of mouth. It’s as if these people are ghosts and the takeover never happened.”
“Do you have any idea how many of them there are?”
The ambassador shook his head, disgust on his face. “They’ve blended in with the rest of the population. All we can give you are the casualty lists, and there are 38 people missing, presumed dead based off those surveillance recordings.”
“How have they covered for the 38?”
“There are now replacements in those positions, logged as transfers. Whoever these ‘liberators’ are they’ve got good hackers working for them. The 38 have disappeared from all local databases. We had to pull backups from Mars to get the headcount,” he said, referring to the Brazilian capitol on the multinational planet.
Davis looked at one of the still playing security recordings off his right shoulder, seeing for a fact that the gunmen were wearing various Star Force uniforms…some personnel division, others engineering and mining. While Tyr was a Brazilian world it wasn’t uncommon for Star Force personnel from the planet Glasir, around which Tyr and two other moons orbited, to visit the colony. That would make the Star Force imposters blend in without them being recognized as foreign, not to mention that they might be given extra courtesy given the good relations between Star Force and Brazil.
Then again, he couldn’t completely discount that they were Star Force personnel…but no, if they’d been gone missing for 2 weeks a flag would have been raised, let alone 2 years. They had to be imposters.
“We obviously didn’t have a hand in this, but I’m curious as to how you came to that conclusion?” Davis asked. “These are our uniforms…or a very good knockoff.”
“Aside from our long history of cooperation, the assault made no sense,” the ambassador explained. “If you wanted to take the moon from us you have many more efficient options of doing so…like buying it. Sneaking around and murdering people doesn’t fit with your methods. Also, the weapons they are carrying are not of Star Force make.”
“No they’re not,” Davis confirmed, already having sized up the approximate model despite not being able to zoom in on the footage from the holographic transmitter he was standing on. He’d have to go over to his desk to do that, which he’d get to later. “Do they have anything larger than pistols?”
“Not based on our intel, sketchy as it is.”
“What was the favor you mentioned?”
The ambassador swallowed hard. “We have no choice but to send a larger force to retake the moon, and that could lead to unforeseen complications, given we don’t know what happened to our first strikeforce. It is rumored that you have clandestine Archon units sneaking around taking out the trash, so to speak. We would ask, as either a favor or for a price, to root out these insurrectionists and reclaim the colony for us.”
Davis stared at him evenly. “How large was your first strikeforce?”
“All ground troops, ferried in on transports to the spaceports, some 500 men in total.”
The skin around Davis’s eyes constricted slightly. Making 500 soldiers in combat gear disappear was no easy thing, meaning this takeover was even more complicated than the Director had already suspected.
“Have any civilians gone missing?”
“We’ve been checking into that, but so far our record searches have come up clean…though those residing on Tyr permanently are impossible to check on, given that we have to work through the local databases.”
“Anything else changed since the takeover, even the slightest anomaly?”
“Other than the fact they’re managing the moon better than those they overthrew…nothing stands out, and our people have been data sifting extensively. We have no answers as to what is going on, nor is there anyone else on the moon to ask for assistance. One of the drawbacks of owning your own world, we’re coming to realize.”
“Have they made any demands?”
“Not a one,” the ambassador said, his mannerisms evident that the Brazilians were at their wits’ end. “Not even a tirade as to why we brought this on ourselves or why liberation was necessary. No manifesto, no demands, not even an ill word. They want to continue on as is, but have made no threats concerning the eventuality that we don’t agree, and we haven’t received a word from them since the strike force was sent…not that we really expected any. There’s been almost no communication whatsoever.”
“You haven’t restricted travel to the moon?” Davis asked rhetorically, for if they had he would have already known about it.
“So long as we have access and the citizens of Tyr aren’t in any apparent danger, we felt it would be reckless to try and alter the situation, given that they might then become hostages.”
“I understand,” Davis said, his tone turning formal. “In light of this information, I have a favor to ask of Brazil, Ambassador.”
“Name it.”
“It seems there has been either a theft or counterfeiting of Star Force uniforms on the moon of Tyr. I thereby ask for your permission to investigate the matter and deal with it in a manner of our choosing.”
For a split second the ambassador was lost, then he caught on to the Director’s meaning and bowed his head gratefully. Star Force wasn’t going to charge Brazil with any sort of debt, merely deal with the situation pro bono. “Permission granted.”
“You’ll forestall your next assault?”
“If you’re stepping up, of course, though our troops will be available if you need them.”
“That won’t be necessary, but thank you. As you mentioned, we have other means of dealing with these incognito situations. Please forward any additional data you receive from your operatives.”
“I will, and thank you, Director.”
“Just part of being good neighbors,” Davis said as the ambassador signed off. His image disappeared but the surveillance feeds remained, shifting to center view now that they had room.
Davis stepped off the pad and retreated to his desk, transferring the images there as the carpet resealed seamlessly. He sat down and brought one up in an analysis program he’d gotten well used to using, having sifted through thousands of hours of data trying to hunt down leads on The Word. He brought up one of the security camera feeds and paused it when the man wearing a Star Force aqua-colored medical uniform pulled out a pistol from a hidden pocket…which the standard uniforms did not possess…and pointed it at a guard.
No doubt the Brazilian had been taken off guard by the uniform, but even as the weapon was being aimed at the woman wearing a light combat vest she responded by stepping laterally and drawing her own weapon. Davis had seen this one play out several times already as he’d been talking to Rodrigo, so he wasn’t interested in seeing the outcome, but rather the weapon the man was wielding. 
Davis advanced it forward and back several times, zooming in and out and taking snapshots at various angles. He could tell from the look of it what it was, but he sent them into a 3D recognition program anyway, and using the parallax of the images it was able to construct a wireframe design and match it up against known weapon types.
A single option appeared, tagged as the custom plasma pistol design produced by The Word. 
Davis had known as much as soon as the ambassador had started describing the takeover. They’d been getting progressively bolder as the years went by, even as Star Force had managed to root out a few of their operations centers. Industrial sabotage was usually their game, with the occasional assassination of individuals associated with the anti-Star Force crowd. Their aim seemed to be discrediting Star Force’s reputation…or rather, minimizing it. Death by a thousand cuts would be an overstatement, but their efforts had none the less been repetitive and selective, and Davis had often wondered what they were building up to.
This he had not expected, nor could he see their endgame, but the fact that they’d had effective control over an entire moon for 2 years meant they’d had plenty of time to misbehave. Even if Star Force went in and shut them down today, he wondered how much of their future plans they’d been able to accomplish in the interim with no one looking over their shoulder. 
And the fact that they’d managed to keep it quiet all this time impressed Davis to no end, as well as being typical Word methodology. Granted, planets and moons were geographically isolated from one another, and if you hit the communications grid you could effectively black out or censor the primary comm channels, but with free flowing commerce being maintained there was no way to monitor and conceal what was going on on the moon, which meant their efforts to keep the takeover from reaching Tyr’s population’s knowledge…
Well, they were damned good at what they did. Davis had always known that, but this really took the cake. Granted, he’d have to confirm this intel, but he didn’t doubt the Brazilian reports. While Star Force didn’t spy on associated nations, they did monitor them, especially their commerce patterns, and had a takeover of even minimal blunt force been applied there would have been ripples of economic consequence that would have alerted his people to the incident.
No, The Word was behind this and they managed to keep it so quiet that neither Star Force nor the Brazilians had discovered it for a full year, and then they’d managed to keep the Brazilians dancing to their tune for another one. How they quietly dealt with an assault force of 500 men was another matter entirely, reinforcing in Davis’s mind that The Word’s agenda was not completely civilian. Why they had been producing firearms had always been a bit of a mystery, given that their previous efforts didn’t seem to require such weapons, nor in such large quantities.
Now he had a partial answer, though he knew this was merely the tip of the iceberg rising up a few meters. He had no doubt The Word was merely running through the first few pages of their playbook, building to something more ambitious down the line, though the quiet takeover of an entire planetoid was certainly a feather in their cap…but it didn’t do anything to seriously undermine Star Force, which was their stated agenda.
Davis knew he’d be spending numerous hours over the next months digging into this, so he put his curiosity on hold for a moment, knowing he needed to get the Archons moving as soon as possible, along with security’s intelligence subdivision, and sent a quick message out to David-441 and Drake-756, calling in both Green and Red teams from wherever in the Solar System they currently were.
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May 9, 2430
Alpha Centauri System
Glasir
 
David’s dropship departed one of the massive hangar bays onboard the jumpship Tardis, flying off across planetary orbit towards one of the planet’s 8 starports. Many more dropships were leaving along with it as the old jumpship, now recommissioned twice with more advanced gravity drives, began offloading passengers and cargo onto Glasir, one of seven Star Force planets within the system, all of whose natural environments were uninhabitable. 
Glasir was a heavy grav world, registering at 154% of Earth’s gravity and containing an atmosphere of pure nitrogen. Temperatures were cold and the planet rocky, with no plant life whatsoever. It sat 4th in line around the twin stars at the center of the system, reminding David of the scenes of Tatooine from Star Wars. Glasir had such a view, though the pair of glowing orbs in the sky were much smaller, given the planet’s greater distance from them, which also accounted for the cold temperatures.
Despite the frigid conditions the nitrogen atmosphere kept enough ‘warmth’ in the surface to keep temperatures in the -20 to -40 Celsius range, which allowed the Star Force engineers some leeway in their construction and mining efforts. They’d built 3 large cities on the planet to date, with another in the early excavation stages, that housed upwards of 120 million colonists, all of which lived in regular gravity inside the enclosed structures. 
Two other planets in the system held larger populations, Ragnarok and Odin, with 270 million and 1.3 billion respectively. All together, the Alpha Centauri System held just over 2.1 billion Star Force colonists, along with another 38 million that were under national jurisdictions. 
Glasir had 3 moons, Tyr, Aesir, and Vanir, all of which bore no Star Force presence. Tyr was the sole property of Brazil, Aesir belonged to Russia, and Vanir was split between Australia and Andulia…the latter of which was a nation founded on Luna shortly after World War III that had expanded out to numerous holdings within the Solar System, and one that Davis had trusted to extend interstellar territorial holdings to. 
All the moons were small, requiring gravity enhancement for the cities that dotted them. The Russians had colonized Aesir with a scattering of settlements, as had the Andulians, while the Aussies and the Brazilians had opted for building one megacity each on their planetoids that they continually expanded out like a bacterial growth on the rocky surfaces of the airless moons. 
What infrastructural approach they took was their prerogative, but all four of the nations relied heavily on Star Force contracts for the construction, and as such the national settlements used almost all Star Force materials, making them look like an extension of the infrastructure on Glasir, though that was not the case.
Of the three moons Tyr was in the middle and not currently visible from David’s passenger dropship, though Aesir was. It made for a large, imposing silhouette in the sky, being half again closer to Glasir than Luna was to Earth. Around it orbited a number of stations, one of which was a Star Force starport, linking the Russian world to the rest of Humanity via the transportation grid. There, however, Star Force’s territory ended, with all transit down to the moon being handled by Russian ships, most of which had been purchased from Star Force.
Vanir and Tyr were the same, and once David’s dropship docked with the starport in Glasir orbit, he and the other passengers went their separate ways. Some remained onboard while most split up to take other flights, more than half of which were down to Glasir’s surface, with the others a mix of orbital stations and the ferries out to the three moons.
David took the ferry out to Tyr, flying onboard a dedicated starship that hauled both passengers and cargo between the two starports. Then came a longer wait for the Brazilian Orbital Transit Service, or BOTS, to dock their scheduled dropship flight with the Star Force station and exchanged passengers. David boarded a converted Dragon-class dropship reconfigured as a passenger liner along with more than 500 civilians transiting down to the large city on the moon’s surface.
David took one of the seats, feeling a bit odd in the surrounding accoutrements, which had been altered to Brazilian design aesthetics. He tried to think back to the last time he’d ridden onboard a non-Star Force ship, then got hung up in the mental conundrum of whether raiding one counted or not, for Green Team had pulled that duty on occasion.
As he mentally chewed on that thought he observed the crowd, which filled about 3/4ths of the seats. Though he couldn’t read their minds, he could read their body language…and none of the typical agitation of crossing into a dangerous situation was evident. The people were simply going about their regular routines, apparently unaware that anything untoward was occurring down on the moon. 
Sitting back in his narrow, but adequately plush seat, David half watched the vid screens that showed their descent down to the surface, though neither he nor any of the other passengers or crew felt the acceleration and deceleration swings, given the inertial dampeners and artificial gravity. 
He could, however, hear the rhythmic chomping of gum three seats to his right in the row ahead of him. The young girl was chewing loudly with perfect timing. David counted 23 chomps, each time followed by a break when she’d ball the gum up and roll it out onto her lips, twiddle it about, then suck it back in and start chewing another 23 times before repeating the process. 
Before long some of the other passengers began to visibly bristle around her, though none had said anything as of yet. It was starting to get on David’s nerves too, not so much from the noise but by the precision of it. His mind kept getting stuck on the pattern of it, and whenever he started to think about something else the chomping would start again and he’d begin mentally counting the beats.
Annoyed that he was letting it bother him, he forced himself to endure it through the remainder of the short flight down to a spaceport within the Brazilian city. There the dropship landed on an exterior pad before rolling through an atmospheric containment shield and into a pressurized bay large enough to hold a dozen more of the huge dropships. The entire terminal, which was built on a 90 degree ‘V’, was connected to three other bays on the other side of the large walls that were covered in windows where more passengers were waiting to board and watching the flights come in and out.
David’s dropship parked in one of the berths and a gangway stretched out to dock with it, creating a level connection to the terminal that the passengers could walk through without having to drop down to the deck where the cargo transfer was occurring. David grabbed his carry-on satchel, the only luggage he’d brought with him on this mission, and joined the rest of the passengers as they slowly filed out into the gangway…though he did keep an eye on the gum chewing girl, and when she and her traveling companions stepped out into the walkway ahead of David he waited for her to roll the gum back out on her lips, at which point he telekinetically snagged it and shot it up towards the ceiling.
He suppressed a smile as the girl mildly freaked out, wondering what had just happened and where her gum had gone, as he used his Pefbar to navigate a course for the tiny annoying wad through the cabin and over to a trash receptacle. 
With his contribution to society for the day done, he stepped into the passenger flow and departed the dropship, making his way into the terminal and onto the observation promenade where he camped out for a few hours, grabbing a bite to eat and just milling about getting a feel for the situation. 
Again, nothing seemed out of the ordinary, though this was his first visit to the moon, so he couldn’t completely be sure what ‘ordinary’ was for the Brazilian city, but compared to the rest of the Human interstellar society everything was buzzing along like normal commerce should. People were moving about in a hurry, others were idling the hours away at the entertainment venues and shops. There was no apprehension here. 
As David was sitting at a bar, sipping a soda and watching the numerous vid screens along with a number of other waiting passengers an attractive woman slipped onto the stool beside him and favored him with a smile.
“Hey, you’re cute…wanna fuck?”
David jerked, reflexively spitting soda back down his straw and out around the edges, causing it to fizz up. He looked over at her with a comical expression on his face.
“What kind of a greeting is that?” he laughed, feeling some of the soda tickling the inside of his nose where it’d gone up. 
“A blunt one,” the Brazilian said with a discernible accent as she slipped her left hand around David’s right and pulled it away from his cup. As she did she tapped the inside of his palm three times. 
The tapping caught his attention, with him realizing this was more than a social hookup attempt. Using the skin to skin contact between their hands he used his Ikrid to hack into her nervous system and use it as a conduit into her mind. A split second later he confirmed that this was not a sexual overture. She was wary of something, and wanting his help. 
“Well now,” he said, swiveling around on his stool so he could look at her face to face while still holding onto her hand, gleaning more insights as to her current state of emotions and a few surface thoughts. He and Green Team had been practicing this sort of mindreading relentlessly, only to find out that there was so much more that they couldn’t do yet, insanely complex as the structure of the mind was. 
“Well what?” she echoed playfully, but repeated the three beat tap into his palm with her middle finger. “Sizing me up?”
David smiled. “Something like that,” he said as he continued to search her mind, finding a growing sense of urgency. 
“How about a sample then,” she said, sliding off her stool and stepping up into him, then laying a very gentle and sensuous kiss on his lips before she slowly pulled back. “Anything else you want to check out? I’m willing to submit to a strip search.”
“Are you now?” David said, slipping his hand out of hers and placing it on her waist, only to snake his fingers down the small of her back and dip them in underneath her shorts…and there, out of view, he mimicked the three beat tap as he looked her square in the eyes.
He saw a flicker of recognition, as well as sensing a swell of relief in her emotions.
“In private, if it’s not too much to ask? I’m a shy girl.”
“Well,” David said, glancing around the area as he tried to catch a glimpse of anything suspicious, “I’m supposed to be waiting for my wife, but,” he said, checking his watch, “she’s not do in for a few more hours. I’ll be honest, you’re not really my type, but I’ve got nothing to do but sit here bored so the least I can do is give you a thorough examination.”
“And if I pass?” she said, smiling even more.
“Big ‘if’ there,” he said, throwing a little cold water on the moment. “Is there somewhere around here you’re comfortable taking your clothes off?”
She slipped her hand back inside his. “Follow me.”
David grabbed his satchel with his free hand and let her lead him away from the bar, leaving the nearby occupants, all ‘older’ men, with wide eyes and open jaws.
The woman walked quickly, almost giddy, dragging David along though he had no trouble keeping pace. They got halfway down the promenade before a voice thrust its way inside the Archon’s head.
What the hell are you doing? Assad asked comically.
I don’t know, he answered back telepathically. She’s putting on a show and gave me a recognition signal. Whoever she is she’s not interested in playtime.
You’re not being followed as far as I can tell. Want a shadow?
No, I’ll handle this. Worst case scenario I called it wrong and I have to disappoint her.
Don’t think that’ll be the issue here, Assad said, his mental voice altering slightly. Mental communication carried with it far more information than vocals did, and right now Assad was pinging ‘warning’ along with his words. You’ve got a lazy tail. Thin, scrawny guy. Doesn’t seem to be in a hurry.
“This way,” the woman said as they got to the exit archway and she pulled him to the left, accelerating up into a near run.
Later, David said as he and Assad were reaching the maximum range of their effective telepathy. 
“Where are we headed?” he asked, still being led by the hand.
“Not far,” she promised with another smile, though David could see some cracks in it. Her adrenaline was also spiking a bit, and he was fairly sure it wasn’t because of him.
They moved through the crowds in the hallway, then broke out into the terminal’s interior, which functioned as a miniature resort city with shopping, food, lodging, and entertainment that travelers could access without moving into the rest of the city, allowing the tourists their own area while keeping most of them out of the normal flow of pedestrian traffic, for both parties’ concerns. 
David’s new girlfriend dragged him off into one of the resorts, producing a keycard that let them access the customer only areas, whereupon she led him up a couple of flights of stairs, across a long hallway, then back down a flight on the far side before pulling him inside a hotel room and locking the door behind them.
When she did she sagged backwards against the door for a moment, breathing heavily as she let go the façade. 
“Thank you,” she said gratefully.
“For what, exactly?”
“Letting me pull you away from the bar. You were about to disrupt a carefully choreographed handoff.”
“Who are you?” 
“My name is Milla.”
David raised an eyebrow. “What are you, and what do you think I am?”
“You’re Star Force, obviously,” she scoffed. “Even without the uniform, your trim physique is a dead giveaway. People who wear those kind of civilian clothes don’t work out…at all. You really need to find better cover.”
“I thought the baggy look was cover,” David argued. 
She shook her head slowly. “Those chiseled cheeks aren’t hidden. At first I thought you might even be an Archon, then when I kissed you I dismissed the idea, because you obviously liked it, so I’m guessing Star Force Security?”
David rolled his eyes. “And you are?”
“Your Brazilian counterpart.”
“I assume we’re safe to talk in here?”
“As far as I know, unless they have every room tapped, which I doubt.”
David frowned. “Sloppy,” he criticized. 
“I’m improvising,” she deflected. “We didn’t expect you to show up anytime soon, let alone today. You stumbled across our drop and I had to get you out of there.”
“What kind of drop?”
“Data,” she said simply, not offering any more detail.
Something about that bothered David, not the fact that it was a data drop…but because she wasn’t being more forthcoming, almost as if…
Suddenly he sensed a mind approaching and stopping outside their door, and he knew that their tail had finally caught up with them. 
David stepped over to the door and pulled Milla away from it with a yank on her arm just as the lock clicked open and a thin man stepped inside and pointed something in the Archon’s direction…only to drop it and fall to the ground as if the floor had suddenly become quicksand and he could no longer keep his balance. 
David stepped forward and grabbed the man’s wrist, pulling him inside while using his Ikrid to render him unconscious, then he closed the door again as Milla got to her feet, having fallen over the side of the bed when David emitted his Fornax disruption field and her equilibrium was lost.
She scrambled to her feet, only to fall down again as David hit her with a select blast. He caught her by the waist halfway down and tipped her up onto the bed and placed a hand on her neck, rendering her unconscious as well, then he went back over to the man and rolled him over, finding a small holdout pistol beneath him. 
David picked it up and gave it a quick glance, recognizing it as a tranquilizer gun, then he set it on a nearby table and began going through the man’s pockets, finding amongst other things a personal comm device and several keycards, none of which had any room or door markings, making David suspect they were master access duplicates, which would explain why he was able to unlock the hotel room door. 
“Hello,” David said, pulling off the man’s watch and exposing the tiny trapdoor in the side that held a familiar ‘kill pill,’ one that Green Team had come across many times over the past decade, though usually they didn’t get to them before the operatives ingested it. The fact that it was the same make, as well as being located inside a custom, but identical watch to those they’d recovered from other operatives marked this man as a member of The Word, confirming that the Director’s suspicions had been spot on. 
The Archon planted his fingers on the side of the man’s head, linking to his mind and ensuring that he’d be unconscious for a good long while, but unable to access any information. Maybe someday in the future his Ikrid skills would be good enough for that, but at present he and the other Archons needed the individual to be conscious in order to access their surface thoughts. Even dreams were too ‘low powered’ for him to monitor, meaning he wasn’t going to get any intel out of this one right now. 
David stood up, leaving the man sprawled on the floor, and stretched out his mind to the surrounding area. No one was lingering outside their door, and the nearby rooms were empty, save for one. 
Looking around for something to tie the man up with, he eventually settled on disrobing the operative entirely and taking his clothes and the woman with him across the hall to an empty room that he accessed using the master keycard. That way, even if he did wake up, he couldn’t leave the room without roaming the hallways naked.
David tossed the bundle of clothes and his own satchel to the floor, then set Milla on the bed in the new room before backtracking and locking the door, then he emptied his own pockets of the operative’s belongings onto the table and did another quick mental check of the hallway, finding it still clear. 
“Now, for you,” he said, looking down at the woman. 
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Milla woke up in bed, rubbing her head as she blinked away the sleep, wondering where she was. She leaned up on her elbow, seeing that she was in a hotel room. It took her a moment to remember the last thing that’d happened before she blacked out, but when she did she cautiously glanced around, looking and listening to see if anyone was about, then she pulled off the covers and slipped out of bed…only to discover that she was naked.
“O que o inferno?” she said, pulling herself back under the covers as she tried to think through the situation. She took a minute to wonder, then braved the cold room air and got out of bed, cautiously looking around the room for her clothes. Finding none she went into the bathroom and gladly found a towel that she wrapped around her, then as she saw her reflection in the mirror her hand darted up to her ear, confirmed what her eyes saw, that her jewelry was also gone.
When she walked back out into the room and across into the small kitchen/breakfast nook she did a double take, seeing a man sitting on the bed she’d just left.
“Sleep well?” David asked sarcastically.
“What happened?” she asked, slinking up against the wall and holding the towel tight against her chest. “And where are my clothes?”
“You did volunteer for a strip search,” David pointed out.
“Did you like what you found?” she said, starting to slip back into character.
“Not really,” the Archon said, holding up a small device that caused Milla to blanch. “You can drop the act, I already disabled the homing beacon. It’s just you and me now. Your friend is elsewhere and won’t be joining us.”
Milla’s mind flashed back to the last moments before she was knocked out, and there was a suppressed look of fear on her face as she remembered. “You drugged me?”
“No, that was your boyfriend’s plan. By the way, I can understand why you cheated on him. Not a very attractive fellow.”
“So what happens now?” she asked neutrally, though at the same time she loosened her hold on her towel so it dipped an inch or so.
David tapped his hand on the bed beside him. “Have a seat.”
She eyed him for a moment, then gingerly walked over and sat down next to him, loosely clutching her towel. “I don’t suppose you’re going to give me my clothes back?” she said with a smile.
“Depends on the answers I get.”
Milla sighed. “In that case, I might as well tell you the truth,” she said, pulling off her towel and tossing it on the floor. She scooted back on the bed and leaned back on her outstretched hands. “I’m not shy.”
David smiled back. “And you’re not Brazilian security either.”
“I’m not?” she asked coyly. 
“Look,” David said, his tone getting a bit gruff. “We can either do this the easy way, or the fun way. Your choice.”
Milla frowned a bit, but kept the smile on her face. “Not the normal cliché there. What’s the fun way? That sounds interesting.”
David pointed a finger at her and spun it around in a circle. “Roll over, face down.”
“Why didn’t you say so earlier,” she said, sprawling out on the bed chest down and spreading her legs. David pushed them back together and sat down on top of them, straddling her and reaching up to her shoulders as he pinned her to the bed, then began hacking into her nervous system again as he gave her a massage.
“Hmmm, I like the fun way,” she mumbled, her face half buried in the bed covers. 
“How’d you mark me?” he asked, running his hands up and down her back. 
“You Star Force types stand out,” she said, pretending to enjoy it, though her mind was in panic mode, trying to find a way to maneuver herself out of this jam. 
“There were others, in uniform, but you spotted me. How? Did you know I was coming?”
“I was helping with a drop and you happened along. I needed to get you out of there,” she repeated, using the same cover story from before.
David pressed a bit harder, and felt her starting to enjoy the massage. He locked onto that feeling and boosted it as much as his Ikrid skill would allow, slowly bleeding away the panic in her mind, though it was a stair step process. He didn’t have the mental power for a direct override. 
“Why was I a problem?”
“Our contact was an independent contract. If anything suspicious was around the drop would be scrapped and he wouldn’t return for another 2 weeks. I had to get you out of there, the information is too important to wait that long.”
“And your boyfriend?”
“Didn’t get a good look at him before I blacked out…how’d you do that, by the way. And I don’t have a boyfriend,” she added sensuously. “Feel up for the job?”
“Today I’m simply your masseuse and interrogator,” he said, leaning down so he could whisper just above her neck. “How’s my technique?”
“You can interrogate me any time,” she said, half meaning it as David continued to loosen her up with small Ikrid adjustments to her current emotions…like diverting a river the direction he wanted by planting stones in the water, and drying up her worry and suspiciousness. 
David adjusted his massage again, constantly giving her mind new sensations to work through. He didn’t want her to numb up to him…rather the opposite. 
“Where’d you learn that three tap code?”
“It’s old school…something I was taught by an old timer. I’m glad you took the meaning, not all persons would, especially when they’re drunk.”
“I don’t drink alcohol,” David added casually, continuing to delicately adjust her mood. 
“I noticed that when we met and your soda fizzed up,” she said with a giggle. “Also typical Star Force.”
“Do I really stand out that much?” David asked, actually wanting an answer. He knew he could only hide his fitness level so much, but he thought he and the others had gotten good at blending in with the crowd.
“Yeah, afraid so,” she said, sighing with a particularly forceful shoulder rub. David could sense the lie, however, and the part of her mind that constructed the falsehood, easy as it was, briefly accessed her memory of the real way she’d identified him and he was quick enough to catch the gist of it. 
She’d been told he was coming, and had been given a photo ID in order to find him.
That made him feel better and worse at the same time. He knew his face was probably known to The Word by now, given how many missions he and Green Team had run against them, and he would have been disappointed if they hadn’t been on the lookout for him, but how and when they picked up their arrival was critical in determining if they had a mole, electronic or living, within Star Force, or if they’d been monitoring the BOTS passenger feeds and spotted him when he’d booked passage onboard the starport in orbit.
If that was the case then this was a quick assignment.
“When did you first spot me?”
Again, her mind started constructing the lie almost instantly, but in doing so referenced the truth in order to make sure she avoided it.
“As soon as you got to the bar…you’ve got good hands,” she added, flexing under David’s firm massage. “I waited for a while, hoping you’d move on, but when you didn’t I had to get you out of there in a hurry. When you didn’t take my initial offer I decided to confide in you, though now I wish you did. You certainly know all the right spots to hit.”
David listened to her story, but was focused on piecing together the brief glimpses he got into her memories, for as soon as the lie was constructed they vanished, replaced by the fiction she was espousing…to the point where he could even get imaginary images as her mind constructed them, meaning she was the type of liar that lived the lie inside her head, making any cover story hold up to biological cues. 
What had really happened had been a rush job, with her arriving in the lounge area moments before she approached him. That meant The Word hadn’t known he was coming ahead of time, which David found reassuring…as well as impressive, considering the quickness by which they responded. 
“By the way, I saved your earrings. Where did you get them? And I’m not married, by the way.”
“I didn’t think…you were,” she said, starting to moan a bit as David continued to amplify her positive emotions. “They were a gift…from a friend,” she said, having trouble concentrating enough to construct a complicated lie. Even as she tried her body kept tugging her mental focus back to the massage, making it hard for her to be devious.
The ‘friend’ she mentioned was the operative that had followed them, and it had in fact been a gift given to her at the same time as she’d been given the assignment, allowing him to track her and David to wherever she took him in the city, hence the ‘lazy’ tail that didn’t require him to stay within visual contact.
David leaned in close to her neck again, after feeling her let go of most of her resistance. “The Word.”
“What…word?” she asked, not really caring to hear the answer.
That surprised David…or rather the lack of recognition within her mind. As far as he could tell she’d never heard the term before.
David leaned back up and kept one of his hands working on her spine, but slipped the other around the side of her body and began tracing a gentle line around the outside of her breast, feeling her libido spike, which he then mentally boosted. He kept it up for a few seconds, then paused his finger, mentally implanting the suggestion that he’d continue when she answered him.
“Who do you work for?”
“Oh god…don’t stop,” she said, half playing, half serious. He made one more trace then held off, waiting for an answer. 
“I work freelance,” she said, feeling him just barely start to move his touch again. “Contract work…out of Aerotrop.”
David recognized the name, and continue on with his massage, feeling her mind slip so far that she forgot what she’d just said, basking in the sensation. 
Aerotrop was a private intelligence network that hired out to various parties. Part of their services were corporate, with another section that hooked up freelance agents with employers, while taking a percentage of their contracts. 
“Who did you work for before you went freelance?” he asked, not stopping, but rather slowing his massage this time.
“Brazil…that’s how I knew the tap code,” she said, getting to the point where she was starting to volunteer information. Right now David was her favorite person in the galaxy, and all other considerations had been pushed to the back of her mind, though he knew if he let the massage subside for long, or if he let it get predictable her mind could start to restructure and she could find her nerve again.
But he didn’t think that was going to happen, for the simple reason that she was enjoying this too much. For her sake he almost hated to stop.
“What were the terms of your contract?”
“Snatch…and grab. One time deal.”
“Who was your employer?”
“Brazil,” she said, and he sensed no deception. He probed the open memory while it was there for a heartbeat, and found that she really thought she’d been hired by her former employers for a quick job. 
“Now isn’t the fun way better than the easy way?” he said playfully as he slipped his hand off her ribcage and ran it down underneath her body to a more sensitive area.
Milla gaged from the sudden stress, then David latched onto the sensation and amplified it, causing her to orgasm once before he rendered her unconscious again, having got the information he needed out of her. 
David stood up on his knees and pulled himself off her and the bed, then he walked into another room and retrieved her clothes from where he’d hid them. He redressed her unconscious form and set her down gently into one of the room’s chairs, slumping her at an angle so her head could rest more or less straight, not wanting to give her a crick in the neck when she eventually woke up.
David left her there, locking the room door on the way out. He stepped across the hall to the room they’d originally tried to take him in and slid in the keycard. The door popped open and he went inside, finding the agent still unconscious and naked where he’d left him over an hour ago. 
The Archon took a knee beside him and placed a hand on his head. He was already working his way back to consciousness, so he plunged him back into the depths of the dream world, not intending to try and extract any information from him here. Star Force didn’t interrogate using pain…well, aside from an occasional punch when the person got mouthy. The more ‘traditional’ interrogation methods, being drugs and torture, were something Star Force and the Archons particularly didn’t like, and they came down hard on anyone that did use them. 
That said, there were other ways to interrogate, as David had learned over the years. Most of them involved tricks and mind games, though with psionics now in play for the higher ranking Archons that gave them far more options than Star Force security had, including the pleasure option, which was something David had developed on his own, though he knew a few others that used it as well.
Overloading someone with pain was unacceptable, but pleasure…now that was fair game. 
He wouldn’t be using that tactic with this guy, obviously, nor he doubted would any of the female Archons, which was a moot point, given that Green Team was all male. Regardless, with this guy being part of The Word, he needed to get him into Star Force custody as soon as possible, else one of his buddies might try to take him out. Very few Word operatives had ever been captured alive, and David wanted to add this one to their collection.
Others would handle his interrogation, and if he got sloppy he might slip up and give them something. If not, they’d at least have taken one more of The Word’s playing pieces off the game board, which was all that David wanted to do at the moment. 
He pulled a specialized comm device out of his pocket and flicked it on, selecting the frequency he wanted. “Red Team, copy?”
“Red here,” a voice said that wasn’t Drake’s, and David couldn’t quite make out which of the 10 members it was. 
“I’ve bagged a Word operative. We need him quietly evaced into Star Force custody. Green Team will get him to you, just tell us where and when.”
“Give us half an hour to arrange something. Can you hold onto him that long?”
“Yes.”
“We’ll be in touch.”
David switched frequencies and contacted the other members of Green Team, of which only 4 had yet arrived, given that they’d taken different flights to get to the city. Like him they didn’t have earpiece comms, so he waited several seconds before one of them responded.
“What’s up?” Devin-841 replied. 
“The Word knows we’re here. One of them tried to pick me up and I got the drop on him. We’re handing him over to Red Team for evac, hopefully in an hour or so. I’m going to need some help moving him.”
“Where are you?” Assad asked, joining the conversation.
“Hotel room just off the promenade. Meritol Suites, I think, or something close to that.”
“You said ‘him?’” 
“The girl was a contract job, last minute. They didn’t have much heads up I’d arrived so they improvised. I let her go, or will, once she wakes up. The operative has been deprived of his kill pill and we need to make sure none of the others get to him before we get him out of the city, so start planning. I’m stuck babysitting for the moment.”
“I saw something earlier I think we can use,” Devin commented. “I’ll get back to you in a few.”
“I’ll be nearby, within Ikrid range, if you need to call for backup,” Assad promised. “Which room are you in?”
“Hold on,” he said, walking over to the door and pulling it open so he could look at the outside tag. He closed it before speaking again, even though no one was in the hall, save for one individual at the far end waiting on an elevator. “332.”
“Copy,” Assad said before cutting out. The other two members of Green Team hadn’t responded yet, but even after David shut off the comm the others would have a message light on their devices indicating who’d tried to make contact so they could check in when the situation allowed them to. For security sake no messages were recorded, in case the device was lost or fell into the wrong hands. 
“You know, I really don’t feel like staring at your hairy butt,” David said, glancing down at the nude operative and remembering he’d left his clothes on the other side in the same stash he’d placed Milla’s and his satchel…if that even was her name.
“Stay put,” he told the unconscious man, then headed across the hall to retrieve his hidden bundle. 
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May 11, 2430
Alpha Centauri System
Tyr
 
Nathan?
No go, the Archon answered back telepathically from his position in the hallway just outside the doors. They’ve got a camera here too.
Lio?
It’d be noisy, but we’ve got a window in three minutes.
We need silent, David reminded them. Anyone else?
Sorry boss, Jet-612 said, communicating through their telepathic chain, with each of them simultaneously functioning as a relay using their Ensek abilities, which also allowed them to monitor what they were passing along, making for an open comm channel between the 6 men that The Word couldn’t pick up on. Already in. Had to go dark for a moment.
David frowned, holding position in a maintenance crawlspace alongside the dead zone they were attempting to penetrate. How’d you manage that?
Went in with the crates. Somebody stacked them crooked and left a gap, so I went for it. Didn’t have time to ask permission.
Any ruckus?
No, I think I’m in clean. The cameras were out of view too. Nearly got mashed by a lifter though.
Where are you now? David asked, rethinking their strategy.
Intake warehouse by the looks of it. There are mountains of crates here, and a very busy army of ants working them over…one of whom just lost his keycard. I’m heading to position 6. If you want in, get your asses over there.
Move, David said, sending out the telepathic message and having it ‘bounce’ from one member to another, though in actuality it was being retransmitted in a mental ‘reflection,’ with the distance of transmission limited to the individual’s Ikrid range. All of Green Team had trained hard to extend that range, as well as other skills useful to their line of work, so David had a fairly wide telepathic net to work with, even with 4 of Green Team off on other assignments. 
That said, the ‘dead zone’ was extensive, far wider than they had the ability to communicate, so they were focusing their infiltration efforts on what they thought was the most vulnerable side of the ghost complex. 
One of the first things Green Team had done once they’d arrive in the city was start digging into computer records using equipment that Red Team had smuggled in from the moon’s exterior. Their team had arrived the same way, while David’s had come the civilian route. The Word had obviously detected David’s arrival, but hopefully Red Team, and maybe some other members of Green Team, had gone unnoticed. 
Once they all got in, they literally vanished into the city, with no further attempted grabs by The Word, though whether they were trying or not was another matter. David had slept only 4 hours since he’d gotten to Tyr, having been busy nonstop with low level activities that did little to drain his energy compared to his normal training, allowing him to keep awake and active far longer than normal, though given they didn’t know how long they’d be on site, he chose to grab a few hours of rest to keep himself from dropping into even light fatigue. 
Green Team kept on the move, bouncing from location to location where they couldn’t be put under surveillance. Thanks to the Star Force contract teams that had built most of the city, they had access to detailed blueprints, allowing them to navigate through areas unknown to the public, as well as being able to access locked doors that were likewise built by Star Force, using dedicated lock picks specifically designed for the familiar technology. 
Doing so had kept them more or less off the grid, though when they passed through public areas there was always the chance of them being picked up by some form of surveillance, but thus far either their opposition had been unable to keep track of them, or they were laying low and playing another angle. Assad was currently monitoring the city’s data flows, having found a nice little niche to hack in from, and would keep David abreast of any changes in activity via comm if necessary, though thus far there’d only been a flicker since their arrival.
That flicker had been in regards to exports, which ticked up by an average of 6-10% across a wide variety of categories. That told David that The Word knew they were here and that they needed to start moving their operations out, hidden in the commerce flow. Problem was, there was such a large volume of cargo coming in and out of the city that it’d be almost impossible to spot unless they put a total lockdown on orbital traffic and started sorting through crate after crate by hand.
The lockdown was an option, given the Star Force fleet in the system, but they didn’t have the manpower to sort through even a tenth of the cargo, not to mention the delay getting through it all would give The Word the opportunity to relocate it before it could be found. 
So Green Team was keeping quiet, as was Red Team, who was off bagging key personnel in the Brazilian hierarchy on Tyr and sorting out which ones were operatives and which ones were legit. Their mission was to reclaim the colony. Green Team’s was to ferret out any Word activity.
Which brought them to the dead zone. Another benefit of having the city’s schematics was they were able to compare them to the public ones and see where the maps didn’t match up. As expected, there were regions that were mislabeled or just plain left off the public map, that David had no doubts contained Word facilities. The complex Jet had just worked his way into was the largest by far, with several smaller ones spaced around the city, which the other three members of Green Team were investigating simultaneously in case one of them alerted The Word to their presence. 
Hopefully they still thought their secret areas were unknown to them, but David had long since abandoned any ideas about The Word being stupid. 
He crawled back through the maintenance area until he got to a junction that led him off through a level that ran underneath the dead zone, meeting up with Seraph-822 outside what looked like a small blast door that had a keycard lock that wasn’t of Star Force make. Devin, Lio, and Nathan arrived a few minutes later, having had to traverse a longer distance to get down to point 6 out of some 18 potential entry points Green Team had scouted previously.
30 seconds after the last of them arrived Jet made telepathic contact from the other side, then the door eased open, showing itself to be some 8-10 inches thick. 
All clear, he said telepathically, knowing it was pointless to talk aloud when they had the means for silent communication, despite being only feet apart. 
Jet backtracked and led the 6 man squad inside. David came in last and closed the door behind them, waiting the few seconds it took then jogging off after the others, who split up and went in separate directions once they got to the main floor that Jet had entered from. 
David stayed in the ring of service areas and tried to work his way around the perimeter through a network of maintenance hallways, but quickly ran into a dead end. He back tracked and worked his way out to the main floor, getting quick telepathic reports from the others when they spotted a guard or camera, both of which appeared only to be located near the main entrances. 
That held with the overall feel of the place, which told David that security was designed to keep people out, not monitor those inside. 
The crate stacks offered considerable cover, so David crossed to the nearest one and jumped up onto the lowest tier, working his way around and keeping off the floor as he spotted the nearest people in mind’s eye and worked his way up towards the top, eventually finding an eagle’s nest to visually search from. 
The area was busy, very busy, but most of the traffic involved moving crates off the floor, with a lesser amount coming in at regular intervals. David followed the flows and saw they were leading to a series of exits on the far side, but rather than being mounted on movers they were individually being loaded onto conveyor belts and disappearing, one by one, through the walls. 
David knew that was where they needed to go, and already the others were working their way there. He knew they’d find a way in if there was one, so he stayed behind and dropped down a couple of tiers on his crate stack and picked one of the more concealed containers to inspect. They all had basic locks on them, the kind that responded to chip tactile identification to release the latch that held the top of the crates closed. 
David didn’t have the key to open it, so he did the next best thing and wrapped his hand around the tiny device, pulling it up above the level of the crate as it pivoted on the loop ring that held the latch down, and closed his eyes. 
Using his Rensiek ability he began increasing his body’s production of heat and channeling it down into his hand. He released it into the lock, using his palm and wrapped fingers to concentrate and contain most of the heat, not allowing it to bleed off into the air as he poured more and more into the device. The metal he wasn’t going to melt, for his skill wasn’t that advanced…yet, but the adhesives bonding together the casing of the lock were another story, and within a couple of minutes he felt the entire assembly shift in his palm as they melted apart.
Focusing so not to burn himself, he kept his thermal barriers up on his fingers and picked the halves apart, exposing the inner workings of the lock, which he then realigned to release the fishhook loop from the casing. He ran through the eyelet on the crate and tossed it aside, using his Lachka to cushion its fall so it didn’t make much of a sound, then he stepped aside and pulled up the top of the crate to see what was inside. 
More crates, small ones numbering 8x8 and probably just as many deep. He pulled out one of the synthetic boxes, as opposed to the large metallic ones he was standing on, and opened it up…finding white powder inside.
He tasted it, wrinkling his nose as he swallowed a smidge of the flour. 
At least some of the crates contain ingredients for foodstuff production, he told the others, who were now well ahead of him.
Question is, what are they baking? Nathan commented. 
Or building, Jet added. Mine have industrial parts. Nothing I can identify. It’s all small stuff.
Anyone see a way through yet? David asked.
Look up, Devin prompted.
David frowned and angled his head upwards, then he saw the catwalks running the length of the ceiling, but they were too high for him to jump to from his stack, even if he went all the way to the top. 
There’s a ladder on the north side, Devin continued, but we’ll have to take out a few eyes to get there.
Any other options?
Hide in a crate, Nathan said, and David wasn’t sure if he was joking or not.
Southeast side, Lio suggested, there’s a ladder almost close enough to jump to. We can bypass by the floor. 
Define almost, Nathan asked. 
I’m not close enough to measure, he said, and David could feel his mind moving in that direction. He could feel all of the minds in the area, almost all of them in the chamber, but his teams’ stood out, not only because of his familiarity with them, but because they were operating on a higher level and therefore had a stronger signature that ‘felt’ different. He couldn’t access any of them given the Ikrid blocks the V’kit’no’sat had placed, but they still reflected his Ikrid energy, giving him some information that didn’t require hacking into them. 
Try it, David prompted. Everyone else, keep looking.
And they did, for nearly 10 minutes as Green Team skulked their way from one crate stack to another, avoiding the 400+ workers along the branch-like routes they were traveling up and down as they pulled crates out of stacks and transferred them over to the exit conveyors, as well as stacking up the lesser amount of new ones in the correct locations as determined by their contents. 
Eventually David sensed Lio’s mind rise in altitude, then he got a quick confirmation blip that wasn’t a word, but rather one of their set of telepathic ‘hand’ signals.
Looks like that’s our way in, David told everyone as he started heading towards the ladder. 
Meanwhile Lio scouted ahead over to the far side, cutting through the wall that had open access points for the catwalk to pass through. They were connected in a large grid that covered multiple rooms, allowing access to what had previously been crane tracks on the ceiling, though their mechanisms had all been removed. In fact, the walls separating the chambers looked to have been of different construction than the structural elements, making him wonder why they left the catwalks up at all.
He got his answer a minute later when a lone contact showed up on his mental radar, slowly walking through the adjacent chamber. Lio made his way around the square that he was looking down on and over to the most likely entry point the person was coming through, noticing the workshop below that had 2 dozen grease monkeys disassembling the parts coming in from the warehouse side and reassembling them into new formations. 
Splitting his attention between the work and the approaching mind, he noticed that they were pulling specific components out of the parts, though he couldn’t see for sure what they were…and to be honest, even if he was down on the floor he might not be able to identify them. Mechanics wasn’t his area of expertise, and the stuff the workers were manhandling didn’t match any of the standard parts he was familiar with. 
Lio turned the corner of the square and slowed his walk to keep his steps as quiet as possible, which was difficult on the metallic grating. Fortunately it was fairly firm and didn’t give with his steps, but there was still an audible ‘thunk’ every time he stepped down no matter how soft his steps were. 
The Archon got up to the hole in the wall that held a spur of the catwalk just as the person came through. Lio timed it well, plastering himself up against the side wall and getting the drop on the man from the side with a hand going straight to his throat. 
Lio held him aloft for several seconds as he squirmed in place, then he dropped unconscious, but not from lack of air. The weapon he was carrying slipped from his grasp and fell towards the catwalk, and Lio reached out for it with his mind, using his Lachka to lift it up…but it was too large for him, which he knew before he even tried, so he slowed it as much as he could with it hitting butt first with an audible clang.
He managed to hold the barrel upright long enough to get his hand on it as his eyes went straight to the work floor below…but the people down there were making far more noise and thankfully didn’t notice the stray sound. 
Lio watched them for several seconds, wanting to make sure he hadn’t been seen. The catwalk didn’t offer any concealment, save for the shadows that the suspended drop lights didn’t reach up to.
The Archon laid the unconscious man out on his back, looking him over. He was dressed in a Brazilian security uniform…not their intelligence division, but the regular guard detail that was visible all around the city. Lio had no way of knowing if this guy thought he was doing his job or whether he was part of The Word’s hoard of operatives and accomplices, but the fact that they had someone patrolling the catwalks, and armed, meant this area was more vital than a traditional industrial wing should have been. 
As Lio sorted through the man’s pockets he gave the other members of Green Team a quick recap of what he’d seen so far, then he took the man’s rifle and examined it, seeing quickly that it wasn’t the standard Brazilian plasma rifle. Rather, it was one of the knockoffs that The Word made.
That made Lio cringe. Why bother dressing up as security if you’re not going to use the right weapons? It was a dead giveaway to anyone who had the proper experience that this guy wasn’t on the up and up…or was he just put here after The Word realized they’d breached the city?
Devin sent a small recognition ‘hand’ signal as he approached on the catwalk behind Lio, then stooped down next to him.
Remember this? Lio asked, passing him the rifle as he continued to sort through the guard’s pockets, pulling out several personal items along with a radio-like comm unit. 
The Archon cringed again, seeing the man already possessed an earpiece. Why have two sets of comms, especially one as beefy as the hand-sized unit Lio now held?
Devin set the rifle down and walked past Lio, taking up point as Jet came up behind them with the others not far behind. Lio stayed put, finishing his search of the man’s clothing and trying to puzzle out what was going on. He glanced over the side, seeing the workers keeping up their busy pace, wondering just what all this was about and who in here was friend or foe. 
Before he could make any guesses he got a telepathic warning from Devin and shot up to his feet, pulling out his own weapon while leaving the guard’s on the catwalk as he stepped over him, heading around the corner and into the next room.
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David came up the ladder last, getting to the catwalk just as Devin’s warning was sent out. No visuals or other information came with it, so the Archons were moving forward towards his position not knowing what to expect. They were all armed with two weapons…one a stun gun, which David now had in hand, and a stinger with a couple clips of extra ammo in a belt strapped underneath the loose civilian shirt he wore. 
None of the Archons were wearing armor, given that this was a sneaking mission and they needed to be able to blend in with the populace to get to and from the area in question, which made every warning a bit more tense. They couldn’t take a random hit and shrug it off, so they had to be extra careful with their movements. 
In the past that would have been a greater problem, but with their ability to spot minds around blind corners the threat was lessened…unless there were automated defenses or other non-living opponents to deal with.
When David caught up with the other five he stepped over the downed guard, but could tell that wasn’t the threat they were worried about, for he got a ‘hold’ signal as soon as he started to step over the man and turn the corner into the walkway through the wall.
David crouched down and held still, then got a brief telepathic glimpse from Nathan of the room below…followed by a questionable tactic suggestion. Sensing their window of opportunity closing he sent a return gesture, indicating he agreed and that the others should stand by in their shooter positions as he tucked his stun gun into its holster and backed up against the railing as he rolled the downed guard to the side with his foot. 
Here goes, he told the others just before he pushed off the railing and accelerated up into a run as he passed through the short catwalk connection. He couldn’t build up too much speed over the handful of meters, but he gained enough momentum to carry him up and over the railing in the next room as he jumped out into the air and fell down into the very deep room.
Halfway down he turned himself into a Fornax transmitter, producing as large a disruption field as he could, knowing it wouldn’t extend up to the rest of his team. Between holding that effort and bracing himself for a hard fall his focus was consumed, with him barely noticing the guards below that were packaging sedated Humans into canisters, ostensibly to be transported off the moon. 
David had jumped from this height before in training, but there had always been at least a thin mat at the base. This time there was a hard, concrete floor and he put as much resistance into his legs as he could without locking them…but his momentum was too great and he had to spill part of it to the side, collapsing on his right leg and rolling out of the jackhammer deceleration on his body.
He rolled into one of the guards, who was leaning against a table to remain standing against the Fornax David was still transmitting. As he opened his eyes, struggling to get to his feet on jarred legs while maintaining the Fornax, he heard small puffs all around him, with the resulting paint splatters knocking the guards down as they were unable to return fire. 
David pushed the guard next to him away, then pulled out his stun gun and was about to shoot him when a green paintball splashed against his skull and delivered the necessary stun energy to drop him to the floor unconscious.
With the Fornax effort buzzing in his head, David heard Lio’s ‘all clear’ signal and released the effort, catching his psionic breath and panning the area with his stun gun held ready. The others had used their stingers because the height of the room would have made the stun guns inaccurate and diffuse, but in the close confines David found himself in it would work just fine if there was still a live one wandering around the stacks of canisters and medical beds that offered a lot of cover.
From his point of view David saw a connecting hallway on ground level and made his way over to it at a quick run, dodging the various pieces of equipment and forcing himself to ignore the people held inside some of them as he started to feel minds ahead. He held close to the left side of the hall and crept to a halt just before the exit, seeing a conveyor system carrying more of the canisters up and into the wall off to who knows where. 
David sent off the ‘get over here’ telepathic signal and ran out into the open, targeting the nearest guard with his stun gun and blowing past him on the run to get to the workers loading another canister onto the conveyor. He shot three of them, then sent a Fornax blast towards another guard that appeared at range. The Archon swapped weapons and shot him as he twitched on the floor, all the while running towards the conveyor and jumping onboard.
He ran up and over the first canister, hurrying towards another on the belt that was almost to the hole in the wall. David tucked his stinger into his belt and jumped forward, landing on top of the canister and grabbing hold, then swinging his legs around to the front and planting his feet against the wall as they came to it. 
Using his Archon trained muscles he pushed the canister back and to the side, tipping it over the edge and dropping it three meters to the ground. The conveyor dug into David’s right shoulder as he held himself in place with is feet, then he clawed his way up into a crawl and ran forward a few steps to get to the other canister early and dump it over the side as well. 
With me, David told Nathan as he came into view, then mentally directed the others to the pair of canisters on the ground as he ducked into the tunnel the conveyor was pulling through. 
Nathan jumped up onto the belt and ran forward, catching up a lot before ducking down and entering the narrow tunnel, letting the conveyor carry him forward. He got a warning from David just before he saw the other Archon leap off the belt on the far side, followed by the faint sounds of stinger whiffs.
Nathan rolled off the conveyor on the opposite side from David, going after a pair of guards on that side that were moving away after his fellow Archon. He tagged both with his stinger, then started peppering the workers in the loading bay as they scattered. Both he and David ran around the large room, ducking in and out of crates and hunting down everyone inside, then they circled back around to the open crates, seeing that there were more Human cargo canisters being stacked inside. 
“What the hell are they doing?” Nathan asked aloud as he jumped over a lateral canister and continued on a jerky patrol around the room, knowing that there were connected chambers that had more personnel in them, possibly guards. 
“We’ll ask them later,” David said, pulling out his comm. “Red Team, copy?”
“Red Team here.”
“We’ve got a mess we need your help with. The Word is smuggling people out of the city as unconscious cargo. We’ve stopped their packing operation, but we’re pinned down guarding them. We need more hands to secure the area, and they do have armed guards deployed. Come in armor,” he said, tagging the locator beacon set inside the comm device.
“On our way.”
“Stay here,” David told Nathan before he ran off towards one of the cargo exits large enough to accommodate heavy equipment to move the crates. When he got to the large doorway a flurry of minds started popping up on his mental radar and he slowed his approach, tucking in along the wall as a wild plasma blast shot by over his head. 
David backed up and tucked in behind the edge of the wall and held position, feeling some of the minds coming closer while the others scurried around elsewhere. He poked his head out briefly, getting a split second view of what was ahead, then ducked back behind cover as several more plasma squeals were heard, with the blue lances shooting through the gap, one of which hit a crate midway into the loading dock. 
What David had seen through the doorway was the primary loading dock, which apparently serviced the entire illicit complex. On the deck was a pair of dropships, both Falcon-class purchases from Star Force and painted in Brazilian green and gold. He’d also seen the rooftop hatch that would give them access to the surface, but he knew from the city schematics that the shaft led up through several other industrial levels that were on the local map, disguising the traffic flow by mixing it in with legitimate commerce.
That also meant this was the end of the line, and once loaded onboard the cargo was as good as gone, transferred to other locations on Tyr or off the moon entirely. Star Force could track the dropships, and any ships they loaded onto, but David knew The Word’s typical procedure was to move, then remove their contraband, making the transfers where no one could see. 
David growled, and not just at the guards coming his way. He was really missing his armor right now.
Nathan, make like a sniper. 
On it, the Archon said, leaping across the gap between crates and crawling up on top of a pair, laying flat on his belly with his stinger pistol held out in front of him. He didn’t like that position, but he wanted to expose as little of his profile as possible, knowing that David was about to become the primary target. 
With that in mind, he shunted his vision over to David specifically, not extending telepathic links to the other Green Team members, and allowing his team leader to ‘see’ through his eyes as he held his fire, although he had open shots on several of them, but at a range that he couldn’t be sure to hit with a pistol.
Nathan waited until the approaching guards, some four up front, neared the door, then he released his telepathic link to David and squeezed off a pair of shots, only one of which hit. As that guard stumbled, his leg now numb and unresponsive, David popped into their view took the other three down with a Fornax field as he peppered them with stingers…only to duck back into cover as a series of plasma streaks shot through the huge archway from positions that Nathan couldn’t see. 
After that no more guards advanced, but Nathan could see several repositioning in the distance to establish a perimeter where they could fire on the entrance. 
Stay put, Nathan warned. They’re setting up for a turkey shoot.
“Damn it,” David swore, tucked up against the inside wall. He knew Red Team couldn’t get here in time, and if The Word had any sense they’d load up the dropships and get what they could out of here.
Status report, David demanded telepathically, linking 5 mental searchlights on each of his team members’ minds then sending out copies of the message to each simultaneously. If he transmitted in the open, every mind within range, including the enemy, would ‘hear’ him.
Picked up another guard, Jet replied, you in a firefight?
Sort of, David replied, sneaking another peak around the corner and drawing more than half a dozen plasma shots coming his way. There’s a hangar that they’re keeping us out of, and short of growing a set of armor we’re not getting in.

Want us to find a back door? Lio asked.
Somebody stay with the bodies. I don’t want them spirited off when we’re not looking. Other than that, cause what trouble you can, but conserve ammo.

Seraph, Lio said, running off to a side exit from the Human packing room they’d stayed behind in. It was the only personnel exit, and led into a nearby chamber on the opposite side that Seraph was keeping his eye on, and it was also the direction the roaming guard had come from.
Seraph popped up onto his feet a moment before Lio got to him and they ran through the short connecting hallway together, making a left turn and coming out into another noisy chamber with a hoard of workers loading baking ingredients into automated foodstuff production units. Seraph pointed left while he went right and the two Archons split up, taking advantage of the work floor din. 
Lio worked his way around several crates the workers were getting the ingredients from and came up behind one carrying a box of flour, saving a stinger round via Vulcan neck pinch. The woman dropped the box, drawing the attention of two others that he disabled with a pair of Fornax blasts, upon which he added his sleep touch.
By that time Seraph had already been discovered and a wave of recognition ran throughout the workers, prompting Lio to pull out his stun gun and fire it at a cluster of them. The single shot spread out as the pink energy was notorious for and hit five of them, dropping them all to the ground, though a couple didn’t completely fall unconscious, merely with numb limbs. Lio didn’t worry about them, but worked his way around his half of yet another large room, taking out the personnel and looking for more guards, only one of which materialized…and Seraph got to him first with a pair of green splats to the side of his face and arm.
Lio worked his way around the various pieces of equipment, watching where the workers fled and following them out into another chamber. This one led to a personnel service area and another of the entrances into the secure area that they’d considered breaching, then passed on for it being too obvious. Seraph trailed behind him, grabbing and knocking several other workers unconscious. 
Lio pushed through the crowd, not bothering to waste ammo or time on them as they bunched up fleeing out the security door that had taken them too long to open. The Archon made his way through them to the door on the other side that led into a different chamber, hoping to find a way round through that complex and into the loading bay. 
 
With Devin holding guard over the unconscious Human cargo, Jet found a slow way to climb back up to the catwalks and scrambled his way over to the mechanics bay and cut across two more chambers, not bothering to stop and gawk at what was inside. He ran, unworried about making noise, and came to a dead end close to where the loading hangar was. 
From there he jumped over the side, clinging to the railing for a moment to lower himself down a bit, then dropped and slid off a piece of machinery down to the floor of a toy factory. From there he found his way into another loading bay and hopped up a conveyor, shooting a guard in the back with a stinger as he passed through to the other side.
He came out into a loading dock similar to the one David and Nathan were pinned down in, but most of the security guards had moved off to deal with them, leaving only a pair for Jet to get the drop on. One he hit with a straight line stinger shot, the other he had to incapacitate with a Fornax blast before jumping out of cover and running over to the man after he’d dropped his weapon, delivering a sleep touch and taking the man’s plasma rifle as he ran over to the large doorway leading into the hangar.
He was too far away to telepathically link with the others, so he flipped on his comm as he took cover, with the workers he hadn’t taken down scurrying off towards the corners to stay out of his way. 
“In flanking position,” he reported. 
“Stay put,” David ordered. “They’ve got too many guns on the deck. We count at least 30.”
“What’s the play?”
“Ah…don’t get shot.”
“Brilliant strategy,” Jet said sarcastically. 
“Are you within Fornax range?”
Jet stretched out his mind, sensing the position of the nearest guards to him on the other side of the doorway.
“Negative.”
“Then we wait for them to come to us. Pick out a nice ambush spot and go camper.”
“And if they don’t?”
“Then Red Team will kick their ass when they get here.”
“How are they getting here, we shut the door didn’t we?”
“I didn’t specify and they didn’t ask,” David said, realizing that could be a problem, except for the fact that they wouldn’t be coming in quiet like and could blow any doors they couldn’t get through, though that would take time. “They’re following my beacon.”
“While we’re waiting,” Jet said, repositioning away from the door and moving over to a corner where he felt two people were hiding. “Any idea what The Word is doing making toys?” he asked before gripping the comm in his teeth.
Jet disabled the pair with a Fornax field before he even came into view, then he stepped in and grabbed each of the worker’s necks, rendering them unconscious as David answered.
“What kind of toys?”
Jet pulled it out of his mouth, camping in the quiet corner while focusing his mental radar to pick up any minds around him, several of which were popping up on the other side of the wall, but they couldn’t get to him, nor him to them. “Action figures and other small stuff. Didn’t get a good look.”
“We’ll find out later,” David said as the whine of mechanics drifted in from the loading hangar. 
“Somebody leaving?” Jet asked. 
“Two Falcons on deck and the roof is opening…and we can’t do anything to stop it. Stay put and grab what we can.”
“Copy that,” Jet said, wandering out from his lair a bit, about to get a jump on another hiding worker, with many more to follow as he cleaned up the area, keeping keen attention on the hangar for when the guards decided to move back his way.
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“Who are they?” Derrick-633 asked, standing over David’s shoulder in his silver armor as he pried the casing off another of the transfer tubes that contained a small carbon dioxide/oxygen recycler unit, just powerful enough to keep a sedated individual alive during transit, but not nearly powerful enough to sustain a waking Human.
“Some of them are the Brazilian assault force,” David said, pulling the casing aside to reveal a man dressed in plain civilian clothes hooked up to what was now a standard IV unit. He and the other members of Green Team had already opened dozens of the canisters, as well as attending to the unconscious ‘packages’ that had yet to be closed up. “But some don’t match the IDs we were given.”
David placed the end of a small cylinder against the man’s arm, a piece of equipment that Red Team had brought in with their second wave after the first four Archons they’d sent had made short work of the guards and incapacitated what workers hadn’t fled off into the rest of the city. Two more Red Team members showed up later, bringing with them equipment and ammo from their makeshift armory that they’d set up elsewhere in the city.
Nathan had gone back to don his own armor and grab David’s for him while the rest of the 6 Green Team Archons stayed on site as they sorted through The Word’s leftovers, with their primary emphasis on the unconscious Human cargo they’d recovered. The other members of Green Team, finishing up their own reconnaissance of other dark zones in the architecture, were heading back to get armored up and were bringing the others theirs, now that there was little point in trying to hide their presence in the city, given the hundreds of fleeing workers running off to tell all of the Archon incursion.
The cylinder in David’s hand analyzed the man’s genetic code, flashing up a negative match symbol, meaning this individual wasn’t on the list of missing soldiers the Brazilians had given them. Matching it up against Star Force’s own database would have to wait, for the small device couldn’t hold that much data. 
David pulled the needle out of the man’s arm and detached the primitive sedative injection package that was tied onto his flesh with tape. He put his hand on the man’s head, trying to wake him up as he had the others, but with the same results. The man wasn’t just asleep, but his consciousness was being chemically suppressed, meaning his body would have to flush out the drugs before he’d wake up.
“Deep coma?” Derrick asked.
“Very,” David said, examining the man for any other oddities before reaching down and looping his arm around the body and pulling it out of the tube. Derrick stepped in and grabbed an arm, leveraging the heavy guy out and over to a section of floor where three others were laid out perfectly still. More were in the packaging room on the other side of the now deactivated conveyor belt shunts coming through the wall. 
“Looks like we need to commandeer the Brazilian medical corps next?”
“If you could snag a few, it’d help, but we have to make sure these people don’t disappear again.”
“We’re not outfitted for this,” Derrick reminded him. “And the longer we’re babysitting the more opportunity the enemy has to be mischievous.”
David lightly gnawed on a fingernail as he thought ahead. “Call Glasir. Get them to send dropships straight down here. We’re offload these people and…trinkets. Green Team will hold this position, Red Team can press on without having to worry about babysitting.”
“We’ll need to disable Tyr security to get the dropships in,” Derrick reminded him.
“Is that a problem?” David said, raising an eyebrow.
“Might be, but we’ll get it done,” the Archon promised, walking off as he contacted his team leader on his suit comm and began making arrangements. 
 
4 hours later…
 
David jumped behind a crate, skidding to a halt on his knee as three plasma blasts impacted the metal on the other side, melting little divots in the casing with loud ‘pings.’ He held there for a moment, then reached out with his mind to sense the location of the Brazilian security guards as some six of them carefully walked forward, alternating hops from cover to cover, as they closed in on him in an offshoot of the warehouse that he’d fled into while trying to distract a group of the troops away from the hangar loading bay on the other side of the illicit complex.
Security had come down on them half an hour ago, with the Archons holding off the first batch easily, but then the Brazilians had flooded reinforcements in battle armor in, equipped with half shields that made tagging them with stingers extra difficult. Their armor also bled off some of the stun energy, but they were still able to take them down with a couple of shots, as they weren’t yet sure if these were Word operatives or actual loyal Brazilians coopted into fighting a battle they knew nothing about.
Miss me? Nathan’s voice entered David’s head. 
David frowned, frustrated but otherwise relieved. What took so long?
Big city, the Archon complained, and carrying your stash through the main hallways isn’t a good idea. 
Hurry up, I’m pinned down.

I see them, hold on.
David didn’t have that option, for one of the guards was about to work his way into view on the left. The Archon flicked on his Pefbar, or third eye, and was suddenly able to see around the corner, as well as through the crate and floor. He saw the armored guard pressing forward, holding a stubby plasma rifle of Brazilian make up against the shield he held across his torso, resting the barrel against the rim to help him aim. 
David knew he was going to pivot around the edge of the crate and light him up, and the Archon didn’t have a good place to fall back to, so he did the next best thing and smashed his back up against the crate and pointed his stinger, now with only three shots remaining, at the gap the Brazilian was about to come out of. 
As he aimed he got a feel for the plasma rifle in his mind and started to form a ring of constriction around the end of the barrel, so when the guard came around the corner, pointing shield and weapon in his direction even before he saw David, the Archon used his Lachka and pulled the plasma rifle’s barrel askew, forcing the guard’s first plasma lance three meters wide of his position.
David held onto the barrel telekinetically, but knew the guard had enough muscle to overpower his grip. Lachka, unlike most scifi movies attested, was very low powered, used more for delicate manipulations than brute force, but in this case it was enough to get the first and second shots to go wide, long enough for two stingers to ping the guard’s helmet and render him unconscious. 
He dropped both weapon and shield as he fell to the floor, and David grasped the shield with as much force as he could and telekinetically yanked…
The shield jerked and moved his way a few inches. 
David repeated the process again and again, until the leading edge of the shield passed behind the cover of the crate. The Archon reached down to grab it with his left hand just as he felt another guard coming up, about to step on it. 
David yanked it up just in time, curling into a ball and emitting a reflexive Fornax field, toppling the second and third guard who couldn’t remain standing against the neural disruption. As the closest guard half fell onto him, David pushed up with the shield and knocked him over, making sure he didn’t step out of cover as he did so. 
Coming up for a mental breath, he had to release the Fornax, then spun around and used his last stinger on the guard’s chest. 
Duck, Nathan’s telepathic voice ordered.
David trusted him and dropped down onto his heels, hiding behind as much of the shield as he could squeeze his body in line with as the third guard staggered back to his feet and raised his weapon…only to get splattered with green paint from above as a fully armored Nathan jumped down next to David from a higher crate, dropping an armor bundle next to him.
Seeing Nathan’s silver legs walking forward as he began peppering the nearby guards and drawing their attention away from his fellow Archon, David dropped his empty stinger and shield, mentally keeping an eye on the others’ locations as he began tearing into the armor pack and undoing the built in latches.
He pulled the helmet out first and donned it, then unraveled the rest of the 1-piece suit and stepped into the broken boots with the rest of the splayed apparatus connected to them by a back piece. Reaching down he began retracting the components around his feet and legs, locking them in place as he worked his way up his body, pulling all the loose pieces in and forming the armor around him manually, finishing by popping his helmet up a few inches and securing his collar, then bringing it back down and clicking the airtight seals in place. 
He stuck his tongue out and tagged an interior helmet switch, turning on the power unit and bringing up his HUD, battlemap, and shields. 
“Finally,” he said to himself, feeling the reassuring drag on his body as he reached down and grabbed the Brazilian shield and one of their plasma rifles. 
Catch, Nathan said, pulling an extra rifle off his back rack and tossing it high over the crates back his way.
David reached out with his Lachka and directed it towards him so that it fell directly into his hands as he stepped around the crate, leaving the plasma rifle behind. Ducking behind his shield he charged forward, heading towards more of the reinforcements that continued to flood into the warehouse even as Nathan was mowing them down on his left. 
Going right, David began firing his own stinger rifle, full of ammo, and rammed into a knot of three of them, not caring that he took a couple of plasma hits to his armor, one of which splashed on his chest shield. He emitted a Fornax field and knocked the surrounding 8 down, peppering their blue armor with green splats and kicking aside their weapons.
“1st dropship is away,” David heard over the comm, tagged as coming from Drake, Red Team’s leader. 
“Good,” David said to the emptiness of his helmet as he gratifyingly worked his way through the otherwise competent Brazilian security forces…but they were no match for either the Archons or their stun energy, which bled straight through the Brazilians’ armor, leaving their half shields as their only real defense.
Between the two of them, David and Nathan worked their way through more than 50 Brazilian guards before they ran out of targets in the warehouse, then they ducked into the conveyor belt chutes and walked through into the ‘toy’ factory, coming across another pair before working their way out into the hangar bay.
They saw another dropship, Eagle-class, lifting up off the deck and maneuvering into the vertical shaft that would lead to the airless moon’s surface as soon as they entered, then they picked their way across a landscape of bodies where the other Archons had fought an even larger group of guards. David had pulled reinforcements away from this bunch…or was it that bunch? He wasn’t sure, seeing another group to the side. No, make that three…there were unconscious Brazilians everywhere.
“Status report,” David asked over Green Team’s comm. 
“Lio got winged,” Assad answered. “The rest of us are fine.”
“Define ‘winged?’”
“Three shots on the right elbow pit,” Lio answered, and David could detect a bit of pain in his voice. He glanced down at his own armor, seeing the hexagonal flex armor over that portion of his own arm. Each of the tiny plates were solid armor, like the rest of the suit, but they had stretchable material in between them on all the joints, allowing the flexibility the Archons demanded. The gaps in the cover were likewise unacceptable, which was why the armor was layered, with one section of gaps hovering over lower plates, making every inch of their bodies fully protected against plasma and projectiles.
That said, the hexagonal patches were less protected than the thicker portions where they could put down extra mass without it affecting their flexibility. Additionally, the patchwork of weak energy shields over the armor was on the hard points only, meaning the flexible portions weren’t covered. That said, taking a shot to the joints was rare, but it happened. Taking three to the same spot was virtually unheard of. 
“Penetration?” David asked, not sure that 3 plasma blasts would be enough to get through.
“No, I just got burnt. There’s still an intact layer left.”
David looked around the huge hangar as he talked, seeing another pair of dropships being loaded up with both bodies and cargo they’d taken from the facility. He wished they’d be able to go over it all with an investigation team, but as soon as the dropships were away they’d be returning to ghost status, given that they were on enemy turf. So long as the Brazilian guards were fighting them, they had to play a different type of game, given that rescuing them was also one of their mission priorities. 
“We’ll be finished here soon,” David promised, knowing that Lio was going to be underpowered simply from the pain distracting him. “Anyone have any active contacts?”
“We’re clear here,” Jet answered, “for the moment.”
“Red Team has some activity,” Brad-1044 said, and David could see that his locator icon wasn’t in the hangar.
He switched frequencies. “Red Team, status?”
“Cleaning up a few stragglers,” Drake answered. “I don’t think they’ve got much left in this section of the city to throw at us. Linger much longer and that could change. They’re sending mostly scouts in now, trying to determine how they got their asses kicked so bad, I’d guess. What’s the status on the dropships?”
“Two to go.” 
“We’ll keep you clear. Do what you need to do then get out.”
“Will do,” David agreed, switching back to his teamcomm. “Anyone packing Word weaponry?”
“These look like Tyr security standards,” Devin answered. “They’re not the same as the ones we found on site.”
“Anyone disagree with that?”
David didn’t get an answer, so he assumed that was a negative. 
“Jet, Seraph…start working on our exit,” he said, kneeling down next to one of the bodies. 
“Copy.”
David pulled the clear visor/helmet off, revealing a buzz cut on what looked to be an older man, though from the Archon’s point of view that was almost a joke. Nathan stepped in and picked up the weapons nearby, moving them out of reach as David pressed the forearm of his own armor against the man’s neck, using it to absorb the lingering stun energy in his body and slowly bring him back to consciousness. 
“Stay put,” David ordered when the man finally came around, planting a hand against his armored chest to emphasize the point, while in the background another dropship lifted off, with a group of Star Force personnel loading up the last. “What’s your name?”
The man’s eyes flicked around, seeing Nathan beside him. Both Archons were armed and armored head to toe, with several others visible across the deck…along with the bodies of his fellow Brazilians.
“Hey!” David repeated, having his free hand in front of the man’s face. “If you don’t want to talk I can knock you out and wake one of them up.”
“What did you shoot me with?”
“Stun,” David said simply. “Them too. None of you are dead. That’s us being nice.”
“Nice?” the guard asked, not believing he’d heard him right.
“Yeah, nice. We came here to rescue you guys, after all. And here you are shooting plasma at us.”
The Brazilian’s face screwed up. “What are you talking about?”
“First things first,” David slowed him down. “A Brazilian assault force was sent here about a year ago to remove a group of insurgents. What happened to them?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. The only insurgents we’ve seen are you. What is Star Force doing here?”
“How long have you been on Tyr?” David asked, ignoring him. 
“13 years.”
“And you know nothing about 500 troops coming into the city about a year ago?”
“No,” he growled. 
David pointed a finger over to the dropship as the last of the equipment was being loaded. “We have some of them onboard. They were drugged and being loaded into cargo canisters…far less than 500. I’ve got positive genetic IDs on 32 of them, given to us by your government. This moon has gone rogue. Brazil sent the troops here to reclaim it and they didn’t report back, so they asked us for help. So tell me, whose giving the orders around here.”
“Nothing has changed here,” the guard said, his face frowning up with wrinkles. “And all I see you taking is our property.”
“This entire complex doesn’t exist on the city map,” David argued with him, not wanting to have to try his luck with another, because they really did need to get moving. “This stuff belongs to an enemy of ours that appears to have quietly taken over control of the moon. We’re here to take it back, at Brazil’s request. Now, you can oppose us and hope we continue to be…nice…or you and your buddies can think things through once they wake up and stay out of our way.”
Behind David the dropship crew ran aboard and the boarding ramp sealed up, with the Archon glancing over his shoulder and watching as it rose up on its anti-grav and slowly made its way over to the vertical shaft, all the while holding the guard down with a firm hand to the chest.
He turned his helmet back, knowing it was time to leave. “You’re fighting on the wrong side. Get wise to it before you get hurt.”
David stood up and ran off, with Nathan hesitating a moment to make sure the guard didn’t move, then he followed him off as the rest of Green Team quickly disappeared out side exits from the hangar. 
The guard sat on the deck until the Archons had left, then he stood up and retrieved his helmet, put it on and activated the comm. 
“They’re gone,” he reported, speaking the native Portuguese . “Our men are down, but only stunned. One of them talked to me. They’re trying to turn us and reclaim Tyr for Brazil.”
He remained silent, listening to the comm as he looked around, seeing none of the others waking up and wondering how long it would take. Typically Star Force stingers kept one out for several hours, but if they were only winged they could be back up, wobbily, within minutes. 
“They took cargo out on the dropships, including some Human captives,” he said, unconcerned as to who the people were. “They know the captured troops are among them. They had a genetic test match done.”
Another pause of silence. 
“Copy that,” The Word operative finished, walking over and retrieving one of the plasma rifles the Archons had left piled up on the deck. 
 



 
7
 
 
May 12, 2430
Alpha Centauri System
Glasir
 
“Easy now…lie still until your head clears,” a voice said as the man blinked bleary eyes on the way back to consciousness. “You’re safe here, so take your time.”
The man stirred, rolling over on his side as the Star Force medic placed a hand on his shoulder to keep him from rolling off the cushioned medical table. 
“Easy,” she insisted. “Can you see me?”
A pair of fingers waved across his face, drawing his attention and stopping most of his movement.
“There…that’s better,” she said calmly. “Do you remember your name?”
The man didn’t say anything, still blinking as if his eyes were windows that he couldn’t get the rain off of. 
“Your name,” the medic repeated, still gently holding him down with her hand.
“Maa…” he said, finding his voice too hoarse to finish.
“You’ve been sedated for a very long time,” she explained. “It may take a bit for your voice to come back.”
Beside her another medic walked up, one of higher rank and some 70 years older, who slipped a hand underneath his shoulder blades and began to lift. 
“Try and sit up,” he instructed, with the female medic retracting her hand. He glanced up at her and whispered, “Vertical requires balance, and will force more mental activity.”
She nodded, moving her hand over to the man’s arm and helping to secure him in an upright position. 
“Can you flex your hand?” she asked, lifting his wrist up in front of his chest where he could see it.
His eyes tracked down, and while his head bobbled a bit his fingers slowly contracted, then extended three times. “Whe..a..mi?”
“The planet Glasir,” the female said as the more experienced medic walked off to attend to other patients, his task done. “You’re in a Star Force medical bay. Clan Alterra to be precise. Can you raise your head and look at the ceiling for me?”
The man blinked some more, then slowly lifted his chin up and stared at the slate gray paneling with a scattering of tiny light orbs that hurt his eyes, despite the fact that they were diffuse. 
“That’s good, now look at me if you can.”
His head came back down and twisted to the right, staring into the cute blonde’s blue eyes. “Ma…nfred. Man..fred Nor..el.”
The medic smiled. “Very good. We’ve flushed the sedative from your system, but trace amounts will remain until your body processes them out. The more active you can be the faster it will happen, so keep moving your head and hands,” she said while keeping a hand on his back for support. 
It took more than an hour of gentle coaxing before the medic had Manfred taking his first steps and his vocal chords working, though his voice was reduced to a whisper due to the length of inactivity they’d seen. Once he was fully awake his mind began backtracking where he’d been, without much success. As the medic pried him with patient questions a camera in the ceiling recorded the conversation for later review, with Star Force wanting to know what had happened to the man that their records indicated as being ‘deceased.’
“Where is Glaysor?” he asked, twitching his left hand that had suddenly turned into pins and needles. “What system?”
“Glasir is in Alpha Centauri,” the medic answered. “Records indicate that you lived in Sol, is that correct?”
“Mars,” he answered, looking around at the med bay, which held several other patients, some from Star Force and others from the rescue effort that had just taken place on Tyr. Manfred had never been in a facility like this before. The equipment and design were familiar, but the gray/red color scheme seemed alien.
“What nation are you a citizen of?”
“Ananke Republic,” he said, referencing the first Star Force colony granted its independence, created partially from refugees resulting from World War III. 
“What did you do there?” she asked, already having read his file after matching his genetic code within their database. 
“I’m a…chemical engineer for Colaffa Industries. How long have I been missing?”
“You were listed as killed in an accident 8 months ago,” she said sympathetically. 
Manfred’s eyes opened a bit wider. “What accident?”
“Some type of explosion in the loading bay. Over a hundred people were killed. Do you remember how you survived?”
“I wasn’t there,” he said simply. “I don’t work in the loading bay. What exploded?”
“I don’t know,” the medic said, then her eyes darted to the side as a man in white walked up on the other side of the medical table/bed. 
“A shipment of Francium detonated,” the Archon explained. “The loading bay was wrecked, not to mention having undergone explosive decompression when the walls were breached and most of the air and resulting rubble got sucked out. Made for quite the funeral pyre, and got splashed around the news grids for months. Still up and running on a few. Fortunately the interior bulkheads survived and the rest of the factory wasn’t breached, though there’s some question as to how that’s possible.”
“Because the building exterior should be more robust than the interior bulkheads,” Manfred finished, flexing his jaw painfully as he strung too many words together at once. 
“Speak slower,” the medic urged, or your muscles may cramp.
The chemical engineer nodded as he waited a small one out, reminding himself not to do that again.
“What’s the last place you remember being?” the adept asked. 
“I got jumped going into my office…I think. I remember waking up in…an unfamiliar room…locked. Two people came in later, wearing masks, and asked me a lot of questions. They drugged me and…now I wake up,” he said, visibly disturbed.
“What kind of questions?”
“Technical ones, inventory, personnel…pretty much everything…having to do with my job.”
The other medical walked back over, coming up shoulder to shoulder with the slightly shorter Archon. “How did they drug you?”
“What…oh, they made me swallow…a pill. I fell asleep right after.”
The medic nodded, throwing a glance at the Archon.
He took it in stride and looked back at Manfred. “Was there anything special about the work you’re doing at Colaffa?”
“It’s all special…to me…to us, anyway. Experimental stuff. I don’t know what…you mean by special?”
“Profitable, illegal, immoral, really cool,” the Archon said, throwing out examples. 
“Nothing untoward,” he said with a pained expression. “And I’m told by my wife…that my work is boring. It’s of interest to the corporation…otherwise we wouldn’t get paid.”
“Were you working with the Francium yourself?”
“On a few projects…yes…but in small amounts. Nothing outside of the lab. Nothing Colaffa was producing yet. You don’t think I was at fault…do you?”
The Archon shrugged. “You’re supposed to be dead. We’re trying to put the pieces together.”
“Whatever happened to the Francium happened…after I was knocked out. I don’t remember there being any explosions.”
“Is there anything you can tell us that might help with this investigation?” 
Manfred shook his head innocently. “I honestly don’t know what has happened. I’d tell you if I did…know something. Apparently I’ve been unconscious most of the time.”
The Archon glanced at the female medic and nodded, then walked off.
“If you remember anything let us know, but for now we need to get some nutrients into you. Drink this,” she said, reaching over to a nearby shelf and pulling a bottle out. She unscrewed the cap and had him start sipping while the Archon and the senior medic retreated into a nearby room.
“And?” the Archon asked once they were out of earshot.
“I’ve seen my share of traumatized individuals, and this guy is acting all wrong. He’s a bit rough from the chemically induced coma, but he’s not harboring any panic from the kidnapping, interrogation, or any elation at now being freed.”
“I caught that. Anything medically stand out?”
“The drugs they gave him put him in a very low metabolic state, designed, I believe, to keep him out for prolonged periods of time. If you found him in a cargo box, I’d guess they were planning a long trip and couldn’t have him up and about.”
“How long would it take to put him in that sort of coma?”
“Several hours, minimum. His body has also atrophied from the process, meaning he’s due for some lengthy rehab before we release him. Same for the others.”
“Take your time, we’re holding onto all of them for the moment. Can you measure how long they’ve been out?”
The medic cringed. “It’d be ballpark at best, but I can be fairly certain that none of them was awake within the past few days.”
“That’s something,” the Archon said, making a point of adding that to his report that would be shot over to Green Team, who was still in the field. Clan Alterra had been entrusted with the rescued prisoners, as well as tasked with pulling as fast a debrief as they could, followed by a more in depth interrogation, which would require an acolyte, of which Alpha Centauri had few on station. One was coming in from Odin, but until then it was up to Jani-54332 to handle the debriefings and compile the report.
“Who’s up next?”
“I’ve got three near consciousness, two women and a boy.”
“The boy then.”
The medic nodded. “Follow me,” he said, leading him out and into another wing of the medical bay.
 
Simultaneously on Tyr…
 
Harold Weston tore through the door of his opulent personal quarters, but held in his adrenaline-fueled rant until it slid closed behind him…then he was off walking across the carpet and talking to his wife before he found her two rooms away.
“It’s happened again!” he half yelled, plodding down the two stairs that separated the outer foyer from the main living room that looked out on a balcony that overhung one of the many forested parks within the city. “It’s happened again!” he repeated.
“What has happened?” a calmer voice asked, with his wife rising up off a long couch and walking a few steps towards him as he stormed in, stopping a few feet short of her.
“Iverson is gone…gone! I talked to him this morning, now he’s vanished…right out of the office complex! That’s the 8th one, Mylan, the 8th one!”
His overly attractive wife frowned, yet still appeared beautiful enough to question how a hefty accountant like Weston had ever attracted that caliber of woman. “What are you going to do?”
“I don’t know, damn it!” he bellowed, but she knew it wasn’t directed at her. Over the past 3 days he’d become increasingly agitated as members of the government and high level executives on the moon had begun vanishing…of which he knew personally. And now he was thoroughly convinced that he was going to be next.
“What has TSD to say about it?”
“Nothing!” Weston said, throwing his hands in the air. “They claim to be investigating the disappearances, but that they haven’t been gone long enough to raise any serious alarm. As if the brightest minds and highest leaders on this moon have a habit of going off on impromptu vacations without so much as waving goodbye to their secretaries!”
“Perhaps we should go on one...” Mylan offered gently.
Weston put a hand on his face, burying his eyes in his palm. “I don’t know, nooble. I just don’t know. If someone can get to us here, will we be any safer elsewhere?”
“I can’t answer that,” she said, walking over and rubbing his shoulders affectionately.
“I can,” a voice said evenly from the bedroom annex, jolting Weston’s bulk almost off his skeleton, “and the answer is no,” Drake said, walking into view obscured beneath his silver acolyte armor.
Weston backpedaled, tripping over an end table and falling on his ass while his wife stepped to the side gently, but otherwise held position as she stared the Archon down, more angry that he’d invaded their home than afraid.
“What…do you want?” Weston sputtered. 
“Information,” Drake said, pulling off his helmet and revealing his loose, 3 inch long bright red hair that he’d altered and enhanced in brightness to the point that it almost glowed. From another room Yavari-824 walked up behind them, also without his helmet, and curiously, his gloves. 
Weston puffed once, regaining some of his fire. “And then I disappear too?”
“Depends on your answers,” Drake said as Yavari picked Weston up and held him in place, standing. 
Drake pointed to his wife, then the nearby chair. “You…sit.”
Mylan chewed her lip for a moment, then relented silently and glided over to the chair, sinking her petite frame down into the opulent cushions almost to the point of swallowing her legs.
“Now,” Drake began, walking over and sitting on the edge of the central fountain in the room, dipping his armored fingertips inside and shooing away a few colored fish from a lump of rock on the bottom that didn’t match the rest. He pulled it out and played with it distractedly as he spoke. “First things first…what do you know of The Word?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Second question…two years ago a number of administrators were changed out. What do you know of the reason?”
“Personnel shuffle…happens occasionally, why?”
“Third question…do you know who I am?”
“No,” he said blatantly.
“Fourth question…do you love your wife?”
Weston’s face screwed up. “Don’t you dare lay a finger on her.”
“Alright, I won’t,” Drake promised as Yavari shoved Weston across the floor. He stood up and grabbed hold of the man with an arm around his neck, pressing in gently with his armor plates as the other Archon walked over and yanked the woman out of the chair, grabbing her neck as he stood her up in front of him. 
“Stop…please,” Weston said, suddenly changing his tone.
“I’ll ask again. What do you know of The Word?”
“Nothing…I swear to god!”
“Question two…the administrators. What was different about the changeover that happened approximately two years ago?”
“There were more transfers,” Weston said, trying to give the man some type of answer. “A lot of retirements. It was rumored that they’d received some deal, a payoff that got them out of the hierarchy. Someone said it was related to a scandal, but no one ever knew for sure. It’s just hearsay, I don’t know if it’s true or not.”
“Third…you really don’t know who we are?”
“I’ve never seen you before in my life?”
“What about our armor?”
“What about it?”
“Let’s ask your wife then…do you know who we are?”
She scowled at him, with her chin held slightly high by Yavari’s clenched hand around her throat. “They’re Star Force Archons.”
“Correct,” David said, pleased. “How then do you know us and not you,” he said, glancing down at Weston’s balding head.
“He doesn’t pay attention to the news, he’s always working,” she defended him. “I’ve seen your armor before.”
“Most people have,” Drake agreed, knowing that they’d become the equivalent of Jedi within the public’s perspective, with several fictitious recreations in the entertainment industry educating those who didn’t catch snippets of them in action on the news. 
“Fourth question…do you love your wife?”
“Yes,” he said regretfully, as if anticipating she was about to be hurt.
“Why then,” Drake said a bit softer, “doesn’t she love you?”
When Weston didn’t answer Drake continued on. “Let me ask you another question…when did you meet your wife?”
“Three years ago this July.”
“And when were you married?”
“Three months and four days later,” he recalled, having the statistics memorized, fond of her as he was.
“Good memory,” he offered. “What’s today’s date?”
“The twelfth of May,” Weston humored him.
“Then remember this as the day of your divorce.”
“Don’t hurt her…I beg you! I’ll answer anything you want.”
“Chh, chh, chh,” Drake said, making a disapproving sound. “You weren’t listening. I said today was the day of your divorce, not her death.”
“I don’t understand,” he mumbled, his face turning a bit red from Drake’s grip.
“It’s simple,” the Archon said, pulling his arm off and stepping between him and Mylan as Yavari continued to hold her in check. “She’s no longer your wife…or to put it more accurately, today is the day you realize she is not your wife.”
Weston rubbed his neck where the Archon’s armor had pinched him. “What do you mean?” he demanded, flicking his gaze back and forth between Mylan and Drake.
“She doesn’t love you,” the acolyte repeated. “And the timing of your meeting has to do with my second question regarding the personnel shuffle. Some key people had to be removed, others were coopted. In your case, you were manipulated. This woman is a sleeper agent of a criminal organization.”
“Ridiculous,” Weston sputtered, not even looking at his wife’s reaction. “You’ve made a mistake.”
“No,” Drake said confidently, relying on her reactions to his questions that Yavari was monitoring and his subsequent telepathic reports. “And even though Archons don’t date, I do sympathize with what you’re about to emotionally endure, for she is rather lovely…on the outside at least.”
“No,” Weston insisted, finally looking at her, still held tightly by the neck. “What are you accusing her of, specifically?”
“She’s a member of The Word,” Drake said, staring at her. “The criminal organization that has quietly taken over this moon. Brazil is no longer in control, and those administrative retirements marked the time of the takeover. You’ve been working for the enemy and never knew it.”
“What has she done?” Weston said, fixated on his wife and only partially processing the other facts Drake was throwing out.
“You tell me…what have you let her have access to?”
“We share all possessions. My bank account is hers.”
“What about your passwords?”
“No…that’d be a breach of ethics. Only I know my passwords.”
Drake smiled, getting another telepathic update from Yavari. “You work from home occasionally?”
“It’s rare, but sometimes when I have a special project I need a few extra hours…after supper before we go to bed.”
“Ever have her looking over your shoulder?”
“I don’t hide my work from her, but I’ve never let her see my password.”
“You may not have intended to, but she did…and has quietly used your access to do things with your books.”
“How can you possibly know that?”
“We’re Star Force. We have lots of ways of ferreting out the truth. Some of your friends that have gone missing were also operatives, others, like yourself, were merely dupes.”
Suddenly Mylan passed out and Yavari let her fall to the floor…with Weston running towards her, though Drake stopped him halfway with a firm hand on his chest.
“She’s not dead, only unconscious. And now that she’s been exposed there’s a possibility that you could be in danger. The Word has no problem lethally cleaning up loose ends. Those administrators that ‘retired’ went straight from work to the grave. Eventually Brazil missed them and began investigating, whereupon they were contacted by the people who have taken control of this city and were told to maintain normal operations leaving them in charge. Your country didn’t agree and sent in an assault force…that magically disappeared. That’s why we’re here. Brazil asked Star Force for help.”
“May I have access to my computer?” he said stoically, though a mixture of pain and trepidation was flooding his emotions.
“Why?”
“If she truly has been accessing my account, I can find out.”
“The Word is very good at covering their tracks,” Drake cautioned.
Weston’s chin raised ever so slightly. “I’m very good at my job, sir. And I’m no novice with computers. Will you let me try?”
“I’m no novice either, so don’t try to contact anyone or you’ll find yourself with a sudden headache.”
“I don’t completely believe you,” the man said, “but either way I want to know the truth.”
Drake glanced at Yavari, then waved a go-ahead hand in front of Weston, who walked off into another room with the Archon following.
The accountant logged in and immediately went to the user history, finding it clean…then to David’s surprise he accessed a backdoor and ran through the interface logs for his console, discovering several specific program accesses at times the history didn’t record.
He sat frozen at the keyboard for more than a minute before Drake eventually put his armored hand on his shoulder, seeing the man crying in the reflection of the screen.
“I need to get you out of here before The Word can get to you.”
Weston sniffled. “I actually let myself believe she loved me…that she wanted me. What are you going to do with her?”
“Star Force doesn’t kill or torture its prisoners. She’ll be taken away and questioned, then imprisoned for a very long time.”
“Rehab?”
“Of a sort…though The Word might label her a liability and try to take her out. For that reason we have to get you and her off the moon as soon as possible. Let’s go,” Drake urged, pulling Weston up out of his chair. 
“They’ve really taken control of the entire city?”
“Through one means or another, yes.”
“What are you going to do?” Weston asked as Yavari came into view carrying Mylan over his shoulder. 
Drake walked him over to the balcony, grabbing his helmet on the way then pulling a repelling line from his back rack as they stepped outside into the view of several other nearby balconies, a few of which had people on them. He stopped for a moment, not caring if anyone saw them, for as soon as they got to ground level they’d be on the move to a nearby extraction point. The Archon looked at the balding, overweight man through his helmet, with his voice being synthetically altered by the external mic.
“We’re going to take it back.”
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May 13, 2430
Alpha Centauri System
Tyr
 
The Brazilian technician slumped to the ground unconscious thanks to the sleep touch Quenton-1123 had just laid on him, with the Archon pulling him away from the chair, allowing Nathan to slide in and quickly access the control board.
“Make it quick,” Quenton reminded him, “misguided underlings are already on the way.”
“Give me a heads up when they get here,” Nathan replied, shunting power from one section of region 8 to another. The power station they were in was responsible for both the generation and the distribution of power to one of 24 regions of the city, with region 8 containing several dark zones that didn’t match up with Star Force’s original schematics. Those dark zones had previously been scouted out, finding a lot of locked doors and security cameras blocking their way, but Green Team had been ingenious enough to find their way around some of them without tipping off The Word that they knew of their location.
At least that was the theory. How much they enemy knew of their movements was guesswork…as was their assessment of how much of the city was under their control. Their clandestine war had yet to reach the local news networks, meaning the populace of Tyr had no idea anything abnormal was occurring and continued to go about their daily lives. If The Word wanted it that way they’d oblige, save for already having issued recall orders for all the Star Force personnel on the moon, who as of now had mostly left, with the last few stragglers quietly making their way to the spaceports, not knowing themselves that there was any danger, just that they had some place to be that wasn’t on Tyr. 
Their leaving probably hadn’t gone unnoticed, so Green Team figured it was just a matter of time before a more obvious confrontation broke out, though when that’d be was also guesswork.
David had assumed that with two years of time to play with, The Word had probably built their own little nest in the city much as they had in other locations, in addition to the factories, warehouses, research labs, and other illicit facilities that Green Team had already located within the city. His suspicions had been confirmed 7 hours ago when an offshoot of one of the dark areas lead to a subterranean structure not previously logged on schematics and outside the city’s subterranean boundaries. 
Some surveillance of their own had confirmed the flow of personnel in and out of the complex that was of unknown size, but the power usage was being logged and counter-logged within the city’s books to hide the consumption. Bookkeeping could be falsified, but power lines couldn’t be so easily obscured, though The Word engineers had done a good job of hiding them. Knowing what to look for, Green Team had followed the conduits and discovered a maintenance crawlspace that wasn’t designed for transit, but one that they could squeeze through in their armor, but just barely. 
Trick of it was, it was below the city and the complex, in the very supports that held the massive structure in place against the low gravity…and was below the artificial gravity zones that added the extra tug to keep the population at the standard 1g. Thing of it was, so was The Word’s complex, so if they could cut the power there was a good chance that the hidden base would revert back to the moon’s normal gravity that ran at .52g.
Taking out the power would also hit the lights, security cameras, and any line-powered defense systems, assuming they didn’t have a backup power supply in place, which was possible, but David doubted that would be powerful enough to cover everything, so if they managed to cut the main power something The Word was used to having on would go off and make for a hopefully chaotic environment inside.
Green Team wanted that chaos, for as of now they were going in totally blind.
Quenton stepped over to the open door and looked down on the catwalks below. “They’re here. I’ll buy you some time.”
“60 seconds should do,” Nathan said, typing away at the keyboard furiously, both the built in one and the plug-in variety he’d brought with him to help hack through the security codes, which were rather light for such an important piece of infrastructure.
Quenton nodded his helmet and jumped over the railing on the narrow balcony outside, falling down two stories to catch himself on the catwalk below, then he hopped over again down to the floor and ran over behind a wide support pillar as Brazilian security guards began popping up from behind pieces of machinery with weapons drawn as they closed in on the only way up to the control room.
The Archon didn’t waste time waiting for them and decided to distract by hitting first, which he accomplished by circling around the pillar and climbing up on top of one of the many support machines that fed the city’s buildings their power, water, air, and all other vital systems from below, situated far down in the bedrock. From atop the boxy machine Quenton jumped forward spread eagle, landing on top of one of the guards and pancaking him to the floor with an audible crunch of armor on armor.
The Archon rolled off him and pumped a stinger round into the man’s back, with the energy bleeding through the blue armor and rendering him at least numb, if not unconscious. Quenton didn’t wait around to find out which, sidestepping once he got to his feet and elbowing another guard in the ribs as he brought his plasma rifle around…which went flying off and ricocheted against another bulky machine.
Before the other guards could close on him, Quenton took off the opposite way from the control room, leading several off before cutting across the main flow of guards still coming down from whatever elevator shaft or stairwell they’d been using. He stunned several, taking a few hits against his shields that left only the barest of scuff marks on his armor when they breached…then he was lost in the machinery again as he circled back around and ambushed the guards pushing towards the catwalk from behind, catching several on their way up that, once stunned, rolled back down the steps until they flopped onto one of the flat transition sections.
“When do we get to start bagging these guys instead of just stun and release?” he asked over the comm.
“All in good time,” Nathan said, just finishing up. “There…power flow interrupted. Target should be dark.”
 
More than a mile away, with too much metal and concrete in between to allow their low powered comms to connect, David and the other 7 members of Green Team lay scrunched in next to a series of pipes in single file as the power gage they had attached to one of them suddenly registered a negative, meaning that the floor above them should be as dark as the tiny space they were in now. 
“This is it,” David said at the head of the line, but several meters down from the explosives they’d drilled into the top of the crawlspace. “Detonating in 3…2…1…” he said, pressing the button on a remote trigger while he was face down against the metal base, with an arm stretched out in front of his helmet holding a loose section of plate he’d brought in with him to help catch the blast.
That plate popped back into him with the detonation and he could see his forearm shield breach on his HUD’s diagnostics, but otherwise he was ok…which meant he had to move, and fast.
He pushed the plate off him, seeing several indentations where debris had hit it thanks to his Pefbar, that not only allowed him to see in the dark, but to see through more than a meter of structure up into the hallway above them at the breach point. David crawled forward, pushing aside bits of debris that made it even harder to squeeze through when one of them would get stuck along his side, but eventually he got up to the blast point and began crawling up, pushing aside pointy ends of this and that and making a larger exit point for the rest of his team as he expanded upon their impromptu foxhole in the middle of the hallway.
As the power gage had indicated, it was completely dark. David didn’t turn on his armor’s exterior lights, of which he had a few choices, but rather kept his Pefbar on continuously, seeing the area both ahead and behind him in the grainy black/white spherical vision that his telekinesis relied upon, though now it was serving an entirely different purpose.
David jumped up, feeling that the gravity had indeed lightened, and landed more than a meter out from the edge of the hole, dragging his weapon bundle with him. He walked forward and knelt down, detaching the tether on his leg and pulling out the varied weapons, placing them on his back rack while hefting the stinger rifle in his active grip. He advanced down the hallway, with his battlemap using a low level scanner in his armor to plot out the dimensions of the corridor and share it with the others coming up behind him.
It took a while, but all of them made it up and out before they saw any personnel…in fact, it wasn’t until they were several hallways over in the grid-shaped layout that they encountered any individuals, and the one they found was bound and gagged inside a room. David had seen him through the walls before they ever got to the door, then he paused just before his hand reached for the latch, seeing something disturbing inside.
“Jet?” he asked the Archon directly behind him as Assad moved forward and took up a forward scouting position at the end of the hall. 
“What?”
“What do you see inside?”
“A prisoner…one prisoner tied to a chair and no guards.”
“Take a good look at the chair.”
“Damn,” Lio said, a step behind them.
“Is the door rigged?” Jet asked, though he couldn’t see anything on the handle, latches or in the walls to indicate it was. 
“I don’t think so. Everyone move on, I’m going in alone.”
“We can come back for this guy later,” Jet reminded him. 
“I get the feeling this is a ghost town,” David said as the others jogged by him. “See if you can find anyone else, but stay alert.”
“Copy that,” Jet said, the last to leave him.
David let them move on then slowly pulled the latch on the door, rotating the locking device and popping it open. He swung it out into the room and stepped through, ‘seeing’ little different than when the door had been closed, save for a bit more complexity of detail. He took a few careful steps forward, looking around multiple times for some type of trigger, like maybe a laser trip line, but he couldn’t see any mechanisms imbedded into the walls, floor, or ceiling.
He stepped up within 2 meters of the man, whose head was sagging down. David still felt a mind there, meaning he wasn’t dead, but he was either asleep or unconscious. That wasn’t his worry at the moment, but rather the stack of explosives concealed underneath the chair. Had the lights been on he probably would have missed them entirely, but the dense bricks showed up plainly in his Pefbar sight, and now that he was closer he could see the tiny wires connecting them to the man’s butt.
David adjusted his sight, viewing different layers right through the man’s body, including his internal organs, which the Archon always found to be a bit gross, but it was necessary to examine the device without touching it or him. After a few minutes of exertion David released his Pefbar for a moment, rested his mind for a handful of seconds, then reactivated it with a much narrower focus that required more of his power as he…
“Contact,” Assad said over the comm, startling David enough that he sucked in an involuntary breath, then flashed his Pefbar out behind him, realizing he hadn’t been paying attention to his back. Sloppy...but necessary if he was going to avoid blowing up.
“What have you got?”
“Looks like another prisoner tied to a chair.”
“Set a waypoint but do not approach. See how many more are out there.”
“Looks like we’ve got the level to ourselves.”
“Find the stairs yet?”
“Not yet.”
“When you do hold up. They may have left us some other surprises.”
“You think they’ve already bugged out?” Devin asked.
“That’s my gut feeling, but we don’t know how big this place is either. Leave me off the comm for a few minutes. I’ve got some delicate work to do.”
“Copy that.”
David stood in front of the chair with the slumped man inside it, holding his stinger rifle with a reflexive grip born of many missions and long training sessions, for at the  moment his mind was wholly consumed with the wires connecting the explosives to the trigger, which appeared to be attached to the man so that when he came up off the chair it would pull apart and send the detonation signal…meaning that the explosion will kill both him and his rescuer, and given the size of the bricks he didn’t want to know how much damage it would do to him once it got past his armor. 
This was definitely one of The Word’s attempts to kill the Archons, given that they didn’t have a good track record doing it the old fashioned way with men and guns. To date they’d never killed one, though there had been a few injuries in past altercations. Now it seemed they were starting to think outside the box, perhaps as a result of Green Team having rescued the prisoners they’d come across 2 days ago. They knew they wanted them alive, so they thought they’d use them as bait for a booby trap.
That meant The Word suspected they were coming here, but he doubted they knew how they’d enter the base, so they may still have the element of surprise, along with the blackout, if anyone was still around. The others would discover that…right now he needed to get this man unhooked before he woke up and started wiggling around on the detonator.
David could see the wires where they connected to the detonator box, which was split into two pieces. That he had to avoid separating, so he felt his way down to the other end of the wires and began pulling on them with his Lachka, trying to separate the lines from the explosives. There were 8 wires, one each connecting to the bricks stacked 4 wide and two deep and secured underneath the chair with some type of adhesive, he guessed, for he couldn’t see any other types of fasteners. 
He got the first wire out without anything going boom, and from then on he breathed a bit easier, having to take small breaks to recharge his mind and gather his strength, for the wires were stuck into the explosives quite well and it required a pinch-pull to yank them out, which didn’t allow as good of grip for his already limited telekinetic manipulation.
The acolyte was more than strong enough though, he just didn’t want to make any mistakes, as well as knowing he’d have to repeat this process again on at least one other prisoner, so he wanted to take this first disarmament slow and methodical, establishing a procedure he could execute more quickly down the line.
When he got the last wire out he pulled them all away from the bricks and stepped forward, reaching a hand down underneath the chair and grabbing the bundle, then giving it a sharp jerk that disconnected it from the man’s clothes where the opposite end of the detonator stayed attached. 
The electric charge the detonator sent down the wires sparked against David’s forearm shield, notable only by a tiny indicator on his HUD. Otherwise there was no visible sign of activity. 
He activated his comm. “Prisoner disarmed. He’s still unconscious and I’m leaving him that way for now,” he said, using his HUD and menu buttons underneath a flap on his left gauntlet to drop a waypoint on the battlemap so they’d know where to come back to when they wanted to pick this guy up.
“Five other chair-bound prisoners found,” Devin reported. “We’ve almost got this level checked.”
“Are we the basement?”
“Negative,” Assad reported. “I’m at the stairs, with flights going up and down. 
David glanced at his growing battlemap and zoomed out, beginning to see how big this place was. Either The Word had started the construction prior to their takeover or they’d been really busy over the past 2 years…though without anyone looking over their shoulder they could have devoted an army of construction crews to dig this place out of the bedrock within weeks, so he guessed he shouldn’t have been so surprised. 
“Finish this level, then I want teams of four. One goes up, one goes down. We tag prisoners and other items of interest with waypoints but we keep moving. Heads up for more booby traps and see if we can’t find someone who’s supposed to be down here. We can take inventory later.”
David followed his own order, tossing the detonator across the room where it was well away from the explosive bricks on his way out the door, then he followed his battlemap over to the stairwell where Assad and Jet were waiting.
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Green Team searched through the complex in two parts, finding level after level deserted and partially cleaned out. Furniture and nonessential items were still there, but all computer hard drives had been removed, many storage rooms were completely emptied, and skid marks and wall latches attested to where other equipment had previously been. It seemed that The Word had known they’d be coming and had cleaned house in anticipation.
Twelve bomb-laden prisoners had been discovered, spread out across the lower levels. They were still sitting there in the dark, unconscious, while the Archons completed their search…finding the most significant discovery last of all on the uppermost level where the facility connected into one of the city’s dark zones via a hidden doorway the size of a cargo tram. Green Team had avoided going in that way because the door was thick and probably guarded on the inside with who knew what kind of defenses.
“Huh,” Devin said, looking at what Assad had come across and all of Green Team was now staring at. “That’s one hell of a door prize.”
“Do we disarm it or leave the way we came in?” Jet asked.
“I’m not sure the door will even work without power,” Nathan offered.
In the dark, visible only through their Pefbar, David pointed to the left. “There’s a manual release in the wall panel. Let’s see if we can’t get this neutralized. I don’t want some Brazilian team opening the door a month from now and going boom.”
“We could warn them,” Jet pointed out. 
“I also don’t want to drag the prisoners out the way we came in.”
“Point,” Nathan agreed. “Where do we start?”
“It’s not complicated,” Lio offered. “It’s set up to go off when the door opens. They didn’t expect anyone to get at it from this side,” he said, referring to the lack of security measures. The bomb attached to the inside of the door was literally a stack of explosive bricks identical to those strapped underneath the prisoners…only there had to be thousands here, enough to pop the door off its hinges and bust out the walls, floor, and ceiling, creating a crater around the entry point into the base. 
Then the prisoner bombs were just a bonus for anyone who didn’t die at the doorway.
“Same way we handled the others,” David said. “Pull the wires out of the bricks.”
“I can do better than that,” Assad said, walking up towards the bookcase-like stack covering nearly the entire inner side of the door. “There’s one cable coming from the contact points to the detonator, then a bazillion going out to the explosives. If we remove the power source from the detonator it won’t be able to go bang.”
“What kind of power source are they using?” David asked, walking up to Assad and standing beside both him and the brick wall that was less than a meter ahead. The detonator was in the middle of the stack with the wires coming out the front and arching around to connect with the narrow ends of each of the bricks.
“One that wasn’t designed for the detonator,” Assad said, seeing into and through the various components. “The original has been removed and a portable power cell has been tied in. It’s sitting behind it and connected by a handful of thicker wires.”
“I see them now. We have to make sure it’s the only power source.”
“Lio was right, this isn’t designed to be tamper proof. Pull the connecting wires and the juice will be gone.”
“Take the left one, I’ve got the other,” David said.
“Wait,” Nathan said, walking up on his other shoulder. “Ok, do it now.”
“What was that?” Assad asked.
“I turned off the power on the cell. There’s a button on the side.”
David looked at it again, trying to see what he meant. After a few long seconds Nathan telepathically sent him an image, then David was able to make it out. “Good catch.”
“Thank you…but I’d still recommend disconnecting the hard lines.”
“Oh yeah,” David agreed. “Assad?”
“Pulling,” the Archon said, telekinetically yanking on one of the cables. The end attached to the detonator wouldn’t budge, but when he tried the plug-in to the cell it disconnected cleanly. He looped it back on itself and coiled it up inside the detonator cavity that had held the original power source. 
“Done.”
David finished up 10 seconds later, making sure the wires weren’t going to come loose and work their way back out and accidentally make contact with the cell. The odds of that happening were nil, but with this much explosives they couldn’t afford to take chances. Armor or no, if this thing blew they’d be dead.
“Alright, we’re clear. Open it up.”
Assad walked over and opened the wall panel, which revealed both a latch and a wheel. He pulled the large switch, disconnecting the lock on the lock, then began wheeling the locking stubs out of the side of the door and into their wall niches, all of which the Archons could see, thanks to their wall-piercing sight. 
“Ok, start pushing,” Assad said, referencing the lack of power. David and four of the other Archons found handholds on the spots on the door that did not have explosive bricks and used their enhanced muscle strength to pry the half meter thick door out of its fitting, pivoting on the right side. 
As soon as the edge passed out a bright band of light broke through the Archon’s helmets as the lit interior of the ‘dark’ zone shown in. In keeping with their hiding protocols, the power lines for the door and base didn’t mix with the ones that were part of the normal infrastructure, meaning the blackout was only present in the levels that didn’t officially exist. 
“Nathan, stay here with me,” David said, taking a couple steps out and feeling normal gravity return. “The rest of you go grab a prisoner.”
 
One, two, three, four, jump…one, two, three, four, jump…
Drake held that pattern for six of the stubby transport trucks trolling down one of the internal highways within the city. They had no driver or cab and were rolling along on six wheels, each in a convoy taking cargo from one distribution center to another, keeping their computer-controlled spacing and speed almost perfectly aligned on the straight, 5-laned road.  The even spacing allowed the Archon to make the jumps between them easy enough, but he was more impressed that the fugitive he was chasing was doing the same.
Red Team had just smashed a security station and grabbed a number of officers they’d concluded were either Word operatives or in league with them, capturing and eventually releasing the other security officers, but during the raid one of them had broken loose, jumping out a window and going across several building tops until he hopped down off a walkway bridge into the traffic flow.
Drake had been on his heels when he did, and he was surprised the man hadn’t been run over…but the man had successfully landed on a long-bed transport, then had been hopping from one to another up to this convoy that had more than 20 short cargo trams in a row.
The acolyte paced him, waiting for him to slip up and drop to the road…which he didn’t want him to do. They were only moving at 40-50 miles an hour, with all of the cargo transports moving at the same speed, but they were still plenty heavy enough to squash him if he got ran over. The other vehicles, however, were moving at a range of speeds, allowing both the fugitive and the Archon to hop from one cargo transport to another as they made their way down the road.
Drake hoped the man would get caught at the front of the convoy, with no more trucks to jump to, but when he got to the first in line he hesitated only slightly before jumping to his right and down, landing on a squat personnel transport. It had no driver, but seats for 4 people inside, two of which were currently occupied. The man road on top of it past the convoy, gaining meters of distance as Drake jumped up to the front truck top…where the gap had become too large for even him to jump across.
“Damn it,” he said, looking around. There wasn’t anything else in that lane for about 50 meters back, but there was a larger personnel transport two lanes away, and it was moving faster than the trucks too, giving him a window of opportunity until it completed the pass.
“Kung fu grip,” he reminded himself, backing up to the edge of the truck then sprinting a couple of steps into the jump. He flew across the empty lane and landed against the side of the bus with his knees hitting the edge. His torso slammed down on top with his legs missing and beginning to drag him down over the side, but he splayed his hands out on top and he clung to it like a tree climbing frog long enough to get his toe tips against the side. From there he climbed his way up, seeing the front truck in the convoy he’d just been on drifting off behind him.
He looked ahead, seeing the man riding the cab and looking back at him, realizing that it was moving slightly faster than the bus.
“Oh no you don’t,” he said, climbing to his feet and running to the back of the bus…where he turned around and sprinted down the length into a long jump ahead to medium length truck, tucking into a somersault before coming to a halt on his knees on top of its roof. Behind him the bus pulled out into the next lane so it could pass the slower moving vehicle, but Drake was running and jumping ahead again before it could catch up, moving up to another truck before making a cross jump to a long-bed across the empty middle lane that the bus was now coming up.
The long-bed was carrying crates, but only on the front half. Drake landed on the back, then climbed up on top and headed to the first in line, with no cab to jump off of, just a sheer drop off like at the back of the flatbed. The gap up to the next truck was a bit longer, but he made it across to the back of an enclosed tram, hanging off the back for a moment as he was only able to catch the back edge with his hands. 
When he came up top he saw the man on the cab was still ahead of him, but not as far as he had been…and Drake had a long line of trucks in this convoy to catch up on. 
One, two, three, four, jump…and he was up to the next one, then the next, and the next until he pulled even with the man, but before he could hop out to the cab the man jumped the opposite direction, grabbing hold of the edge of another truck by his fingertips, then pulling himself up top just as Drake hopped out and landed on the cab. 
He didn’t know who this guy was, but he was starting to get impressed. 
Drake set himself and followed the man across to the truck, then pursued him over to the next lane as the man jumped onto a short convoy that was heading off the road and into an offshoot. Then amazingly the man leapt up as the trucks moved under a pedestrian walkway and clung to the railing as the convoy passed underneath him.
Drake shook his head and moved to the head of the truck he was on, then reached up and grabbed the man’s left leg, latching on and yanking him loose as he ducked down to miss the overhang that was about a meter and a half above the top of the trucks. 
The man got peeled off none too gently and smacked down onto the top of the truck, bloody from the abrasion against the edge of the walkway. Drake stood up after they passed under it and pinned the man down with an armored knee on his chest. 
“Nice try,” he offered as the wind whipped past them both, even as the trucks were gradually slowing down as they headed into a terminal. “Who are you?”
The man’s nose was bleeding heavily from a nasty gash, but more shocking than that was the way his eyes went wide at his question.
“You don’t know?”
“No clue,” Drake said easily, still pinning him down.
“Why are you after me?” the man asked, blood dribbling down into his mouth. He turned to the side and spit some of it out, but more kept bubbling out making it hard for him to breathe/speak. 
“You ran.”
“What?” he coughed. 
Drake backed up and pulled the man into a sitting position, letting the blood run down onto his blue security uniform.
“Who are you?” the Archon repeated. 
“If you don’t know I’d prefer to keep it that way.”
“We’ll get you ID’d soon enough.”
“You didn’t come for me?”
“We came for your bosses. Why’d you rabbit instead of fighting?”
“I thought you were after me.”
“Why would we be?”
The man didn’t say anything, instead he pinched his nose trying to get the blood to stop…then he jerked as he realized most of the tip of his nose had been torn off by the edge of the walkway. 
“What do you know about The Word?” Drake asked as the trucks slowed to a near stop as they rolled into individual lateral berths where they could be unloaded. From the corner of his eye he saw more security guards approaching, having noticed the pair of people on top of the truck.
“What word?”
“The criminal organization that’s taken over this moon,” Drake said bluntly. “It was their operatives we were after in the security station. If you’re not one of them I don’t care, but tell me now or I’m taking you in for questioning…in how many pieces is up to you, but your buddies over there aren’t going to be able to stop me,” he said, thumbing over his shoulder at the arms guards approaching.
“I’m on Star Force’s detain list,” he admitted. “When I saw you break in I thought you were after me.”
Drake swiped his hand across the blood dripping from the man’s face, then held it up for him to see. “I’ll find out for sure in about an hour, so tell me the truth or I may hunt you down just because. What do we want you for?”
“I’m a hacker. I gave myself a new identity here where I didn’t think you’d be able to find me. Figured a security officer would be the best place to hide.”
Drake’s helmet nodded. “Sorry about the face,” he said, running past him and jumping off the truck down to the curb. 
The security guards yelled at him to stop, but he weaved his way through the workers and machines coming out to unload the trucks, working his way out into the pedestrian walkways accessing the terminal. Despite the fact that he was running through the people wearing bloody silver armor and drawing all kinds of stares, they didn’t get in his way and he easily outdistanced Brazilian security.
“Report,” he asked over the comm as he continued to run through the wide walkways that were entirely separate from the roads. 
“Tagged and bagged,” Derrick answered. “How about you?”
“Red herring. He’s a Star Force fugitive who thought we were coming after him. Made a pretty good run of it before I caught up to him.”
“What’d you do with him?”
“Let him go. I’ve got a blood sample so we can make a positive ID, then let security handle it. We’ve got bigger targets to deal with.”
“How good of a chase?”
“I got to play frogger on top of the cars. Any problem with the extraction?”
“None yet.”
“Oh crap,” Drake said, skidding to a halt with the people nearby reflexively jerking away from him as he stared at a newscreen flashing a bulletin…one with a warning to the population on Tyr that a Star Force strike team was in the city and responsible for the deaths of over 40 people. They were labeling them a rogue faction, now unaffiliated with the mega corporation, and were requesting any intel on their locations.
“What?” Derrick asked.
“We just made the news. So much for our underground war with The Word.”
“We’re already off the grid, where are you?”
“Nowhere important,” Drake lied as he started to run again, with people’s stares changing into pointing and yelling. “Don’t wait up on me. I’ll make my way back by another route.
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May 14, 2430
Alpha Centauri System
Tyr
 
David shot one of the spaceport workers in the chest with a stinger, not because the man was a threat, but because he no longer had the luxury of being choosey. Every person he came across he was taking down as he and half of Green Team had already fought their way past the security guards and were in a hurry to catch a cargo shipment that was just about to launch.
During their initial recon of the dark zones in the city blueprints, Green Team had placed tracking beacons on some of the sites that they couldn’t assault immediately. Those crates and pieces of equipment had then been spirited away soon after, giving the team a few leads to follow now that it was clear that The Word knew it was compromised and was pulling out…or relocating within the city. It wasn’t clear yet what their progressing agenda was, but this beacon had gone to the spaceport and David knew they had to get at it before it flew off and had a chance to disappear in the transit network.
The other four members of Green Team were scrambling into the spaceport at different spots, all of which were trying to get to the beacon before it left. David was coming through a staff area, having blown through a locked rear door using the plasma rifle that was now snuggly tucked onto the back of his armor as he shot another passerby with his stinger version…or rather as he passed by, for he was running through the interior halls following the beacon on his battlemap. 
The blueprints the battlemap was drawing from put it squarely in the hangar, meaning it was probably already onboard a dropship. He could call for Star Force to intercept the ship once it took off, but he didn’t have a long range transmitter on him, and even if he went back to their armory stash and got one, or commandeered a local one, there would be a delay in getting a ship here. The dropship would most definitely dock with a starport or ship in orbit before that happened, allowing the cargo to disappear.
Even if the beacon kept broadcasting there was a chance that the cargo would be split and they’d lose some of it, which was why it was important to get to it now…not to mention if there was more than cargo onboard. He didn’t know if it’d contain Word personnel or not, but he intended to find out.
David rounded a corner and ducked his shoulder as he rammed into another worker, knocking him aside and into the wall as he blew by. He didn’t turn around to shoot him unconscious, instead sprinting on as fast as the narrow hallways allowed. He had several more turns to make before finally popping out into the hangar and spotting a few guards firing at Jet and Nathan who had already come in through other entrances.
David shot one of the guards in the back, then the others dove for another part of the crate pile when they discovered they’d been flanked. Most of the hangar was flat and filled with ships, but at three points there were mountains of cargo either arriving or going out, stacked up in random segments to keep various shipments separate for easier handling later. That provided ample opportunities to shoot out of cover and a couple of plasma blasts came David’s way as he ignored the guards and hurried towards the Dragon-class dropship whose boarding ramp was still down, but no one was visible moving around it.
Another plasma lance caught David in the leg, splashing off his shields before overloading and penetrating…leaving a tiny scar in the armor alongside another he’d gotten yesterday. While the patchwork of shields overtop the armor was certainly a defensive boost, it was more in longevity than sheer power, given that this was the same set of armor he’d been wearing since arrival and he only had a dozen or so scorch marks showing that otherwise would have been melty gashes.
He risked getting a few of those now as he sprinted towards the massive dropship, only to see the boarding ramp begin to rise as he was halfway across the deck, angling underneath the wing of a falcon and shooting a pair of workers who didn’t get out of his way. David hurdled their bodies as they fell and sprinted on, knowing he wasn’t going to get there in time.
As the wide ramp tilted up and began to decrease the opening into a sliver, the anti-grav powered up and the belly of the wing-shaped ship started to drift up off the deck even before the hatch was closed. David slowed to a stop still far from the ship as the landing gear began to retract, his mind racing as he tried desperately to think of something else to do…maybe get to a control panel and close the bay doors.
But there was no time. The spaceport hangar deck was huge, and by the time he found the control room the dropship would be out of the containment shields holding in the atmosphere from escaping out to the airless moon’s surface. As the dropship slowly spun about, lining up for its run over to the center of the deck to align with the exit column, David resigned himself to finishing off the guards that were still shooting plasma at the Archons, along with however many others might be on their way in. The Word had beat them this time, but there was still a chance that they’d be able to intercept the shipment on the other end of wherever it was going if the beacon remained active.
Just then half a dozen plasma lances flashed together in one direction, and David saw that Jet was drawing the fire as he sprinted across the deck, stepping up on top of a crate sitting on a lifter who’s driver had fled once the shooting started, and using the large box as a stepping stone to jump up onto the wing of a parked falcon, though the impossibly long leap came up short and he had to pull a one handed smack/grab to stay on top. As he climbed up and got his feet under him David shot one of the guards that was coming out of cover to target him.
“Jet, what are you doing?”
“Shut up, I’m busy,” the Archon said as he got himself fully up onto the wingtip…then he stood up from his crouched position and sprinted down the length of the long wing.
David ran up towards the crates, tracking down another pair of guards, but he kept throwing glances over towards Jet, unsure of what he was doing…then he saw him run and long jump off the other end of the dropship, crossing a gap of several meters to where he once again smack/grabbed the wing of the dragon as it passed by. 
He was going to ask him what he had in mind, but as Jet had pointed out he was busy, so David kept quiet and paid as much attention as he could while dealing with the guards.
Jet climbed up over the wing’s edge, glad the Archon armor had grippy finger pads, and ran across the wide wing as the dropship eased its way into the ascension column, giving him a view of stars above his head through the slightly blue-tinted energy fields. As the ship settled into proper alignment, for the width of the dragon almost matched the width of the opening in the ceiling, Jet ran towards the bent forward portion of the flying wing and dropped to his knees over where he knew the cockpit was, though like all Star Force space ships there were no windows for him to look through.
Fortunately for Archon acolytes that wasn’t a problem.
As the dropship began its ascent, pushing Jet closer and closer to the energy field, his black/white Pefbar vision flicked on and he was suddenly able to see down through the hull plates and into the cockpit where the two pilots were seated. Seeing they were slightly behind him he slid across the dragon’s white exterior, knowing he needed to be as close as possible to make this work. 
As Jet’s head passed through the first of two containment fields it bumped him slightly, given that it had to maintain some pressure to keep the gasses inside, then he was into the airlock chamber that was little more than a short vertical tube that led to a second shield, on the outside of which was the city surface.
Ignoring his ever changing location, Jet targeted both pilots’ minds and pumped a Fornax blast into each, with both men slumping in their chairs, one of which fell face forward into the control panel. Jet cringed but didn’t notice any change until he passed through the second shield and saw the city’s spires start to rotate slightly as the dropship began to twist as its port thruster was continuously firing. 
“Whoops,” he said, releasing the Fornax flow into that man while continuing to disrupt the other with repetitive hits that saw his slump tilt to the side and cause him to fall out of his seat. The other man got his motor control back for a moment, sitting up and switching off the thruster control that he’d hit before slumping and twitching again, this time with a gentle telekinetic bump to the side of his head that toppled him out of his seat and onto the floor.
Jet released his barrage for a moment, using his Pefbar to study the control boards. He was about to activate the thruster control when the men started to get up, then he hit them with another blast, following by a quick tug of the controls.
The gentle spin the slowly ascending dropship was in nulled out, then Jet got the anti-grav set into neutral, which stopped their rise. He risked a glance to the side and saw the city spires now beneath him, with only the more or less flat expanse of the city visible over the wing and the rocky landscape of the moon beyond that, otherwise there was just a mass of stars over his head and all around him…and he realized that if he fell from this height, low grav world or not, he was probably going to die.
So when the pilots started to get up again he slammed another, more forceful Fornax blast into them, knowing that if they hit the main drive the momentum would slide him off the wing and down he would fall.
Telekinetically using the pilots’ controls in between repeated Fornax blasts to keep them subdued, Jet got the ship descending very slowly, hoping that they were still more or less aligned with the entrance to the spaceport. With his Pefbar he couldn’t see any of the display screens within the cockpit, only the flat material of the screens that appeared like a blank wall section. So it wasn’t all that surprising when the right wing suddenly began to tip up and his grip on the dragon’s hull began to get dicey.
He reacted quickly, killing the descent and stopping the dragon at a 35 degree angle…still enough to hold on to if he was careful. He twisted his head around as much as he dared, while still pounding the pilots with Fornax. He saw the inside lip of the spaceport ring to his left, along with the gap between it and the dipped wing, so he used the controls and slid the dragon over in that direction, eventually feeling the right wing drag loose.
The anti-grav controls auto-righted the level of the dropship, which Jet was grateful for, so he only had to trigger another descent down into the spaceport. When the first containment field passed up over his head he felt a sense of relief, and when the second followed his armor switched over from self-contained reserve oxygen to environment draw, meaning he was no longer on the clock there.
The dragon bottomed out before Jet could find the landing gear deployment button, crunching the hull slightly but otherwise leaving the ship intact. When Jet turned off the anti-grav entirely the wings began to tip to the left as the ship started to roll over, so he quickly reactivated it at a low setting, just enough to balance the tilt out.
“Jet, you are one badass nutcase,” David said with a laugh.
“Will you shut up and get inside before it takes off again,” Jet said, searching for the boarding ramp cockpit release button while once again having to disrupt and subdue the pilots with a Fornax blast…along with a third individual that came up into the cockpit to see what the hell was going on. 
“Keep it down long enough for me to get the emergency panel off,” David said as he sprinted across the deck towards where it had come down, looking for a toolkit he could grab along the way. If he didn’t find one he’d just have to use his plasma rifle and armored knuckles to improvise, for the exterior release switch was buried under hull armor, meant only to be used as a last resort if some idiot triggered the ramp to seal up then jumped outside before it could fully close, leaving no one inside to open it again.
“No need,” Jet said, smiling underneath his helmet at both the headache he was developing and the button he’d found. He used his Lachka and telekinetically pressed it, then focused his remaining mental strength on keeping the pilots away from the controls.
“You’re getting a pay raise for this,” David joked as he continued to sprint forward, now seeing the boarding ramp start to lower, though it was all the way over on his left. He angled that way, goosing a little more speed out of his armored legs, not knowing how long it’d be down or who would be waiting inside.
Assad got to it first, with David following him in 6 seconds later. Jet kept up his Fornax until he saw Assad’s mind come up to the cockpit and shoot the pilots unconscious, then Jet let his helmet hit the hull for a moment of rest. Eventually he got up and slid off the front of the dragon, dropping hard to the distant ground and rolling out of his fall as he’d done in training thousands of times before. 
He picked himself up then circled around to the ramp, running up it into the face of mountains of cargo. He picked his way through it, focusing on the minds he felt ahead, of which there were many. When he got out of the hold and up into the passenger section he found it packed with now unconscious people…all of which were wearing different, yet similarly styled clothing. 
Jet turned one over, looking at the man and shuffling around his paint-splattered shirt for an ID. He pulled it out and examined the small, flat rectangle, finding nothing out of place about it, but he still got the feeling these weren’t varied people catching a ride up to orbit. 
“Dropship secure,” David said over the teamcomm. “How’s the hangar look?”
“Rounding up the strays now,” Nathan answered, shooting a random worker that was only now fleeing across the deck. He was probably harmless, but better not to take chances. Besides, Nathan was getting tired of playing nice when everyone in the city seemed to be coming after them…and if this guy ran into an incoming security detachment and told them exactly where they are, it could cost them a surprise attack or a few seconds head start, so the guy got a green splatter on the back and a face plant into the deck as he fell.
Nathan ran along the row between parked dropships back towards the end where the dragon had originally been. Lio was doing the same only a few rows over, with both of them looking with their Ikrid senses for any minds still lurking around. Almost all of the dropships were empty, awaiting crew and cargo, but every now and then there’d be a worker who hadn’t left their post, figuring to ride out the ruckus and then get back to work…or maybe just being naïve enough not to realize the significance of plasma fire. 
The next guy Nathan came across had an excuse, for he was welding a patch inside a partially disassembled transport, this one not of Star Force make. He let him get finished with what he was working on, then tapped him on the shoulder. The man extinguished the torch and turned around, only to get a stinger to the chest. Nathan caught him before he could land on his equipment, then laid him out on the floor for a not so uncomfortable nap.
From there on down to where the dragon had been was clear…save for one mind up in a crate stack where it shouldn’t have been. When Nathan got closer he realized it wasn’t actually in the crates, but behind them up high in the wall. 
Frowning, Nathan turned on his Pefbar and got the traditional spherical vision, then he narrowed it to a cone and shot it up towards the mind like a spotlight, seeing through the crates as he walked up to the closest ones. Back behind them there was an air duct, pumping in fresh and processed atmosphere into the bay…and just inside it was someone hiding. The grate was in place, but the person was definitely inside.
Whoever it was, he wasn’t staying there, and Nathan began hopping up the crate stack and working his way around a few peaks to get over to near where the vent was, which the workers who’d stacked the crates up against the wall had wisely left an opening around. 
As Nathan got closer his Pefbar increased in detail, and he could make out the arms and legs of the person crunched down inside the shaft before he got into view, then when he came around from the side and stepped up to within a couple meters of the grate the person pulled something out of his sleeve, a tiny pebble from the Archon’s view, and moved it towards his mouth.
On instinct Nathan telekinetically yanked it out of his hand and levitated it outside through the grating. The tiny object pulled a sharp right turn in the air outside and flew straight into Nathan’s hand as he walked up, keeping a close Pefbar eye on the person. One glance was all he needed, and the Archon knew he’d guessed right.
He stepped up to the grate, slid his fingers in through the gaps and pulled, popping it off and tossing the metal net aside…then he knelt down so he could see straight into the face of the man hunkering down with a startled and also resigned look on his face.
“Come out or I’ll drag you out,” Nathan said, knowing the man could decide to flee down the duct for as far as he could get, but apparently he wasn’t going to try that…or maybe already had. Nathan stretched out his Pefbar to see where it led just in case he did dart off, and found that about 10 meters back it dropped straight down well below floor level, meaning the man had cornered himself within his little hideout.
“Now,” Nathan repeated when he didn’t move.
The man sighed and crawled forward, sliding out and down half a meter to the crate floor where he rolled over his shoulders before standing up and brushing himself off. “That’s a neat trick…mind telling me how you did it?”
The man was dressed casually, same as the others in the dropship, though Nathan didn’t know that, for it was his calm, almost disinterested demeanor that sent a warning flag up in the back of the Archon’s mind. 
“Would it matter if I did? You don’t have any cameras around here for your buddies to listen in on, do you?”
The man smiled. “No, this is just a standard spaceport. Not one of our facilities, which I believe you breached the other day.”
“Booby trapping prisoners is low,” Nathan growled.
“They served a purpose, assuming we got at least one of you. I know you somehow managed to disable the door bomb, but there was no way we…”
Two stingers at pointblank range to the chest cut off his sentence and dropped the man to the ground unconscious. Nathan shot him in the head a third time, just for good measure, then crunched the kill pill that was still in his hand and tossed aside the resulting dust as he knelt down and began searching the man’s pockets.
“David, I got one.”
“One what?” Green Team’s leader asked back over the comm.
Nathan found a larger object in a chest pocket of the man’s loose shirt and pulled out a pair of what looked like ordinary sunglasses, though he knew they were anything but.
“An Agent.”
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