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May 1, 2552


Gamu System (Delta
Region)


Mensqua



 

Jamka waited patiently as the Lemickas vendor counted
out the Critel’s currency chips, a somewhat unusual
procedure given the electronic banking systems the ADZ worlds used but spacers
were notorious for preferring hard currency, especially when they dealt with
various races. Given that the Lemickas sold a good percentage of their products
to spacers they had a well-established system in place to handle large currency
transfers…which always required at least two counts.


Jamka watched as the shorter Lemickas ran his Star
Force credits through a machine that counted for him the second time, shoveling
the small stacks into the input cone and watching them disappear inside. Each
credit had an electronic signature inside the durable shell of the palm-sized
currency, identifying which coin it was and what value it had. Given the two
bags worth that the Critel had laid on the counter the Lemickas had opted for
the machine rather than a hand count.


Most of the credit coins Jamka had given him were
large, but given that he was purchasing starships
that was to be expected. Most of the coins were 1,000 credit triangles, but
there were a handful of 10,000 thicker triangles thrown into the mix plus a lot
of lesser valued coins that brought the two bags’ full total to what the
purchase cost of the 6 vessels would be, given that Jamka had counted them out
himself earlier.


Once the vendor confirmed the exact price was paid it
transferred ownership records to Jamka and gave him a physical pass card that
would allow him to take possession. Without another word the Critel left the
vendor and headed off through the shipyard. The interior was a massive commerce
hub, designed and built by the Lemickas to facilitate their business, with the
actual construction slips for their starships spaced around it in clumps. Some
of them held completed starships, others held those still being built or
refurbished.


Jamka’s new purchases were
located in two different holding areas, with him headed first for the communal
areas where his crewers were waiting for him. They were a mix of Critel and
four other races, but all had worked for him for multiple years and they were
individuals he could trust. Less savory individuals that his business relied upon
to function had been left behind to be picked up later, for the last thing he
wanted was for one of his new purchases to go missing as soon as they left the
system.


As crazy as that sounded it wasn’t unheard of. There
was corruption and backstabbing going on every day in the ADZ, and while there
were no outright wars going on inside thanks to Star Force’s restrictions on
such things and their willingness to throw their superior tech around in order
to enforce them, everything else was practically a free for all so long as you
didn’t poke the sleeping giant.


Those areas where Star Force had no presence, which
was most of the ADZ, the local races controlled or ‘claimed’ to control their
societies, but largely it was all a jumbled, chaotic mix of cultures, codes,
and lawlessness. Jamka had heard plenty of stories of ships going missing from
other spacers’ fleets for a variety of reasons, but usually it was either
pirates or an inside job.


Now would be a perfect opportunity for someone to
steal one of his new purchases, with only a handful of people to form skeleton
crews, which was why he’d pulled several of his most trusted employees off
their current assignments in order to bring them here to man the ships as they
took them back to base.


Jamka rounded up his shippers from the lounging and
entertainment areas, allowing them a few minutes to finish up their meals, then
took them straight to the restricted sections of the shipyard that his pass
card got them into. As a group they walked through the more or less deserted
corridors until they came to another vendor station where Jamka presented his
credentials. 


After a quick check he was given access to one of the
nearby airlocks that connected to the first of the starships he’d purchased. He
boarded with three of his crew, inspecting the medium-sized cargo hauler and
finding all was in order. The Critel left the crew onboard to do a more
thorough inspection and proceeded to the next ship on his recent purchase list,
leaving behind three more there and at the other ships he eventually got
through checking.


Jamka stayed onboard the last, intent on commanding
that vessel out of Lemickas territory himself. He proceeded with a full
inspection and conferred with the other temporary Captains, finding everything
in order. He’d expected no less given the Lemickas’ reputation for
craftsmanship, but he’d learned long ago not to take anything for granted. 


The ship he’d taken was the smallest of the six and
the only warship. It was designed for a crew of 60, but him
and the seven others with him would be enough to get it moved out of the system
and back to their base in the Vannsep System. He’d
only come to this world to make the purchase, but otherwise did no business
here. Mensqua had a minimal Star Force presence, as
all Alliance worlds did along the borders between the 8 regional slots, but
they also possessed a planet of their own in the system and that kept a lot of
shenanigans from going on. 


On the down side, that meant that a lot of the local
economies relied on the Star Force markets and there was little business
opportunity there for Jamka’s fleet. He serviced
areas of the ADZ where Star Force had no economic presence, or rather where
they had so little that they couldn’t meet the full demand. That accounted for
most of the ADZ, but not this system. The Lemickas had two territorial slots on
this world and were in the process of securing a third from a deal in the works
with the Densan, who were trying to consolidate their own holdings into a few,
highly developed regions and selling off the others for an exorbitant price.


Word was they were currently haggling over that price,
but once the deal was settled the Densan would leave the planet and the
Lemickas would expand into the new region. Such shuffling was occurring on a
slow, but steady basis throughout the ADZ as the various powers sought
advantage over the others. The Lemickas were choosing to develop Mensqua specifically because of the Star Force planet in
the system because it offered them a much greater resource base than the
limited facilities on Mensqua…and the industrious
little race of bipeds was buying up everything they could from the Humans and
using it to fuel their own shipbuilding industry.


That industry was larger than Star Force’s own now,
given that they built quality ships that undercut Star Force’s prices by a
hefty margin and there was such a huge market for ships within the ADZ that no
one faction could supply it all. Most races preferred to spend their limited
resources on that which would give them the most return in the ongoing power
games being played on the economic front, and in most cases they didn’t want to
suffer the expense of building their own shipyards when there was a much
cheaper and efficient means of purchasing starships from a nearby vendor.


The Lemickas were happy to be one of only a handful of
such large scale providers and Jamka bought exclusively from them. Star Force
ships were preferred, but they were far too expensive. The Lemickas built solid
ships that he could rely on and still make a profit…besides, Star Force queues
were so backlogged that he’d have to wait years to get a purchase order from
them. So much of their production was going to the warfront now that the
Lemickas and a handful of others had actually surpassed them as the primary
starship vendors within the ADZ.


They also built warships, which Star Force did not
sell. Jamka needed another because the piracy rates were beginning to creep up
amongst his competitors. His own fleet hadn’t been hit yet, but he was having to run some convoys without an escort and that
was something he literally couldn’t afford to do much longer. Star Force ships
were constantly on the prowl in Alliance systems and their own, but with the
fronts sucking so many of them away the pirates had gotten a bit
bolder…sometimes too bold and Star Force would nail them, but the successful
strike rates were climbing and in truth most of the other races didn’t care so
long as they didn’t hit any of their shipping lines.


That left independent shippers like Jamka as easy prey
if they couldn’t defend themselves…and given the fact that virtually all of his
business occurred well away from Star Force’s fleet he needed the ability to
fend off at least light attacks and perhaps scare others away before they could
happen.


Jamka would have brought one of his current warships
into the system to escort the cargo ships out if he hadn’t been purchasing one
of his own today. He’d brought along enough crew to be able to fly and shoot at
the same time, but he didn’t expect any trouble here. No, if there was to be
any pirate activity it would be in transit or at their eventual destination.


Once all six ships were checked and prepped, Jamka had
his fleet move off from the shipyard and gradually transition over to the
stellar jumpline. They made a group microjump out to the double stars at system
center, ending up at the larger of the pair and
transitioning around to their exiting jumpline. Running their drives nearly as
high as they would go, the Lemickas-built ships launched themselves into a slow
jump without the benefit of a jumpship.


It would take nearly 3 weeks for the first leg of
their journey and some 8 in total before they arrived at their home base, but
the ability to free fly through the ADZ without having to own a jumpship or
purchase a berth on one was something that could never be overvalued. Star
Force’s ADZ transit system would have gotten them to their destination within 2
weeks, but the cost of taking all six ships in the hold of a jumpship was far
more expensive than the fuel and time he would expend traveling independently.
It was one of the reasons for the profit margins he had, for Star Force vessels
available for sale didn’t have the drives strong enough to make independent
jumps.


That wasn’t due to a lack of tech, but because they
built them small and efficient knowing that they’d only need to make insystem
microjumps. Those independent shippers that went that way utilized either their
own jumpship fleet or, more likely, purchased travel berths on the grid, giving
them faster shipping times but much more costly ones.


And Jamka’s customers valued
cost more than they did time.


They also valued not having to deal with Star Force in
any way, shape, or form, especially if some of the cargos they were having
shipped didn’t match up with ADZ protocol.


Jamka knew better than to risk that, so he kept his
fleet clean of any obvious contraband…at least anything large enough to stand
out to a casual inspection. Small items, a few individuals seeking to go
unnoticed…that sort of thing was standard practice and considered a small risk,
but Jamka wasn’t going to go any further, for the stories of how Star Force had
dealt with previous violations had put the fear into many independent shippers.
‘Break their rules and they take your ships’ was their standard practice…and
they wouldn’t return them, essentially putting you out of business for the
first offense.


Several large shippers had had their entire operation
shut down by Star Force, with their Archon strike teams coming in and blowing through
any personal security they’d had in place. No, the wise knew to avoid Star
Force and their code of conduct…and be extremely clean whenever operating under
their gaze.


Technically the entire ADZ was under their code, so
there was always a risk of them finding out about violations and coming down on
you for them, which was why Jamka wasn’t going to risk his fleet on anything
obvious. That said, when operating in the shadows you
had to let a few small violations slip by just to pick up some extra credits. 


The systems that Jamka’s
small convoy moved through were inhabited save for one, which made it the
biggest risk of getting jumped. When they arrived there were a scattering of
other ships in transit as well, but none came near to his and he made sure they
spent as little time as possible making the transition around the star to their
outgoing jumpline. After that the chance of pirate raids was less, but he knew
better than to ever let his guard down.


Eventually he arrived back in the Vannsep
System, which had no Star Force presence whatsoever. It was a Lacvamat system,
with three inhabited planets, one of which belonged to the Reen. The system
itself had been given to the Lacvamat along with 5 others for them to colonize
independently, putting them on par with the Scionate, Dvapp, and Hycre colonies
that existed without Star Force assigned territorial slots on Alliance worlds.


The Reen had negotiated with the Lacvamat to get their own planet in the system. It wasn’t a very good world,
barely habitable for their race, but it was their own and outside of Star
Force’s leash. Technically they still had to obey the same rules given that
they were in the ADZ, but Star Force had no outpost in the system, making it a
defacto ‘free’ zone, though with the Archons able to snoop about one never knew
when or if they’d come down on you.


On occasion you’d hear of a clandestine raid that
scooped up somebody from somewhere, but for the most part Vannsep
was Star Force-free territory…with all the economic opportunities that
entailed. 


Jamka brought his six ships into orbit around Leerbot, one of the two Lacvamat planets, where he had a
private space station. He might be an independent shipper, but he wasn’t one of
the smaller ones. The station they were about to dock with held over 50,000 of
his people and serviced a fleet of some 178 ships of varying sizes. Most of
those were out on business runs at the moment, with only a pair of warships and
3 cargo ships accompanying the station in its lazy orbit some 2,200 kilometers
above the thick-atmosphered planet.


The Lacvamat were an aerial race, with four wings and
a very private mentality. Only a few locations on the surface were accessible
to outsiders, but where visitors were allowed they were welcomed warmly. The
Lacvamat were heavily invested in the power grab going on within the ADZ and
sought to maximize the advantage they had in possessing their own systems. Star
Force had granted them that based on their previous relationship and their
willingness to evacuate their entire population into the ADZ prior to their
systems falling…something that many other races had refused to do, resulting in
a lot of people dying who otherwise could have been saved.


The Lacvamat had chosen not to take part in the
frontline defense of the ADZ, but they maintained their own sizeable warfleet
and patrolled several systems outside their own, essentially holding a bit of
turf and keeping their eyes and ears open for incursions by the lizards or
anyone else. Their territory wasn’t on the edge of the ADZ, so their position
was fairly stable, with many other races complaining about them being given
preferable treatment then refusing to help out with the common defense.


They weren’t alone in that position, for there were
many races living off of Star Force, the Hycre, and the Protovic’s superior
military forces. Rather than try to find ways to assist them as some of the
lesser races did, the Lacvamat kept to their own business with their eventual
aims being anyone’s guess. Jamka had based his operations here because of the
business opportunities and the Lacvamat’s willingness
to work with outsiders, in orbit at least. They’d allowed an independent
contractor to build the station for Jamka, as well as giving him cover to
operate his business and ship throughout their system in return for a few
favors here and there.


And Jamka wasn’t the only one set up here, for the
system was a central hub of the ‘shadow’ sector within the ADZ. The Scionate
also operated in a similar manner, but ever since the recent Star Force coup
there had been a subtle shift away from the quadrupeds’ independence push. The
Scionate were now more in line with the ‘proper’ Star Force backers, though
they still maintained a significant chunk of the shadow business opportunities.


The Lacvamat had gained from their newfound
respectability, recruiting more of the unsavory elements into their territory
along with the legit who simply wanted to get away from Star Force’s choking
presence. Jamka serviced both factions, making inroads where he could and
expanding his business and fleet whenever possible. 


Always on the lookout for trouble, Jamka kept an eye
on the public warning system the Lacvamat had in place and as he brought his
new warship in last to dock with his base and begin getting the full overhaul
that it would need to be brought up to proper ‘shipper’ specs…meaning a lot of
concealed compartments and other scoundrel gems…he noticed a small warning
flashing up, with location coordinates of a new no-go zone within the planet’s
atmosphere.


He pulled the warning up, wanting to know ahead of
time of any trouble going on anywhere in the system, and saw a report of a ship
having gone off course and entering a restricted zone of the planet…then
according to the report it had exploded while on descent through the
atmosphere. The immediate area was being locked down by Lacvamat security,
heavily, and there was an unnecessary reminder to everyone else not to go
anywhere close to the explosion zone where they were now beginning to recover
debris.


That made no sense to Jamka, for if the Lacvamat had
shot it down there would be no need for such a lockdown. Something about this
didn’t feel right, and the Critel made sure to keep up to date on the news
reports and official warnings coming in…as well as the unofficial word that
began spreading around, for within a week all hell began breaking loose down on
the planet and the Lacvamat fleet came down to low orbit and put a planetary
lockdown in place with no one being allowed to come or go.


A day later a similar freeze was put on all orbital
traffic, stranding Jamka and his ships at his station, but he knew better than
to defy the warnings. The Lacvamat were not to be trifled with, and whatever
was going on had brought them out of their normal seclusion into full militant
mode.


Jamka knew his best bet was to simply stay still and
silent and hope whatever was going on would sort itself out without him or any
of his people getting caught in the middle of it. 
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August 12, 2552


Plenx System (Dvapp
Territory)


Rvitx



 

“Where are they?”
Donn-1001 asked in the trade language, leaning over the holo table in his
striker armor as the wind whipped across the open air outpost.


One of the four Dvapp with him extended a tendril from
its column-like mass and pointed to a nearby area on the battlefield map.


“Here. There are
several subsurface caverns that the Aronsic appear to be moving through.”


“Do you have
them charted?”


“No.”


“Then we do this
the hard way. Heavy scout team, formed on me. We’ll go in and flush them out,
but you have to keep them away from here,” Donn emphasized, pointing to a
relatively flat section of the barren, rocky landscape on the map that held the
entrance to one of the Dvapp’s mining stations. It
was mostly below ground with only a small surface facility, but it held
subsurface tunnel links to 5 nearby facilities…and similar tunnel links were
allowing the Skarrons to assault many other Dvapp facilities in the area. If
they broke through here, they were practically inviting them to spread further.


“I do not know
if we can,” the Dvapp said honestly. The Skarrons had no walkers in play,
but they were flooding the area with infantry while the big toys from both
sides were off playing elsewhere on the planet.


“Slow them down
when they’re crossing terrain, but do not let them mass out in the open. Buy me
time to plug a few holes.”


“We will try.”


Donn nodded and left the holotable,
walking across the small prefab Star Force outpost and electronically tagging
two other Archons nearby to follow him. He picked up a half dozen Dvapp on the
way and the 9 of them ran out through the entrance and onto the orange/brown
cracked ground that made up the majority of the planet. A few meters out and
they ran up a hillside before sliding in between boulders and making their way
over the varied terrain towards the caverns the Dvapp had indicated.


It was more than 8 kilometers away straight shot, but
with so many ravines and other topography a straight anything wasn’t going to happen. Donn didn’t have a jump pack,
which would have helped him greatly, because his Dvapp troops didn’t have any.
He only had a few Archons and commandos assigned to what was a low priority
region on the planet that had been basically left up for grabs while the heavy
fighting was occurring elsewhere.


Only some local ‘troops’ were available, but Paul had
sent him to the region to do what he could while he and the others fought the
heavy opposition in orbit and some 6 different ground sites, two of which the
Skarrons had already secured and built into fortified anti-air havens. With the
Voku disrupting Skarron reinforcements the enemy had abandoned all but six
invaded systems, choosing to throw everything they had at them while leaving
the ground troops on the other worlds to do what damage they could before being
wiped out.


Donn had come from one such Protovic world that they’d
just finished cleaning up, and it hadn’t been an easy affair. With so much
anti-air fire capable of coming from the ground troops most of them had to be
taken out down low else risk losing a sizeable chunk of your navy to do it from
orbit or the air…and right now Star Force couldn’t waste drones taking the easy
route, leaving the dirty work up to the ground troops.


That hadn’t entirely been true here, with several
naval strikes supplementing the Star Force troops before a warfleet had arrived
to reinforce the Skarrons’ hold over orbit. Their blockade of the planet had
only grown in number as fleets from neighboring systems had redeployed here to
help secure the ground gains they’d made. Two small Star Force fleets had come
as well, with Paul commanding one, that had kept the
Skarrons from attempting a forced overrun of the 6 Sentinels around the planet.


That no longer looked to be in the cards, but an
enormous number of ground troops were being escorted down to the surface en
mass and a huge surface campaign was underway. While that was happening the
Skarrons were pushing out to secondary and tertiary regions with infantry alone
and taking most of them almost by default. Donn had been sent to try and secure
one of the regions now coming under assault by taking command of the Dvapp
there and adding a little Archon magic to the mix...though it was questionable
as to whether that would make enough of a difference.


He’d already reorganized their shoddy defense, for
most of these Dvapp were not soldiers. They were essentially militia rounded up
from workers and denizens that were otherwise simply going to be killed as the
Skarrons came through. Under his direction the past 3 days they had begun to
offer more resistance, but the Skarrons kept progressing forward despite the
many ambushes Donn was organizing against them.


Recently enemy infantry had been popping up into
locations they had no business being in, with the newly revealed subsurface
caverns giving the Skarrons an underground route to bypass some of the
surprises the Archon had been laying out for them.


It was to the nearest of those confirmed locations
that he was now running, with two acolytes in tow trying to keep pace with the
much faster Archon. He slowed enough not to lose them while the Dvapp scurried
across the ground like bouncy snakes, moving in a mix of a crawl and leaping
stride as the giant, crystal worms moved as fast as they could. A lot of the
time they’d simply fall on the rocks rather than try and step around them,
melting into the crevices and moving past in a partially liquid fashion, but
over flat ground they couldn’t keep up with Donn and were just barely managing
over the varied terrain.


Inside their bodies they carried their weapons,
suspended in the midst of the crystalline goo as if they’d ate them. Each was a
hard shard about the size of the Archon’s forearm that made up their version of
a rifle that fired a yellow energy beam about 3 times as intense as a lachar.
The beams were long in duration, requiring them to be held on target as opposed
to a quick flash that Donn’s plasma rifle wielded,
but given that the Dvapp didn’t move that fast to begin with they fit their
physiology well and could burn through the Skarrons’ thick skin quickly when
given the opportunity. 


About halfway to the waypoint he’d put on the
battlemap for him and the other two Archons to track towards they met up with a
few Hobbit scouts. Donn broke left and began to flank them as the line moved
forward, then another Archon moved out to the right giving them flankers on
both sides. The striker accelerated on his zigzaggy path now that he had no one
following him and got up to within 10 meters of the first Hobbit, gunning him down
with a quick pair of plasma streaks before he noticed the four more nearby via
Ikrid.


Heading straight for them he rounded a car-sized
boulder and mowed down the two nearest him with plasma,
then kicked another aside before telekinetically yanking the rifle out of the
hand of the fourth. He killed those two within a pair of seconds and moved on,
eventually coming back up to the line of Dvapp that had continued moving
forward at pace, knowing they had to get to those caverns sooner rather than
later.


Donn eventually got back into the lead position, with
the acolyte coming back as well after dealing with a pair of scouts on his side
of the line. After a lot more running the Archon brought the full scouting
group to a halt, with the Dvapp literally melting into the rocks around them to
get out of sight while Donn cautiously walked ahead as far as he dared, using
his Ikrid and Pefbar to scout ahead.


On the other side of the hill he was kneeling against
was a large group…too many to hit, but at the moment they weren’t moving. Donn
plucked a few recent memories from the closest of them and confirmed another
cavern exit nearby with more infantry coming up through it and assembling for a
new push on the Dvapp infrastructure further to the south.


Getting an approximate size on the deployment, Donn
got his scouts moving laterally and worked his way around it, eventually
getting back to their original path on the far side while logging the position
of the enemy troops on the battlemap so those back in the outpost would know
where they were. What little aerial surveillance they had was complicated by
the rocky terrain, and it was possible that the intermittent cloud cover could
block it entirely.


He didn’t know if this group had been spotted or not,
but it was better that he log it just in case and sent the data back with a
pulse transmission, knowing that if the Skarrons tracked it back to their
location they wouldn’t find them, given that they were staying on the move.


It took a while and some more dodging/killing of
scouting groups until they eventually got to the entrance that he’d been made
aware of back in the outpost. It too had troops pooling around it, but less
than a minute after the scout team arrived the enemy infantry began to move
out, sneaking their way through the house-sized rocks and cracks within the
ravines and traveling in several strands across to where Donn didn’t know, but
they were heading in a generally west direction. 


He logged that too, then
brought his team down into the hollow that the troops had just left, finding
several overhangs cut out by wind or water a long time ago that had the ground
chewed up with footprints. Nearby was a narrow crack in the rock that led to
the subsurface caverns, with Donn heading in without hesitation given that his
Pefbar gave him a limited heads up to what was ahead, though too much rock
would block his ‘x-ray’ vision as well.


The two acolytes followed him in, then the Dvapp after
that, taking them out of transmission range and into the planet’s crust in
search of more enemies and where they were moving about. 


As soon as he got inside Donn began recording a new
map, placing waypoints for himself and the other two and having them move off
down every branch they came across with their armor emitting a low level signal
that essentially measured the shape of the hollows and added a crude schematic
to the map on his HUD, though several times it would update in chunks when one
of the acolytes came back into normal battlemap transmission range, which in
this case was line of sight of only a few meters given the rock that was
everywhere was blocking all standard signals. 


The Archons tried to run to save time, but the
chambers were so narrow and jagged that the best they could manage was a slow
jog most of the time until one of the acolytes finally found a route out of the
maze that led to a much larger chasm some 215 meters below the surface.


Donn followed the others down there, with the acolyte
signaling for silence as they approached. When the striker came through he got
down on his belly and crawled across the small slope down to a large boulder
where his fellow Archon was crouching…and on the other side of which was a dry
creek bed with hundreds of Hobbits milling about.


His armor sensors were mapping out only part of the
chamber, which was more than a football field wide and stretched off both to
the left and right in a ragged U-shape that had them currently on the peak. The
Hobbits were scattered, apparently waiting while more came in, for Donn could
hear movement to the left in the extreme distance as well as sense some of the
closer minds. There were more coming this way, not in
great numbers but enough that he knew this scattered group was going to
grow…and there were a few Skarrons with them.


The Hobbits could see well in the dark, he knew, but
the Skarrons less so. The chamber was pitch black, without a single light to
see by and the Dvapp moving around mostly by feel, though knowing they were
going underground they’d ‘ingested’ a small nightvision device that gave them
some sight capability when used, though at the moment none of them were for
they didn’t want to give away their location with the little pings of lights
that they emitted.


“More on the way?” the acolyte next to Donn asked via
the comm, with the other holding back in the narrow tunnels with the Dvapp.


“Yeah, with most outside my range I’d guess,” he said,
crouching down behind the rock and ‘looking’ with his psionics. 


“Map or fight?”


“I don’t think we have the option of just mapping, but
we can’t engage them head on either. Fight and run, but without knowing where
we’re going that’s going to be tricky.”


“Send me out to map the right side,” the acolyte
suggested. “If I get into trouble you can ambush, and at least you’ll have some
idea of what the layout is.”


“Nice to have a volunteer,” he commented. “Go quietly
as far as you can.”


The acolyte crawled off to another rock without a word
and disappeared around the far side, with Donn tracking him via Ikrid when the
battlemap signals eventually cut out from so much rock in between and no lateral
transmitters to relay. A quick telepathic signal brought the other acolyte down
out of cover, crawling up beside him to the spot the other had just left.


“What’s up?”


“Hold the fort and keep the Dvapp here. I’m going left
and getting a better read on the layout.”


“Kind of crowded that way.”


“I know,” Donn said, leaving the group behind and
moving off. There were Hobbits some 20 meters ahead of him that he had to
avoid, but with a few Jedi mind tricks it wasn’t difficult. Finding the proper
rocks and crevices to move through was, and Donn forced himself to go slow and
be as invisible as he could while his armor automatically updated the battlemap
for every meter that he crossed.


The Archon got some 150 meters down before he could go
no further, not because of geography but because of too many eyes being nearby.
He stopped and tried to knock a few of them asleep, but those standing wouldn’t
go down so easily, and the third one that he tried shook off the effect just
enough to stumble and fall over a small cliff, landing two meters down and
drawing the attention of the others. 


When that happened the two that were asleep looked to
be dead at a glance and an alarm went up, prompting Donn to get moving before
they could figure out where he and the others were. Jumping out of cover he
ran, slide/hopping across two large boulders up to the nearest Hobbit and
punched him down into the ground, knocking him out with a single hit then
jumping another one before the first white orb lit up the dark cavern as he was
spotted.


Blue plasma streaks tracked the source of the orb and
killed that Hobbit, with many more popping up like fireflies as Donn ran about
gunning down the few easy targets he had before probing a little deeper and
eating up some of his shield energy, knowing that his battlemap would continue
to update until he eventually got too much attention and had to fall
back…fighting his way through more of the Hobbits that were seeming to come out
of the rocks from every angle.


A second blue plasma lance shot by him, followed by
three yellow beams that reminded him of the sentinels from Halo. They burned
into their targets for what seemed like an overly long period of time, but took
them down in single hits save for the Skarron that came charging down through
the widest gap in the rocks…and extremely angry from the brief emotional surge
Donn picked up from it when he pulled a location trace on the nearby minds.


As soon as the striker got back behind cover his
attention went directly to his battlemap, with the section from the other
acolyte not yet having been added…then suddenly it was, all at once as the
Archon popped up on the map some distance away but at higher elevation, giving
the signals line of sight, as well as his comm.


“Found another entrance with a group assembling. Small enough for us to take if you’re not too busy.”


In the distance the other direction Donn felt a swell
of minds pop up on his Ikrid radar, making for a waterfall of enemies churning
down the chasm towards them.


“Might as well, we can’t go the other way,” the
striker said, switching to his exterior comm after telepathically telling the
other acolyte to get moving. “Get moving,”
he told the Dvapp. “I’ll bring up the
rear.”
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Donn fired two plasma lances back into a pack of
Hobbits that were chasing him aboveground, with many more spilling out behind
them as he ran looking backwards but with his Pefbar on so he could see where
he was going without tripping over or running into rocks. The scout group had
managed to slaughter all the Hobbits in the assembly area, but that only seemed
to tick the rest off even more and they were pursuing them heavily as the group
came up out of the surface entrance and began fleeing across the complicated
terrain.


The other two Archons were on point, clearing any
Hobbit scouts in the way while leading the Dvapp out. All six were still with
them, but their physical size had shrunken after taking lots of body hits. The
tiny portions of their crystalline structure that had been vaporized by the
enemy plasma had been left behind as the rest of them reformed into whatever
shape they needed, but Donn knew they couldn’t keep getting whittled down
forever so he’d volunteered himself to play rear guard and harass their
pursuers long enough for the Dvapp to get away.


That was easier said than done given that he was
almost out of ammo, but he did have psionics to use. Right now he was just
trying to get some distance on the Hobbits, but a few dozen meters ahead he
came to a blind spot and disappeared from their view.


When the Hobbits got to that spot and turned the
corner he was gone…then suddenly they fell to the ground twitching as they got
hit by some invisible weapon. Two of their own plasma rifles flew up into the
air and into the Archon’s hands as he reappeared, with the Hobbits unable to do
anything as he shot them dead with their own weapons.


More enemies kept coming so Donn had to stay on the
move as his team made progress further to the east to where the Dvapp had a
forward firebase. It was little more than a camp, but it had some defensive
weapons and barricades that served the troops there. It was 4 kilometers off,
and with the damage the Dvapp had taken they weren’t traveling over ground as
fast as they had been on arrival so Donn needed to buy them as much time as
possible.


He thought about leading the Hobbits off another
direction, but nixed that idea with the thought of them splitting up and
catching up to the Dvapp from behind. Speed-wise that shouldn’t happen, for the
Dvapp were still faster, but with such an irregular terrain he wasn’t going to
risk them getting ambushed from behind and decided to keep fighting a rear
guard action while he monitored their progress via Ikrid. 


Back and forth he ran, engaging a few then getting
some distance from the others only to come at them from another angle. Twice he
nearly got in over his head and took armor damage, but he succeeded in buying enough
time for the others to get a decent head start, then
ran to catch up with them before they finally made it to the outpost.


Once there the task wasn’t done, for the Hobbits were
still following and appeared to be going to mount a full assault on the wide
ravine where the camp was. Donn grabbed some ammo from a small stash of Star
Force supplies there and headed back out, climbing up a small ridge and taking
a sniper position, more to see from than shoot, and plotted out his next
ambush.


Six hours later the camp was overrun and the survivors
were forced to retreat on a Dvapp cargo ship that came in to pick them up, but
overall more than 2,500 Hobbits lay dead throughout the ravine along with a few
dozen Dvapp, though their bodies literally melted away upon death, leaving only
a puddle of pure liquid goo behind.


When the transport brought the three Archons and some
211 Dvapp back to a city that hadn’t yet come under attack, Donn was flagged
down by a newly arrived detachment of some 22 commandos and the ranger that had
come with them. The striker jogged over to his fellow Archon who exchanged a
wrist clap, which had both men shaking hands by grabbing one another’s wrists
in a firm binary grip.


“Nice work out there,” the ranger commented. “Saw the
results on the way in.”


“Glad to have some more help,” Donn added, releasing
the Archon’s hand.


“Actually we’re your relief. Paul needs you in orbit
ASAP.”


Donn frowned. “What’s up?”


“He didn’t say, but knew you wouldn’t want to leave
the Dvapp on their own so he sent us to replace
you…immediately.”


Donn had mixed feelings about that. The region was
still far from secure, and no matter how many Hobbits they killed there always
seemed to be more to replace them. 


“We’ve found a series of subsurface caverns that the
Skarrons are moving through. I wouldn’t recommend going down there again, but
we haven’t fully mapped out their tunnels. They’re using them to pop up where
we aren’t expecting them.”


“Peachy.”


“Any chance of air support?”


“Not yet, but we’ll do what we can to hold down the
fort.”


“Alright,” Donn said, having a bad feeling about
leaving. Ranger or not, Donn’s higher level psionics
were going to be missed in the swap out. “Good luck.”


“Likewise,” the Archon said, with the pair parting and
Donn heading for the nearby dropship that had brought the commandos in along
with a good pile of supplies. 


He ran up the ramp and into the hold, then found the pilot conversing with a couple of
crewmembers.


“I take it you’re my ride?”


“As soon as we get the rest of the
cargo off, yes. We’re supposed to take you directly to a ship waiting in
orbit.”


“What ship?”


“A transport.”


Donn frowned again. “Can you get me a comm to the Excalibur?”


“Just a minute,” the pilot stalled, finishing up his
conversion with the crew before they moved off to help unload crates, then he
moved into the cockpit and got a link to the command ship in orbit.


“There you go,” he said, giving Donn his seat.


A brief conversation via audio with the bridge crew
quickly brought about a small hologram of Paul’s torso appearing above the
cockpit control board.


“Sorry for the pullout,” the trailblazer apologized. 


“What’s going on?” Donn asked, pulling his helmet off
and swiping at the sweat on his forehead with his armored fingertips.


“Not my idea,” Paul floated, “but Davis needs you.
There’s a situation brewing with the Lacvamat and with all his special teams
deployed to the front he wants you to come back to head up the investigation.”


“Me or all of Crimson Team?”


“Just you, as far as I know.”


“I trust this can’t wait?” Donn wondered aloud.


“53 million dead with the count rising by the day,”
Paul said flatly. 


“What the hell?”


“There’s an information packet waiting for you, I’ll
let you sort through it without any commentary from me. The transport you’re
heading towards is leaving the system within 2 hours and will get you back to
Iona. From there you’ll have to make your own way.”


“Diverting even a transport for me is reckless with as
bad as we need supplies out here.”


Paul smirked, but it was a humorless smile. “I’m not.
It’s a scheduled return. Davis’s message came in 13 days ago. No point in
pulling you out until your ride was ready.”


“Thank you,” Donn said, realizing that Paul wanted him
down on the surface supplementing the Dvapp as much as the striker did. 


“Figure this out. We’ve got enough on our plate as
is.”


“Understatement of the century,” Donn said as Paul’s
transmission cut out. He wondered just what the hell was going on back inside
the ADZ, but without Paul giving him any hints he was just going to have to
wait till he got to orbit to find out.


In order to make that happen sooner rather than later
Donn went back into the hold and helped with the cargo offloading, cutting a
few minutes off their schedule. Once the dropship was empty it took on a couple
more passengers, all Dvapp, and lifted off…flying first across the surface to
another landing zone in a major city where the crystalized aliens got off, then
the dropship headed straight up to orbit and into the hangar bay of a large
cargo transport.


Once onboard Donn was greeted by the Captain and taken
to temporary quarters where he could get out of his armor and cleaned up in the
interim before the transport left planetary orbit and met up with a distant
jumpship tucked safely away from the Skarron fleet far out in the system where
they couldn’t easy go. Donn ignored the shower and fresh set of clothes waiting
for him and sat down in his armor at the comm terminal and logged in, pulling up the message packet that Paul had promised
would be waiting for him.


There were several files of data, but the striker went
first to the personal message from Davis which became a small hologram set in
front of the flatscreen monitor and hovering over the
keyboard.


“I apologize for interfering with your efforts on the
front, but I need an experienced hand in this situation,” the Star Force
Director said without preamble. “Whether or not you need to pull more of your
team in or others is a decision I’ll leave to you. What we know as of now is
that on June 24th a ship exploded for no apparent cause in the atmosphere over
the Lacvamat world of Leerbot. Within a day a number
of illnesses began to register, followed quickly by a planet-wide epidemic. A
bioweapon is suspected but as of yet it hasn’t been identified nor who used it.
The planet is in lockdown and the Lacvamat are gearing up to start a war with
whoever they think did it.”


“They don’t know, but with more people dying by the
day they’re ready to blow a hole in whoever did. I need you to find out what’s
going on and take whatever steps are necessary in dealing with it. There’s no
time to bring you back to Earth to discuss this in person, so I’ll leave the
details to your discretion so you can get onsite as quickly as possible.”


“I don’t know where this investigation will lead, but
I get the feeling that it’s an inside job…and by that I mean another faction
within the ADZ. I have no proof of that, but with as much attention and
resources being focused on the war fronts there is still a high level of
animosity and competition between the races and without the ability to fight
conventional wars against each other due to our edicts and the Protovic and
Hycre backing us up, the belligerent ones may be reaching for secondary means
of conducting warfare.”


“The ship in question was a standard commercial
transport, no racial affiliation and belonging to an independent shipper that
apparently died in the explosion, though that hasn’t been confirmed. It appears
like a dead end attack with no way to backtrack to the source. We can’t have
that, or we’ll start to see more popping up and the interior of the ADZ could
end up turning into a third front. As you well know we don’t have the resources
to deal with that, so find out what’s going on and bust the appropriate heads.
I’ll deal with the backlash and fallout later.”


“I’ve attached all the data I have at present and will
send updates as they become available, but the Lacvamat are keeping a pretty
tight rein on this. They’ve agreed to allow us access, more as an unbiased
witness to legitimize their payback when they find out who’s to blame, I
imagine, than interested with any real help, but we’ll work with it none the
less. I’m told the bioweapon is race specific to the Lacvamat, given a number
of offworlders on planet that haven’t been infected, but they’re not allowing
anyone to come and go for fear of a second detonation. They’re quarantining the
various regions of their planet to try and keep it from spreading, and with a
local population of 4.3 billion the death toll could climb much higher if those
quarantines are breached…so expected resistance regardless of any permission
you’re given.”


“Beyond that I have little more to say. This is a very
bold attack, and one that I hadn’t predicted was coming. The races are
constantly making various moves against and with one another, but nothing this
overt. This is a game changer and I need information as to what’s going on if
I’m going to get back ahead of the curve. As you know, our guests in the ADZ
are here because they have nowhere else to go, not because they like each
other. Push things far enough and twist the right arms and things could get
very nasty very fast.”


“But above all else I need to know the truth about
what happened. Faster would be preferred, but I can’t operate off of guesswork.
Figure this out, Donn, before we start fighting a civil war that will giftwrap
the ADZ for the Skarrons and lizards.”


The striker let out a slow whistle as the hologram finished
and shut down. Now he understood why Davis would call him back from the front.
He’d originally thought the Director had crossed a line, but he should have
known better. The man was a civilian and knew not to get involved in military
affairs, but he was quite right in saying that if the races in the ADZ started
fighting each other it would take so many resources to stop that they’d be
handing the Skarrons an easy win, Voku help or not.


The Lacvamat had the largest military that wasn’t
currently involved in frontline warfare…and the fact that they weren’t meant
they’d essentially been piling up warships and resources to protect their own
systems against invasion. That was useful, because it meant Star Force and
others didn’t have to worry about them so much, but it also meant that if they
wanted to misbehave they could do a lot of damage. 


An exploding cargo ship as the means to deliver a
bioweapon to a planet’s atmosphere was very odd…not to mention that a single
detonation could cause such a widespread contamination. Donn sifted through the
data Davis had sent but in it was not a chemical or genetic profile on the
‘weapon,’ which confirmed his suspicions as to why Paul hadn’t mentioned
such…the trailblazer wasn’t entirely convinced it was a bioweapon, and Donn
couldn’t disagree with so little data, most of which was just speculation on
the Lacvamat’s part. 


What he did have were casualty numbers and travel
logs, both the Lacvamat’s copies of the passage of
vessels through the system in question and all
of Star Force’s logs for the surrounding systems and the now exploded ship.


Davis had already backtracked it to several locations,
all of which Donn quickly put into a file as places of interest. The owner was
an independent shipper that possessed only the single vessel, which had been
modified three times in varying shipyards, none of which were Star Force. It
was a Lemickas large-scale hauler, capable of carrying large pieces of
machinery or a vast amount of cargo, making this independent shipper in a league
with those that possessed a dozen or so smaller vessels. The Scionate in
question apparently wanted all his eggs in one big, decently armed basket…for
one of the modifications made to the vessel were light defensive weapons that
included some beefy missile racks that would keep most low level pirates at
bay.


Nothing unusual had happened, as far as the official
logs were concerned, at any of the previous port calls for the ship, leaving as
Davis suggested a ‘dead end’ that basically meant this was a free attack.
Without an enemy declared the Lacvamat would have no one to strike back
against…legitimately, though they might just pick one based on suspicions or
circumstantial evidence so they could appear to be doing something. If that
happened Star Force might actually end up fighting them in order to prevent the injustice. 


But Donn knew he couldn’t let whoever did this get
away with it or, like Davis had so pointedly commented, it would most likely
lead to other races or factions seeing an opportunity to strike at their
enemies under the radar and turning the ADZ into a clandestine war zone.


The truth about what had happened had to come out, and
it looked like whoever had done this had covered their tracks well. Donn just
hoped his skills were up to the task to ferret this out, regardless of whether
or not their mysterious attacker had made a mistake. Hopefully he had, but if
not there were other ways, Donn knew, to find answers…especially when you had
the ability to read minds.


But he couldn’t do anything here, so he was glad that
Paul had left him in combat up until the last moment so he didn’t have to sit
and wait in orbit. Shortly after Donn got out of his armor and into the shower
the transport made a microjump in a convoy under escort out to the waiting jumpship
where the smaller transports all attached within the exterior hold and were
encased in the big ship’s IDF, making their piggyback ride into the star
effortless as they floated in place and were attached to the jumpship’s
superstructure by flimsy pylons that never would have been capable of the
stresses of the ship simply turning to starboard without the IDF holding them
all in place.


Donn stayed in his quarters reviewing the data that
Davis had sent him for several hours before transferring over to the jumpship
and indulging in the sanctum there, splitting his time between training and
data analysis as he waited out the journey back deeper into Beta Region where
he was going to pick up a few old friends and make some new ones along the way.


This mystery was a huge one, and he wasn’t about to
tackle it alone.
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October 2, 2552


Vannsep System (Beta
Region)


Leerbot



 

The Rover-class
jumpship braked against the Lacvamat planet’s gravity well, coming out high
enough to avoid the orbital blockade of the avian race’s warships that had the
quarantine still firmly in place. The jumpship was only three times the size of
a Star Force heavy cruiser and fell within the ‘scout’ family, with the
exception that the rovers were armed warships designed to function as both
transport and escort for personnel transfers when a full warship wasn’t an
option…and with every one needed on the front the rover had been the obvious
choice of transport for Donn and his adhoc team, given that they didn’t know
how many different worlds they would be needing to visit.


He’d picked up his ride at Iona along with a third of
his crew, two of which were medtechs, four Archons that he personally knew, two
more that he didn’t but that were insystem with skill sets he wanted, three
Kiritak crewers and a Human Captain for the rover, and an eight member special
ops squad from the Kiritas. The others he had accumulated at two other stops
enroute to Vannsep, including a Knight he’d come across
accidentally while in a spaceport, who was transitioning back to Earth for
extensive medical work on battlefield injuries…including a severed arm.


Donn had gotten permission to pick up a regenerator in
Iona, so having that with him he grabbed the Knight and added her to his team
while giving the 7 foot tall woman as many foodstuffs as she could eat over the
following days with the regenerator using the additional biomass to slowly
begin regrowing her arm and mending her other battle damage. Star Force now had
tech to regrow limbs that didn’t require a regenerator, but those devices were
huge and located almost exclusively on Earth or elsewhere in the Solar System,
requiring transport back ‘home’ to deal with such injuries save for a handful
of very expensive medical ships that were floating around the ADZ that could
accommodate the same.


The regenerators were reserved for special
circumstances and this Knight had gotten wounded in the wrong place at the
wrong time with none available. Had she been critically wounded she would have
been moved to the closest planet with one, which would have been Horizon in
Iona that had four…or now three since Donn had borrowed one. Given that she was
stable she’d been assigned to recovery work on Earth, which would have involved
recalibration training for the new arm and an overall break from combat to
reset herself.


After two minutes of talking with Galia Donn knew that
wouldn’t be necessary and had pulled her into his squad, realizing that
mentally she was good to go and would rather get back into some sort of action
rather than sitting back on Earth while others were still fighting.


She stood beside him on the bridge, a full head taller
with both warriors outside their armor as they looked at the mass of Lacvamat
warships corralling the orbital infrastructure traffic into very tight lines,
but it appeared that they were letting some traffic come and go up here at
least, but there was nothing moving to and from the planet’s surface.


“Find me someone to talk to,” Donn told the Captain
who was seated nearby. “Start with those warships.”


“Any one in particular?”


“Start with the big ones.”


The Captain motioned to one of the Kiritak who got on
the comm and started chatting in the trade language…and didn’t stop for some 10
minutes before he finally turned and gestured back to the Captain who activated
his holographic communication display with the image of a fleshy winged
Lacvamat seated on a perch with its folded wings angling up like points
bracketing its double-skulled head.


Donn walked up beside the Captain so he would be in
transmission view, but put a hand on his shoulder when the man tried to get up
to give him his seat.


“You are the
investigators?”


“We are,”
Donn answered evenly. “We require passage
down to the planet, both to the origination point and anywhere there is
currently the illness. We do not need access to uncontaminated areas.”


“Your movements
will be allowed, but only if preapproved. Do not wander about.”


“Our ship will
file all movements on planet prior to flight,” Donn promised, but not
saying anything about personnel on the surface.


“An escort will
be waiting at these coordinates,” the Lacvamat said before cutting the
comm, obviously annoyed at having to let the Star Force ship through.


“Coordinates received,” the Kiritak helmsman noted.


“Take us in,” Donn said, seeing that the coordinates
were relatively high up in orbit when they popped up on the holographic map. 


The rover made a lazy jump down to a midway point,
braking to a stop before adding some lateral momentum to bring them around to a
second mini-jump down lower to match up with the given coordinates where some
16 Lacvamat warships were waiting with starfighter escorts numbering over 300.
Once there the ship was wrapped up in escorts and given additional navigational
prompts that led them through a non-linear course down through orbit that took
them more than 2 hours to hit the atmosphere. 


There the warships backed off and the starfighters
remained, bringing down the rover to the point on the planet where the cargo
ship had exploded and began the whole mess. Donn picked a spot nearby the
debris field where the bits and pieces had rained down and had the ship land
there…after getting permission from the Lacvamat.


Huge landing legs extended from the underside of the
rover that sank down more than a meter into the semi-soft dirt nearby a
settlement that was now evacuated. Unlike Star Force cities the Lacvamat lived
in spires on the flat and cliff dwellings where they had available terrain. The
nearby structures were situated on the cut-out side of a small mountain with
the rover being nearly half their size. A temporary camp of structures that
looked to house many more individuals was spread out in little chunks across
the nearby area, and Donn guessed those were the recovery teams for the ship
debris.


“Armor up,” he told Galia after they landed.


“Babysitting?” she guessed.


“You’ve got the medtechs. I’m going to roam.”


Without complaint the tall redhead walked off the
bridge leaving Donn with the four man crew of the tiny jumpship.


“Not sure how long this will take, so just sit, keep
your eyes open, and the door locked.”


The Captain hesitated, then
he simply nodded. “Will do.”


Donn followed Galia out and headed to the small
training facility on the ship. It wasn’t a full sanctum, not even close given
the ship wasn’t large enough to hold one, but it had been enough to keep them
occupied during jumps as well as serving as an impromptu armory. When he got
there Galia was already part way into her armor with the others looking on
waiting for orders.


“Archons suit up, Brad with eagle, Kiritas stay put,
medics grab your puffs,” he said as he started to step
into his own armor, sliding his casual shoes into the hardened plates. 


There was a sigh of regret from the Kiritas, but the
Humans moved immediately without any questions. The ‘puffs’ Donn referred to
were extremely low grade, light armor that also doubled as hazard suits. The
Archon armor did likewise with a filter upgrade, which they all had in place,
but until the medics confirmed that the recently identified contaminant was
truly only hazardous to Lacvamat they weren’t going to take any chances.


They exited via airlock mode, with an energy shield
covering the exit point so as not to exchange atmosphere with the outside, with
Donn leading the group and getting a few meters past the foot of the ramp before
a pair of Lacvamat swooped in and landed nearby. Both were covered in a thin,
translucent material that was their version of a hazard suit. 


“We will take
you where you need to go,” one of them said without preamble. 


“We need all the
information you have gathered, access to the ship fragments, and the ability to
roam around the area without interference.”


“You will find
nothing that we have not already discovered,” the other said.


“Maybe, maybe
not, but we came here to look and confirm your data. We can’t do that if we
can’t make an independent analysis of our own,” Donn emphasized, picking up
on a few of their thoughts…which were that this was just a for show exercise to
give the Lacvamat analysis the credibility it needed with the rest of the
ADZ…ostensibly for a counterattack at whoever they fingered.


“He will search
from the air,” Donn continued before they could object. “The rest of us will search on the ground.
Please make sure that none of your security forces shoot him down.”


“Yes please,”
Brad-7919 said, wearing a heavy backpack that stretched from above his
shoulders almost all the way down to his feet. 


The two Lacvamat looked at the awkward Human, not sure
what to make of him, but they relented and had a short conversation with a comm
device attached to their heads, coordinating with the rest of their security
forces that were several thousand strong and covering the area, most of which
were currently on the ground but many of the long winged avians were currently
in flight, soaring around with little whip-like tails trailing them through
every twist and turn they made as they glided about, rarely flapping their
ample wings as they surfed the air currents. 


A group of three redirected from their patrols, which
had reformed above them after the rover had landed, and dove down to the
surface meeting up with the pair as several more flew in and circled overhead.


“We must stay
with you at all times. Do not attempt to go off alone.”


“We’re here to
help,” Donn reminded him. “And we
won’t try to lose you, but it’s your responsibility to stay with us.”


The Lacvamat that had spoken huffed once through its
dragon-like nostrils and stared at the Archon’s brown helmet from its widely
set eyes, one each on the double lobes of its tiny skull. It had but a short
snout, but behind it was a cranium thick enough to double as a wrecking
ball…and the Lacvamat were notorious for head butts on their almost snake-like
necks. 


It didn’t say anything, merely waiting on the Human to
move. 


Donn turned and pointed Brad up into the air, then
looked back at the Lacvamat as the ranger shot up into the sky on his flight
pack. “We need samples of the bioweapon
to study. Have you recovered any from the debris?”


“No need,” one of the medtechs said from behind him in
his aqua-colored armor as he was messing with a field kit attached to a
platform on his left arm. “It’s still in the air.”


Donn frowned and turned towards the medic.


“There is none
remaining, except within the bodies of the sick and dead,” the Lacvamat
said.


The Archon’s head ping-ponged back, with him searching
the alien’s mind to see if he was being genuine or lying, but having little
prior contact with the race made mind sifting a bit uncertain. 


“It’s trace amounts,” the
medic answered in English. “Their equipment might not be able to detect it.”


“It should have dissipated by now,” Donn argued,
“unless there was a renewable source nearby.”


“Agreed.”


“Do you have
your dead nearby?” 


“They have been
taken away to deal with properly. You will not be examining them, for none
remain here.”


“What have your
people studied the bioweapon with? Where did your samples come from?”


“The
infected.”


“Are there any
infected nearby we can examine?”


“Not here. They
have been quarantined elsewhere.”


“Arrange for us
to get access to them after we finish here.”


“That is not my
task,” the Lacvamat said firmly.


“Then pass on
the request to whomever’s it is,” Donn said,
matching its tone and adding a bit of Ikrid influence with it.



 

As soon as Brad shot up into the air he had two
Lacvamat pacing him, with several more diverting from nearby and flying in to
assert their dominance. They hadn’t expected the Humans to be able to fly, even
with technological augmentation, and they swirled around him as he got some 150
meters up and held position, visually scanning the area. The area was rolling
flat, with tuffs of scraggly vegetation dotting the otherwise barren terrain.
It was mostly dirt, very few rocks, but those that were there were jutting up
from underneath, almost as if something was punching segments of bedrock up and
into view to form small mesas.


Brad could see the various temporary structures the
Lacvamat had set up to collect/analyze debris and began tagging the closest
ones on the battlemap for the others to see. As soon as he got those marked he
moved forward using the hand controls on the short armature on his left side,
loosely attached at his elbow and giving him a gripbar/joystick
to navigate with. The anti-grav unit was fairly simple,
equipped with two differential drives that could push off of various portions
of the planet’s mass to provide lateral movement, as
well as to keep the rectangular pack from spinning about on a singular levitative point.


One of the units was near his head, the other near his
feet and situated so they would swing ‘up’ with gravity’s pull on his body and
the rest of the unit. At the moment he was ‘standing’ vertical with his body
spinning a bit to the left that he wasn’t able to control until he finally tipped
the upper edge slightly forward and allowed gravity to settle the orientation
on the anti-grav ‘pins.’ That left him facing down
ever so slightly as he moved forward, gaining speed slowly as he crossed the
landscape with the Lacvamat lazily keeping pace beside him.


The flight pack or ‘eagle’ as they referred to it
wasn’t a combat piece, given its size and awkwardness. He couldn’t fight with
it on his back when on the ground and it made him a sitting duck in the air,
but if one needed a good view and the ability to cross terrain quickly without
a dropship or fighter the flight pack was the way to go.


It was a civilian tool, but one that came in handy in
a variety of situations.


Brad continued tagging Lacvamat sites so Donn could
see through the battlemap where to go without having to wander randomly, but as
he did so he tried to get a feel for the debris impacts. He imagined most of
the crash craters were underneath the little peach domes they’d constructed,
but he was able to spot scratch marks and some other small trash on the barren
landscape, with him actually descending to one spot for a look.


When he landed he deactivated the anti-grav and walked across to a scrub bush, carrying the 280 lb pack like it was a Knight riding piggyback. One Lacvamat
landed with him while the others kept to the sky, circling overhead and
watching.


Brad knelt and picked up a marble-sized piece of
charred metal, holding it in his armored hand.


“Ship debris?”
he asked.


“Everything of
consequence has been recovered.”


“How large of a
radius have you recovered pieces from?”


“Wherever
you see our collectors. We set
them on top of the locations rather than moving the items for study.”


“Are the objects
still here?” he asked, dropping the tiny fragment.


“Some have been
removed for further study after a forensic analysis was completed.”


“Do you happen
to know the spot where the ship exploded…in the air, I mean?”


“It is marked.”


“How?”


The Lacvamat tilted its head to the air and looked in
a specific direction. Brad followed its gaze and saw nothing.


“What am I
supposed to see?”


“Hear,” it
corrected him. “The beacon is auditory.”


Brad adjusted the controls for his helmet and searched
through the range of sounds that his ears weren’t capable of processing…finding
a light, repetitive ‘beep’ that he was able to isolate the location of. Using
his helmet’s zoom he examined that position, finding a tiny object hovering in
midair there.


“What is the
purpose?”


“To
assist the search teams, as well as to mark remembrance.”


“I want to get a
look from that vantage point.”


“Can you fly
that high?”


“I can go to
orbit if needed…I’ll just run out of air.”


“Then follow,”
the Lacvamat said, a bit more eager to help than the others. 


Brad reactivated his flight pack and took off again,
angling up to a spot high in the air where he began to mentally calculate the
possible debris patterns, as well as working in all the little dome sites
below, trying to figure out some insight that the natives may have missed.
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“This it?” Donn asked.


“Yes,” Brad answered from high in the sky overhead.
“The distortion ripples are centered about two meters to your left.”


“Give me a moment,” the Archon said, sitting down on
the ground crosslegged by himself while the rest of his team was out inspecting
various sites, mostly those that the Lacvamat had set up. The striker had an
escort with him, but they stood back and remained silent, not understanding
what the Human was doing but not caring to question him either.


Donn took a deep breath through his filter mask and
extended his senses, clicking on his Pefbar and looking down into the ground
around him. He was sitting on what he would have described as a ‘sand wash’ in
that it wasn’t hard packed ground. It was firm enough, but the top layer was
loose and had moved around a bit in a pattern Brad had spotted from above.
There was no visible debris in the area, but they’d seen similar crash site
damage before and suspected there were pieces that had been buried and covered
over in the turbulence.


The Archon was sitting down to get his head an extra
meter of range, with the Jedi pose being a mere afterthought. Focusing his
Pefbar into a ‘spotlight’ cone he searched beneath him as far as it would reach
before rotating it around and scanning the area. The grainy black/white images
in his mind were hard to decipher the further away they got, but he did find
several rocks beneath him that had been caught up in what was a small ravine
that had been filled in with sediment, probably years before, but the top layer
and several jabbing scars beneath were made of looser material that he knew was
a recent deposit.


And at the bottom of those scars were six pieces of
untouched debris.


Donn activated his all-team comm. “Got something guys,
but it’s going to require some digging.”



 

Galia was down on her hands and knees, her head buried
in the hole she was scooping out with her big armored hands that was already
two meters deep. Her white armor was only half visible, from the chest on out
to her legs and feet which were almost vertical as she kicked dirt and tiny
rocks up past her body as she dug further with the assistance of an Archon’s
Pefbar as a guide.


Donn was digging his own hole a few steps away, as
were four other Archons while an army of Lacvamat surrounded them and the site,
keeping others away and monitoring the Humans closely. They’d called for
digging equipment of their own, but Donn wanted to get to it first…plus he
didn’t want to wait. The softness of the wash being what it was they’d decided
to go at it by hand, though in his case he was actually scooping as much
telekinetically as he was pawing it out, though with his head down in his own
gopher hole the Lacvamat couldn’t tell the difference. 


“Got something,” Galia said over the comm, but Donn
kept digging after his own and didn’t pop his head out, seeing that he was only
half a meter away from his.


“Brad?” Donn asked.


“Got it,” the free Archon said, stepping over to Galia
while the others continued to dig and tapped the big Knight on the butt twice,
hard enough to get her attention. She pulled out and let him down into the hole
where he started pushing away small amount of debris telekinetically and
cleaning off the edges of the shrapnel as one of the medics came up behind him
and stuck a probe into the hole beside him.


“Concentration is spiking. Nothing
too dramatic, but far higher than the latent amounts in the air.”


“This is a big one,” Brad commented as he ate away at
the sharp and frayed edges of the junk, creating a little cave around it as he
progressed and having to make a little telekinetic dome above his head to catch
falling material to keep it from refilling the hole. What he caught he chucked
back out past his legs, making for a dirt sprinkler that was spitting out a nearly
constant fine spray of material as opposed to Donn’s
hole that was chucking large glumps out periodically.


“Galia, we need to widen the hole. Play plow please,”
Brad said, pointing her to his right.


“Muscle coming,” she said, kneeling beside him and
reaching her thick arms down in next to his hip and pulling large handfuls of
material out from the sidewall. A lot of material fell back in, but Brad pushed
it back up to her and between the two of them enlarged the entrance to more
than two meters wide, enough for him to finally pry the piece loose. It was too
heavy to lift telekinetically, so he leveraged it out by hand to get it loose
then pulled out, letting Galia do the heavy lifting while he added some
telekinetic pull from a distance.


It took a while to get it out, given the bad angle the
Knight had to reach down at, but eventually the trashcan-sized, razor sharp
fragment came out and she put it down on the flat ground nearby with both
medics scurrying over to it and taking samples…with a trio of Lacvamat techs
coming over as well.


One of the medtechs looked at his sensor analysis and
immediately pulled out a device from his satchel of equipment and placed it on
the ground nearby. With the flip of a button a semi-visible bubble shield
activated over top forming a 3 meter high and wide radius around the piece of
junk that would contain the atmosphere inside but otherwise wouldn’t interfere
with their movement.


“Containment
shield,” he explained to the Lacvamat. “The
debris has a fresher concentration of toxin given that it’s been buried since
impact.”


One of the flyers extended a wingtip and touched the
shield perimeter, finding that it could move through without interference, then it stepped inside and touched a device to the debris
next to the medtech.


“I am detecting
only trace amounts.”


“Our equipment
is more sensitive, and I think there’s enough of a concentration lingering on
the debris to get a sufficient sample for a full analysis.”


“We have samples
taken from the bodies of the infected,” the Lacvamat said, as if his
collection was both pointless and redundant. 


“I’d like a
comparison. The more we know the better.”


“Got one,” Donn said, pulling a baseball sized piece
out of his hole with two more segments still buried a few inches lower.


“Bring it over here, please,” the other medtech asked.
“Inside the shield.”


Donn stood up and walked it over, then headed back to
his hole for further digging.


The second medtech waved a sensor around the device,
picking up a decent concentration of the toxin on one side, with almost nothing
on the other…indicating that, as they suspected, the toxin was released through
an explosion that coated the various pieces as they were hit in the blast
radius.


“Any idea what this junk is?”
Galia wondered over the comm.


“Afraid I’m not that kind of tech,” the medic replied.
“But that doesn’t really matter. It’s the toxin on the pieces that we need.”


“Have you determined if it’s safe for us yet?” she
asked, watching him work as the others continued to dig in their holes.


“Just collecting now. Analysis later. I’d keep your armor on, just in case.”


“Do I need to take a dirt bath before heading back
inside the ship?”


The medic laughed, then fell short when he realized
she was serious. “No, we’ve got some cleansing fields that will do a better job
of it.”


“Inside the ship?”


“Yeah…oh, crap. Guess the Kiritas will have to bring
them out.”


“Worry about that later,” Donn said, coming back out
with another piece as more Lacvamat flew in, some of which were carrying
equipment bundles of their own. “This is a piece of a gravity drive. Scan it.”


The medic did as requested as the other was still
pulling samples off the big piece. “Yeah, we’ve got good levels on this piece
as well.”


“Liquid?” Donn guessed.


The medic chewed on his lower lip inside his helmet
for a moment, but it was the other one that answered. “Almost.
These particles resemble more of a gel. It’s mostly cloying powder now though.”


“Binder?”


The medic shook his head. “Can’t
tell with this equipment. Have to wait until we get back to the ship.”


“Do you think you have enough to identify?”


“Should.”


“Good,” Donn said, heading back to his hole to get the
third piece. 



 

After the Humans were done with the debris pieces
they’d recovered the Lacvamat took possession and conducted their own analysis,
but the small amount of toxin recovered, equal to about 6 grams of material,
was more than enough for the pair of medtechs to do a thorough analysis. Coupled
with the blood and tissue samples the Lacvamat grudgingly allowed them to take
from several of the infected the next day, they were able to get a good handle
on what the toxin was and how it had been delivered…as well as how to shut it
down within the local population.


The shutting down part wasn’t something they could
accomplish on site, unfortunately, but once they got back to a system with
access to the communications grid they’d get the data to Earth where they’d be
able to synthesize what was needed. To date no relay had been built in any of
the Lacvamat systems, with them preferring to remain somewhat isolated within
the ADZ. That choice was going to cost them many more lives in the coming days,
but at least Donn knew that they could eventually stop the spread of the
toxin…which was, in fact, a bioweapon.


It was an airborne spread, self-replicating toxin that
was accomplished through a bacteria that did the spreading and acted like miniature
factories for the toxin. Typically bioweapons were viruses or some manner of
manipulation of an individual’s body to cause it to malfunction. This didn’t
fit that mold for the toxin produced was straight up poisoning…it was the fact
that it was being manufactured within the individuals’ bodies by the bacteria
that made it a very creative and dangerous weapon…especially since the toxin it
produced specifically targeted an aspect of Lacvamat physiology.


That particular function, a regulatory organ that was
interlinked with their blood stream and balanced various levels of nutrients
and natural toxins, was caused to go berserk, in some cases shutting down and
in others triggering massive surges in a very random fashion. In this way the
Lacvamat infected would not die of the same cause, disguising the source aside
from the fact that the mass of deaths occurring were happening at relatively the
same time.


The Lacvamat had identified the toxin in their
bloodstream but had missed the bacteria…or rather had ignored it, for it
mimicked the types found in the planetary atmosphere. It was almost as if
someone had purposefully disguised the toxin producing nano-factories to keep
them from being discovered. The medtechs had a quibble over that, with one
suggesting that it was coincidence and the other believing it had been
intentional. Either way, the Lacvamat had missed the source, believing that the
toxin was somehow being spread from individual to individual when in truth it
was the bacteria doing it.


And that bacteria was airborne…at
least it could survive in the air, which was why trace amounts of the toxin had
been detectable upon arrival. Unless a way was found to neutralize the effect
of the toxin or kill the bacteria it was possible that the bioweapon would
spread across the entire planet…not to mention potentially spread to other
systems by infected individuals or even just some bad air taken in during a
cargo transfer.


The bacteria wasn’t a crazy spreader, which was also
probably why it had been missed, but its growth and spread rate was solid and
steady, meaning that whoever had done this intended to kill off the entire
planet’s population…and potentially all other Lacvamat within the ADZ if they
expected carriers to move it to other worlds.


It was fortunate that they’d put the quarantine in
place immediately. Hopefully none of the bacteria had been transferred off the
planet to date.


But the medtechs’ analysis left Donn and his team with
more questions. First of which was whether the toxin would be harmful to any
other race. A brief inquiry into that led to three other potential problems,
those being the Bali, Veeslah, and Quo…all minor
members of the ADZ. They had a similar circulatory system that may or may not
be affected, but for all the ‘major’ races there would be no threat, though
they could still be carriers of the bacteria.


Which begged the second question of why blow up a ship
in atmosphere to begin the spread of the bacteria when all it would take was
one person arriving on planet and unleashing a small sample into the
atmosphere. Given enough time it would spread and the Lacvamat would grow sick
and die just the same, even just sending a contaminated person in amongst the
population could do it, in theory, but a small, pure sample of the weapon was a
sure way to get it deployed, so why go for the huge amount they’d deposited in
the explosion?


It was faster, obviously, but Donn had a gut feeling
that wasn’t the reason. Someone wanted to be seen doing it. Though no one had
claimed responsibility the destruction of the ship and the subsequent mass
infections and deaths made it clear this was an attack, whereas a small, covert
planting of the bacteria would have left no traceable source. If your aim was
to kill the Lacvamat that would have been your best bet, and to do it on all
their worlds and the worlds they frequented in other systems. Contaminate them
all simultaneously then sit back and watch them die.


But that hadn’t occurred, for no other illnesses had
been reported in the ADZ to date. Only here, on Leerbot,
was there an outbreak following the highly visible ship self-destruction in the
atmosphere.


That told Donn one thing…this was a field test set up
for a third party to witness. It was meant to impress someone in a way that
could not be anything other than a deliberate attack.


Which made Donn suspect an
independent faction, possibly selling bioweapons and using this attack as their
advertising campaign. 


There were other possibilities, but as the striker
considered them he kept coming back to this one. His instincts told him this
was just the beginning, and they were dealing with someone with considerable
biotech capability, based on what his own medtechs were telling him. A level far beyond that which they knew any of the other races to
possess. 


Fortunately Star Force had already risen to a level
above and beyond the others and would be able to counter whoever’s handiwork
this was, but it meant there was a significant threat out there that had to be
tracked down and neutralized…and Donn thought he had the first clue where to
look.


The binder that held the bacteria and toxin-laden gel
together had been identified, giving him one item on the shopping list to track
down. Fortunately it wasn’t commonly used, so the list of potential suppliers
wasn’t impossibly long. He also had the itinerary for the ship that had been
destroyed to compare with and was planning on following that lead up first, but
with the list of suppliers added to that thought process and the huge amount of
gel necessary to have spread out so fast across the local region of the planet,
his list of potential worlds shrunk rapidly. 


He admitted there could be a great deal of diversion
capable, but if he assumed the attackers to not have expected someone to be
able to analyze the binder after the explosion, or at all, then they wouldn’t
have gone far to get their materials. He put in a data mine request along with
the information packet they were going to send back to Earth, looking for
supply shipments of the binder and the other items that the medtechs suspected
were used in its construction. Keeping the bacteria alive and, apparently,
producing toxin required a number of nutrients in the gel, for otherwise the
explosion wouldn’t have coated the debris with it.


It had been saturated, which with the concentration
levels being guessed at and the production rate determined from the bacteria
analysis gave Donn a loose timetable as to how long the gel had sat prior to
detonation…which was in months. That gave a data range to search, but such a
search was best left to analysts that did this stuff regularly. They’d scour
the information grids on every available world and track down what he needed,
if it was there to find.


That left Donn to go after the ship lead while he
waited to see if they would find anything. First port of call then was the last
world the ship had passed through enroute to Leerbot,
with the rover lifting off from the infected world inside of three days and
taking a close pass near to the star with its shields down where it sunbathed a
bit to kill any bacteria caught on the outer hull before making a jump
following what Donn hoped would be a trail of bread crumbs…if he could find a
solid one to start with. 

















 


 

6



 


 

December 22, 2552


Weema System (ADZ
border)


Weemstra



 

Morgan jumped from the cliff edge, pulling her legs up
underneath her as she passed through the apex of the leap and fell like a rock
out of view and down into the valley below, letting her speed build before
finally goosing her jump pack to slow her descent. She didn’t bleed all of it
off and let the remainder punch her through the treetops as she straightened
out her legs and made herself into a needle that pierced the blue below.


Small branches snapped as she passed through, but the
bush-like trees had no thick or firm supports, being a mass of flexible straws
that ended with puffy blue leaves. The impact felt more like hitting a pillow
than the sound of crunching branches attested, with her brown padawan armor
taking the minor blows as she finally got down to the swampy ground below. Her
boots sunk in two inches on landing, then she was off
running through the thin puddles that dominated the very wet planet that the
Skarrons had conquered 14 years ago. 


The native Jenfor had been
evacuated into the ADZ long ago, those that survived anyway, and the planet had
remained just outside the ADZ on the upper edge of Beta Region. It was
technically beyond the border but so close as to be within the contentious
region, yet the Skarrons had never heavily colonized it. Star Force had never
fought here, nor had the Protovic or Hycre. It was one of many small, single
planet civilizations that had been run over by the Skarron advance. There were
many still out there, hoping not to become the next victims or completely
unaware of what was happening around them. 


There were so many star systems in the galaxy that no
one claimed them all. Races chose the ones they wanted and ignored the rest,
with many people living in the ‘fly over’ systems and not attracting notice of
the giants passing through them. The Jenfor hadn’t
been so lucky, but the system was a lower ranking Skarron outpost, still
thoroughly defended, but never having gained much notice. The ADZ had always
been too busy elsewhere to do anything about the Skarron presence there, but
now with some breathing room thanks to the Voku, Morgan was leading a coalition
of ADZ troops to remove the enemy from this tiny piece of the border,
regardless of whether or not the Jenfor would ever
return.


Running at high speed and weaving through the clumps
of shoots that led up to the canopy some 4 meters over her head, Morgan
navigated via her battlemap as her ‘agile’ armor amplified her speed with its
powered setting. One of two variants to the ‘standard’ version of Archon armor,
the agile version was slightly less bulky due to some 46% less material, making
up for it with double shield generators. That worked well in short, quick
engagements but lacked the staying power of the standard or ‘heavy’ versions
that had additional armor plating.


Paul favored the heavy for some reason, but Morgan had
picked up the agile as soon as it came out of prototype stage and right now she
was glad she had, because between the looseness of the feel and the power
amplification she was doing some 39 mph through the vegetation enroute to a
Skarron battery she had to take offline before a contingent of ground troops
dropped directly into the center of one of the Skarrons’ highest populated
areas…as far as military troops were concerned.


Those ships were operating on a countdown clock,
meaning Morgan had to get to and disable the primary anti-air defenses before
they landed while some 6 other engagements were already taking place across the
planet plus two more in orbit. The ADZ didn’t have many troops to spare, but
Morgan had brought just enough to take care of business…if she could do some of
the heavy lifting on the ground personally, which is how she always preferred
it.


The Archon had already covered some 20+ kilometers
from her drop point, having been run in close by a skeet
and dumped off in a way that the enemy wouldn’t notice. She’d essentially been
scrapped off the Star Force fighter as it dove towards the surface and clipped
the treetops, making sure there wasn’t a falling silhouette that could be
picked up on sensors. 


The recent fall she’d just made had been unavoidable,
for she was approaching on the blind side of a mountain ridge that was really
more of a mesa edge. The rocky wall hopefully would cover her fall against the
outpost’s sensors, but regardless she was on the clock and had to keep moving
as fast as she could manage over the squishy ground.


True to her word, Morgan got to the outpost perimeter
with 16 minutes to spare and crossed into the buildings with another hefty
jump, moving up through the foliage again and popping out onto the rooftops
that the forest was encroaching on. The Skarrons hadn’t burnt it back, or
rather not recently for the growth near the edge was all fresh and faint blue,
suggesting they’d just gotten lazy and hadn’t kept it ‘mowed’ down. 


Once up top she leapt from building to building until
she was finally noticed, then she dropped down and killed some two dozen
Hobbits and a pair of Skarrons before running a bit to keep them guessing as to
where she was, then she leapt back up to the rooftops and moved towards her
primary target…not the big anti-air lachar battery, but the power source for
it. It was located in a special building that was mostly equipment and storage overtop the actual power source that was buried below
ground.


She fought her way into the building with little
resistance that could stop her, though the streets were sprouting more enemies
by the second. Watching the countdown in her opaque helmet she worked her way
down to the generator and killed the staff there before taking a moment to look
around and find the sweet spot, finally crossing to a particular bank of
equipment and lighting it up with her plasma rifle to get through the casing.


She stepped forward, latching her rifle on her back
after shooting one more Hobbit that scurried in and took a shot at her. Her
shields caught it as the Archon dropped the enemy and dug her hands into the
melted holes to get grip points, then with a foot put forward for support she
yanked hard, using the power setting in her armor to enhance her own insane
strength. It took three pulls, each of which warped the material further,
before it popped off and exposed the interior.


Digging a hand into her thin satchel located
underneath the jump pack near the small of her back, she pulled out three explosives
and armed them, set to a detonation trigger in her helmet as well as a
countdown that she programmed for 6 minutes just in case she couldn’t get a
transmission through. Morgan buried them in the exposed equipment then ran out,
brandishing her rifle and shooting all those she came across up until she hit a
group of 20 or so pouring down after her.


She didn’t have time to kill them all so she just Fornaxed and ran over their twitching bodies, needing to
get to the surface now rather than later. 


Eventually she broke through into the outside air,
running into a wall of white plasma orbs as soon as she exited the door.
Jerking to the right she ran, getting a few steps into her sprint before
mentally triggering the detonation signal. Her shields dipped significantly,
then there was a huge earthquake that nearly knocked her off her feet but she
managed to maintain her balance while the Skarron troops couldn’t. Their aim
knocked askew she disappeared into a side street and kept running, now enroute
to her secondary objectives.


The outpost had no missiles, but the lachar battery
would have been enough to kill several of the incoming transports, beefy as it
was. The two main defensive towers should also have been down, now without any
primary power source, but there were smaller ones that had their own
generators. Those were now her targets as she could see in the sky above, with
some help from the ID tags on her HUD, the escorting drone warships dropping
first to draw any potential fire as the bigger transports came down to an LZ a
few kilometers away.


They were ahead of schedule by a good 2 minutes and it
had nearly cost them, but fortunately Morgan had been ahead of schedule too and
it looked like the battery hadn’t got a single shot off for the ships were showing
no damage or shield depletion, though there were a swarm of fighters moving
about picking at them where they could. An Axius squadron was up there was
well, eating through them with regularity but still outnumbered. This was going
to be a tough fight, but so long as there were no Skarron surprises in store
they should own them…if there weren’t any more snafus like this timing issue.


Morgan would deal with that later, if she remembered.
Right now she had a million things to kill and not enough ammo for all of them,
for the enemy barracks were emptying in a nearby facility in light of the
incoming attack and she wanted to get to and whittle them down before they met
the Scionate and Canderous troops on the ground.


There was a turtle coming down with them to handle the
single Type-5 walker nearby, with everything else being infantry…but a lot of
infantry. The other walkers were engaged in other locations on the planet,
leaving the door open for this main strike if one was bold enough, for there
really was a lot of infantry present,
plus a horde of workers that probably weren’t going to up and surrender.


But for a trailblazer ‘infantry’ was basically free
kills, especially one with Jumat. Morgan stayed in the outpost for a while,
killing as many as she could come across as she zigzagged her way from turret
to turret and over to the main barracks, then crunched an ambrosia senzu beam
that she telekinetically pulled out of a rack of the potent doses inside her
helmet. There were 12 different concealed slots tucked away wherever there was
room and Morgan had 12 beans there for future use. It took some wiggling to get
it around to her mouth, but when she did it went in and the trailblazer started
the mental countdown to overdose, making sure she’d get to the mass of troops
pouring out and heading towards the LZ before the negative effects began to hit
her.


She was still in the Skarron infrastructure, now
working her way across the lower rooftops with several long jumps across the
streets when she saw the first elements of the enemy infantry begin to engage
the Canderous scouts in the forest on her battlemap. She couldn’t visually see
them because they were below the canopy, but she could see the carpet of
Hobbits sprinkled with Skarrons disappearing underneath it like a line of rabid
fans bunched up to get the first copies of Halo on release day. 


Morgan couldn’t get ahead of them, so she opted for a
rear attack, maybe make them hesitate a bit and buy her troops more time to
unload and get into position. She knew the Canderians had rocket launchers that
could pop the Skarrons in one hit, so it was just a matter of them chewing up
the Hobbits and that would come down to numbers, position, and patience…for
they were each worth at least 5 of the little jerks in a firefight. Trouble was, there were literally tens of thousands of them coming out
of the barracks, which wasn’t a building but an entire complex.


That didn’t discourage Morgan, rather it enhanced her
determination as she came to the last building and did as big of a jump as she
could off it, maxing out the jump pack to send her several hundred meters ahead
where she dropped down like a bomb into the edge of their swarm in the
gathering plaza outside the barracks. 


She crunched one Hobbit on landing then sent out a
Fornax pulse that toppled more than a hundred of them around her like bowling
pins with her shooting as fast as she could pull the trigger on her rifle and
not aiming at any specific one. There were so many that
so long as she aimed level to the ground she would hit someone, so she fired
over the heads of the downed ones and killed/wounded those beyond the circle of
disoriented enemies…who then began standing back up and blocking the return
shots starting to come at her.


Those shots hit and missed, with the misses in turn
hitting other enemies as an added bonus. Morgan turned the shields on her arms
and legs off and began punching/kicking the Hobbits around her as they stood
up, pausing for split seconds to fire plasma shots before she was back to hand
to hand. She did that for some twenty seconds, getting adjusted to the combat
situation and smiling inside her helmet as she began to work up a bit of a
sweat and the first twinges of ambrosia overload began to hit her.


She let it build a bit more then ran through the mass
of Hobbits, knocking several aside to get her further into the midst of the
group but nowhere near to the center, then she dropped her rifle and extended
both hands out to her sides, summoning the Jumat into her limbs then throwing
it out like invisible punches that knocked two or three enemies down with each
rapid fire blast. 


White plasma was everywhere,
and the more Morgan batted the Hobbits around the more friendly fire hit
them…and those that didn’t were usually shell-shocked enough that they didn’t
immediately get up. Others were injured or sometimes killed if they were close
enough to Morgan when she released the concussive energy, with it hitting them
like a brick wall and snapping their small bones in some cases.


When she got to one of the Skarrons she paused a brief
moment to get a larger concentration, then in theatrical mode pulled both hands
back and did a Kamehameha as she took several plasma blasts to her shields…with
one of them not making it all the way to her, for the plasma orb actually was
thrown backwards as she released the Jumat. It dissipated before it hit
anything, but the residue washed over a Hobbit near the Skarron that she
knocked upside down, flipping it backwards and onto its arms with its thick
legs kicking around like a crab trying to right itself.


“Morgan, get out of there now!” a voice yelled in her
helmet.


“Wha…” she said, caught off
guard and getting whacked in the face with a Hobbit plasma orb. She pulled
herself back into the moment and threw off a few more Jumat blasts while
telekinetically picking up her rifle and bringing it into her left hand while
continuing to use her right to knock enemies aside and cause continuous
confusion.


“Just get out, the LZ is compromised. We can’t wait
for you.”


“What…” she said, getting knocked down as a Hobbit
tackled her from behind. She twisted on the ground and kicked him off before
throwing up a wave of concussive energy that cleared the perimeter around her
fallen body long enough for her to get up and start running towards the edge of
the mass of troops back towards the buildings that she’d jumped in from. “…is going on?!”


“The Scionate are pulling out…all of them. Every unit
and ship across the planet is leaving.”


“What the hell?” Morgan said, shooting some more as
she got her mind into fleeing mode as she watched her shield strength closely.
Fleeing was going to get her more hits, but it couldn’t be helped. Without the
LZ pushing forward with troops there was no way she was going to be able to
take on the whole Skarron army by herself. 


“They’re silent on the comms too, so I don’t know what
they’re doing,” the naval specialist ranger in charge of the orbital fleet and
overall mission organization said in dismay. “But they’re leaving us hanging in
a very bad way, and not just where you’re at. I’m scrambling to make
adjustments, but just get yourself out of there now!”


“Going,” she said, forcing herself to stop running in
a straight line as the shields covering her back began to get close to
breaching…and if the shots got through to her jump pack she was going to be in
real trouble.


Morgan turned to the left and circled around, throwing
off more Jumat and going aggressive again, tearing up and confusing the enemy
enough to cover another quick sprint closer to the edge but not on a straight
line. She stopped again and repeated, making small frog hops through the mass
until she got to the edge and headed towards one of the building doors,
stopping just in front of it and doing a Jedi jump up to the roof as she was
covered with plasma hits.


When her feet hit the rooftop edge she threw herself
into a roll, getting out of the line of sight of those troops as her shields
finally did breach. She rolled over her rifle and haphazardly got to her feet
as the turtle shell of a jump pack rocked her sideways as she rotated around on
top of it.


“Shit,” she said, getting a notice on her battlemap
that a pair of fighters were breaking off from the main engagement and heading
her way. She knew she had to get back down to street level or get roasted by
them, so she ran across one building and jumped to the next, chancing one more
before dropping off the edge and down out of sight…and landing on the back of a
Skarron elite below.


Morgan didn’t even try to kill it,
she just sent an Ikrid pulse into its mind that rendered it into a zombie. She
didn’t have time to concentrate enough to put it to sleep, so she just stunned
it enough to jump off its back and Jumat blast her way through the Hobbits
escorting it as they opened up on her weak shields with their plasma.


Knocking them askew she ran off to the nearest corner,
getting around it and out of firing range as she kicked in her powered setting
and ran as fast as she could as more tiny soldiers and their ugly elephant-sized
overlords kept popping up into view wherever she fled.
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“Damn it,” Kev-10001 said, resisting the urge to punch
the control sphere he was holding onto as he oversaw the planetary operations
from orbit. He had 6 Warship-class
jumpships contending with the Skarron fleet and guarding the cargo ships that
had brought the troops in. He would have dismissed them to an obscure part of
the system for safe keeping except that he couldn’t spare a single ship to go
with them as escort plus some of them still had troops onboard.


There were also Axius and Canderous warships in system
but the bulk of their naval force, some 62%, were Scionate…all of which were
pulling out of the fight to screen for their own transports that were picking
up their ground troops and leaving the system. The Skarrons had obviously seen
this and were pressing their attack, and the ranger didn’t have enough ships
left to hold them back for long. As it was he was sacrificing some of his
drones just to buy time to recall their own ground troops from the most
dangerous planetary zones, with those in somewhat secure ones packing up to
leave as well.


They couldn’t continue the assault without the
Scionate for they just didn’t have the numbers, and anyone left down on the
planet was going to be in a world of hurt…meaning he had to get them out before
they were overrun in orbit and the logistics weren’t in their favor. He knew he
couldn’t get them all out and it was the Scionate’s damn fault. If they’d just
given him a 10 minute heads up that would have been something, but they hadn’t
offered a peep of warning or explanation over the comms. They just up and
started to leave, without him or anyone else realizing what was going on until
several of their positions on the ground started to collapse as the Skarrons
poured through the positions the Scionate had been holding.


The Scionate in Axius weren’t going with them, they
were sticking with their units and they knew nothing about what was going on,
but as glad as he was for them not abandoning ship it didn’t matter much at
this point. Star Force was in full retreat now and losing men in the effort,
which Kev was trying to minimize.


Worse yet Morgan was still down there, but she’d
ordered him not to waste a dropship on her. He knew he just couldn’t leave her
down there, but when it came to picking up 50 some commandos or her, he gave
the trailblazer better odds at surviving another hour. But it wasn’t just her.
Pretty soon he was going to lose control of orbit and there would be no more
dropships heading down to the surface…and they had tens of thousands of troops
down there.


Focusing on the task at hand he kept sending out Ikrid
orders through the control sphere, taking personal control of the naval battle
while tweaking ground movements…anything he could to make a difference, and
there was no time to plan. They were already in over their heads and every
second counted, so he didn’t waste time venting and worked the problem even as
the dread in his gut began to grow as he noticed the casualty reports coming in
on a side screen.



 

Morgan dropped from the rooftop, falling through a few
meters of clean air before landing in the vegetation at the outpost’s edge. She
hit hard, her jump pack now gone and discarded as it had been shot and damaged.
Her feet twisted as they hit the straw-like stalks and she came down on her
shoulder, jarring herself as she bounced around a bit inside her armor, but
between the thin gel layer and the squishy ground she didn’t injure herself. 


Rolling onto her feet she got up into a run as the
nearest exterior entrance opened up and Hobbits flooded out into the forest
chasing after her. She got four steps into her run before a geyser of dirt and
steam blew up in front of her as a plasma blast from a strafing fighter burst
through the canopy and hit two meters away. 


The trailblazer jerked and juked but kept running,
knowing her speed was her best defense as she put distance between herself and
the outpost, but heading in a zigzag around the perimeter rather than running a
straight line away that the enemy could anticipate and follow with or without
seeing her. She didn’t know how well the sensors on the fighters would
penetrate the foliage, but if she could lose them then she was going to do her
best to do so…and if not she was going to make herself as hard a target to hit
as possible.


She knew she could outrun their infantry, so long as
they didn’t have any outside the perimeter already to collapse back down on
her. It was the fighters that were the problem, and given the little
demonstration she’d just made of her combat prowess the Skarrons knew she was a
high value target and they weren’t just going to let her slip away.


Morgan pressed hard, covering 4 kilometers in just under 10 minutes but unable to lose their fighters that were
stitching the forest around her with plasma. However they were tracking her it
wasn’t precise, for they were missing most of the time but every now and then
she’d get a wash of plasma that would take her shields down and melt a touch of
armor. Fortunately the material had corovon flakes in it that resisted the high
heat well, leaving her with the ability to take several direct hits, but while
her shields would regenerate her armor would not, leaving every nick the
Skarrons made a permanent victory for them.


Eventually she came to a break in the canopy and had
to turn to her right, running along the side of a lazy river to avoid direct
visual contact with the fighters. Wondering where she was going to go next as
another plume of fiery foliage burst out in a spherical ‘pop’ to her right, she
made a rash decision and veered left, jumping into the river and submerging
herself as far as she could, down about two meters and digging her hands into
the silt on the bottom to pull herself down the rest of the way.


The filter on her helmet locked up, keeping the water
out and engaging her backup oxygen supply. It wouldn’t last long, but she
should have a few minutes without holding her breath and the water would block
the plasma. Question was, could they track her under
water?


Not staying in place so their infantry could get to
her last known position, Morgan pulled herself upstream against the light
current, clawing her way across the riverbed and glad that it was muddy water.
She could see where she was going thanks to the battlemap sensors that gave her
a crude proximity map, but she one upped that and clicked on her Pefbar,
getting a much more detailed visual. Once she got about 20 meters upstream a
cascade of plasma came down where she had been, churning up the river and
tracking up and down it…both ways.


One of the fat fighters came to a hover over the
river, close enough for Morgan to make Ikrid contact though she resisted the
urge to bring it down. She hacked into the pilot’s mind and observed what it
was seeing, and with a bit of translation work got the feeling that they were tracking
her shields. 


That was odd, because to date they’d never shown an
ability to do that. When she’d hit the water she’d turned them off so they
didn’t waste power against the physical pressure. Pulling herself further
upstream she got some more distance as the fighter began moving along the
narrow riverbank, with the foliage on either side only a meter or two away from
the craft as it moved downstream searching while others zipped by overhead.


Keeping her shields in standby  mode Morgan continued to move underwater, but
finding it taking too long she risked a bit of disruption ripple and formed two
pillars of concussive energy outside of her legs, pooling the energy on the
outside of her armor before releasing it slowly down towards her feet. The light
pressure pushed against the water and moved her forward, with the trailblazer
reaching her hands out in front of her and forming a guide fine to adjust her
depth and direction as she moved further up river. 


She kept going up until her oxygen ran out, then trolled
over to the riverbank and poked her head up inside some of the overhanging blue
leaves. The filters unlocked and began to pull small amounts of oxygen from the
air to recharge her backup as she breathed normally, sitting and waiting as she
extended her Ikrid out to its limits in search of nearby minds.


She immediately noticed a creepy little six-legged
lizard a couple meters above her head, but other than him and several others
along the river bank and some smaller stuff up in the trees she was alone, now
that the fighter had gone back up to altitude. Keeping her shields turned off,
Morgan slowly crawled her way up out of the water and through the foliage on
the edge, then disappeared off into the forest intent on putting some distance
on her last known position as far as the Skarrons were concerned.



 

Ella-2109BB-17 twitched, sending a spike a pain
through her abdomen that cut through the sleepy haze swallowing her head. She
fought it further, bringing herself back to consciousness enough for her to
open her eyes…seeing the inside of her battle helmet and half a visor full of
mud as she lay on the swampy ground with something obscuring her vision a meter
away. She tried to roll her head over but the pain exploded again as she tried
to move, with her briefly remembering getting hit with plasma before she’d
blacked out.


Gritting her teeth the Canderian forced herself up a
few inches, raising her helmet out of the ground where it had been half buried.
She didn’t have a chance to swipe the mud off for as soon as she got some
elevation she realized the thing blocking her vision was a body…along with
several others around her. She was laying on the
battlefield they’d just fought on along with the dead.


With that thought bringing her fully awake she checked
the battlemap, seeing that nobody was around save for a swath of red
dots…indicating the position of other suits of armor with suspected deceased
individuals inside. The dots had to be manually added after the fact, so that
transmitters that wouldn’t be turned off wouldn’t cause nearby active troops to
think reinforcements were nearby. 


Ella saw that her own dot was tagged as red as well.
She bit back a scream of pain as she twisted when her arm slipped on the mud
beneath her, falling face first back down to the ground and remaining there as
she adjusted the battlemap to take the red off her dot. 


She didn’t know how bad her injury was, but it wasn’t
going to let her do more than maybe walk. She couldn’t fight, and didn’t know
how much blood she’d lost, but she obviously couldn’t stay here. The Canderian
resolved herself to finding a way to move, but first she needed to figure out
where exactly she was and what the situation was.


Readying herself for another flare of pain, she
clenched up her muscles and pushed herself up to her knees with her head still
on the ground. 


The tears in her eyes attested to the lack of
disappointment in her body’s response, but she somehow managed another
transition, rolling backwards so she sat on her heels and got her torso upright
so she could look around, but her first glance was down at her gut…which was
missing a huge chunk of armor. Beneath it was missing skin and muscle, with
charred flesh mauled up in a mess so bad that she made herself stop looking. 


Knowing that she wasn’t going anywhere on her own, she
searched on her battlemap for any nearby units, extending the range out as far
as she could. There were still several contacts in orbit transmitting their
locations, but nothing on the ground aside from more red dots. There was nothing
for her to flee to, so she did the only thing she could, knowing she wasn’t
going to survive very long with this wound. She unsafed
her primary transmitter and activated the emergency beacon setting,
transmitting in the open and with a signal strong enough to reach orbit.


It wasn’t stealthed like the battlemap signals were,
so the Skarrons could pick it up too if they were looking. Hopefully that
wasn’t the case, but there was nothing else she could do. Looking around she
saw dead everywhere, both Canderians and Hobbits, along with a good number of
Skarrons too but the distribution was all wrong. Normally the Canderians would
make the enemy pay for a defeat like this with 10/1 kills, but they’d been
blindsided by not one, but two infantry surges that caught them in the flanks
as they’d been executing a hasty, but controlled retreat. 


Ella had been hit early, but even she knew the numbers
they were facing were all wrong. Someone had screwed up badly for that many
enemy troops to be that close nearby. And with so many Canderians dead around
her they had to have either been hit by heavy weapons or so many infantry that
there literally was no way to shoot them all. 


But that didn’t matter right now, survival did.
Looking around for somewhere to drag herself, all she saw was bodies and scorch
marks on the plain they’d been running across. The forest edge was too far away
to get to and the narrow ravine in the center didn’t have enough terrain to
hide in, so she picked the biggest thing around, that being a Skarron body, and
started dragging herself towards it.


She crawled half a meter before having to stop, biting
back the pain, then resigned herself to moving only a few inches at a time so
her abdomen didn’t have to flex too much. 


Bit by bit she moved herself over some 35 meters,
finding a plasma rifle on the way and dragging it with her up to the side of
the dead thing that was missing one of its arms. It lay a couple meters to her
right, with the plasma gun still attached to its ‘wrist.’


She poked it with the rifle several times, wanting to
make sure it was dead, then moved herself up alongside
the elephant-sized corpse and lay down on her side, curling up in a ball and
trying to hold as still as possible without putting tension on her abdominal
muscles that weren’t fully there anymore.


It was hours before anyone got to her, but eventually
a shadow crossed over her helmet and she lifted her head slightly to get a
better view…but there was no one there.


The shadow moved, and only then did she realize it was
coming from further away. Despair flowing in her as the last hope of survival
was dashed, she replaced it with spite and summoned up
as much anger as she could to push back against the pain. Grabbing her rifle
she got to her knees and saw the Skarron walking nearby that had cast the
shadow, then the scattering of Hobbits around it, none of which had seen her
yet.


The big one wouldn’t go down easily, but she wanted to
get at least one of the small ones. With her back obscured by the corpse she
stayed put, not thinking that she had enough abdominals left to stand, and
leaned back against it, giving her torso some stability as she raised the rifle
and took aim at the closest Hobbit.


The Canderian hit it with the second shot, then put two more in it before switching to the targets that
suddenly began swarming into her vision. Plasma orbs popped all around her,
including one that hit her leg, but it caught on the intact armor there and she
kept shooting, not knowing how much ammo was in the rifle and just pumping the
trigger as fast as she could.


More plasma began to hit her, with her armor melting
off in various places. Her helmet took a hit and her battlemap went out, with
either the transmitter or receiver having been slagged. At the very least that made the red dots disappear.


The Canderian killed/wounded four more Hobbits before
one of their little fiery white orbs hit her exposed gut, burning through what
remained of her muscles and tearing apart her internal organs in a splash of
charred tissue.


Her arms sagged and her rifle dropped out of her hand,
with her being dead before it even hit the ground. 
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With a thought Morgan rendered the Hobbit scout
unconscious, dropping him to the ground a few seconds before she broke from cover
and scurried across the remains of one of Star Force’s firebases. It had been
wrecked from fighter bombardment with nasty blast marks of melted material
everywhere but was more or less intact and abandoned. The Skarrons had been
here and gone, leaving only a few roaming troops doing what Morgan didn’t know,
but if she wanted to stay alive she had to keep scrounging supplies from what
was left behind, and this was the best place to look.


She’d come down to the planet with nothing other than
the senzu beans in her helmet, but the orbiting fleet had managed to send a
supply pack down to her through hot drop…several actually, with a cluster of
little meteors raining down in the region she was in. She’d gotten to one
before the Skarrons had gotten to the others, grabbing as much equipment as
possible, including foodstuffs, but it had already been a week since then and
the supplies weren’t going to last her forever.


With those stashed a few kilometers away in a place
marked on her battlemap, she’d come across what had been a battlefield but with
the bodies having been removed. The Skarrons had picked up their own dead
first, then it seemed the Hobbits had scavenged the others and ate them, for
the armor pieces were laying everywhere without any occupants. There were a few
tree clumps but otherwise the location the firebase had been put up in was an
empty, squishy plain that was just on the dry side of being a swamp.


Those troops in the firebase had evacuated long ago,
the lucky ones anyway, and those ships in orbit had long since left. So far
Morgan hadn’t come across any other battlemap signals from surviving troops,
though given how spread out they were across the planet that didn’t mean much.
The nearby LZ was the only one she was within range of, and it had sprouted
three different firebases that had been left behind in the rushed
evacuation…not to mention the equipment packs on the Star Force troops.


Those were strewn about with the armor pieces, and
Morgan stopped next to one to look inside. Keeping her Ikrid senses alert for
more roaming scouts she opened the pack and found it half empty, with some ammo
and other useful items but no foodstuffs. Morgan plucked a few clips out and
moved on, searching another two packs and likewise finding no foodstuffs, only
a wrapper in one, suggesting that the Hobbits had eaten them too. After that
she abandoned the battlefield and moved inside the remains of the firebase,
finding it similarly looted.


At least all the cargo crates were, having been opened
and emptied of everything edible, but when Morgan checked the emergency
supplies in the walls she let out a sigh of relief when the hidden panels were
still in place. She opened one and found both foodstuffs and water, plus
medical supplies and other useful stuff once she opened up all of them
throughout the base, giving her enough survival gems to stay alive a good while
longer…if she had a way of carrying it all. 


The trailblazer made the snap decision to leave most
of it in place, resealing the panels that the enemy obviously didn’t know were
there and deciding to come back for it later as needed. Taking a single satchel
with her she left the firebase and headed across the chewed up ground dotted
with disconnected armor segments and came up on the Hobbit she’d rendered
unconscious. She knelt next to it, accessing its mind and making a few memory
wipes so it wouldn’t remember falling, then she moved its body around into a
sleeping position and input the idea that it’d decided to take a quick nap.


That way when it woke it wouldn’t raise an alarm. She
needed to be a ghost here, both to keep the troops off her and to keep her
stash in the firebase safe. Anonymity was how she was going to survive, and
even one missing scout could betray her position if she made this one
‘disappear.’


Morgan got across the plain without incident, then
headed back into the blue-leafed trees and took an evasive route back to her
stash to make sure she wasn’t being followed, coming up on the car-sized
boulder in the riverbed that had a small nook on the far side up next to a
small cliff wall. She stomped her way across the water and circled around the
rock, with her footprints being erased by the water. 


Once out of sight she came up on a small patch of dry
land pinched in between the boulder and the cliff wall with enough foliage over
top to make a roof that would keep her invisible to any fighters passing
overhead. Taking a moment to search the area with her senses she waited for
nearly a minute before sitting down and pulling her helmet off. She swiped
several beads of sweat onto her armored fingertips then flipped them off into
the pool of water nearby, sending small ripples out in the otherwise calm
puddle around the boulder base.


She tossed the satchel aside and began unlatching the
armor on her chest, eventually undoing all the connected segments and crawling
out of it and leaving the open shell on the ground like a carapace. Making
another check of the area with a mental sweep, Morgan pulled off her sweat-soaked
clothes one piece at a time and moved into the shallow pool, submerging her
body as much as she could in the slightly cool water and trying to pull some of
the persistent heat out of her chest. The weather had gotten insanely hot two
days ago, and her armor only had so much heat dissipation capability built into
it.


Part of those systems were now offline, having been
damaged by plasma the second day, so her internal ‘air-conditioner’ was only
minimally active and these cross country treks were causing her to sweat out
way too much water. Fortunately the drop kit she’d recovered had a device that
allowed her to drink the river water or collect moisture out of the air and she
was using it a lot, but her internal heat levels were still too high and she
guessed she had a fever.


It was odd, because Archons almost never got sick.
Their immune systems were so buff with all the training that the worst they
ever got was a little sniffle, but new planets had new biological problems to
contend with and she was pretty sure she’d picked up something here that her
body was fighting off well, but leaving her a bit heat sick in combination with
the temperature and the oppressive humidity.


She spent several minutes in the water naked before
crawling over and grabbing her sweat soaked shirt. Still kneeling in the pool
she wrung it out then dipped it underneath the surface and tried to hand scrub
as much of the grime out of it as she could. Morgan repeated the process with
the rest of her one set of clothes and laid them out to partially dry as she
stayed in the water trying to get her temperature down while mentally scanning
the area every few minutes. 


So far her hideout had remained secure, but there was
more than Skarrons and Hobbits about and three days ago she’d been jumped
during the night. Fortunately she slept with armor on so the cat-like beast’s
claws only scrapped her plates before she woke up and none too gently sent it
packing. Since then she’d been on the lookout for more critters, both on land
and in the water, not wanting to pick up any leeches or other nasty stuff while
skinny dipping, but there was no way she was going to stay in her armor and
roast if she could help it.


Morgan dipped and washed her hair in the water then
swam out around the rock and into the river where she could feel the current
and relieved herself with her body mostly below the surface to keep her little
pond clear. She looked around in the bright daylight as she did so, with the
blue foliage everywhere along the water’s edge on both sides. Chirps and
squeaks were audible everywhere, making for a quiet din that made her even more
nervous about enemies sneaking up on her. If she hadn’t had psionics to give
her a definitive answer as to what was out there she would have driven herself
crazy with worry.


She didn’t have a watch on, for it would interfere
with her armor, so she didn’t know how long she spent in the water, coming back
in and almost sleeping in the puddle for a long time before walking out and
drip drying…which was difficult in the humid air. She wrung out her hair and
put it back into the ponytail she’d had since she’d began basic training then
grabbed her mostly dry clothes and put them back on before getting something to
eat and stashing away the new supplies with the rest that she had hid until a
bush that she’d uprooted outside and brought into the nook to cover the hole
she’d hand dug.


After that she waited a long time, sitting down on the
ground and pulling her knees up to her chest and thinking. She didn’t have
anything else to do and she needed to reduce her calorie expenditure down from
her Archon high metabolism. Her body didn’t like doing that, but she gave it at
least a short run in armor each day to help and keep her from going totally
stagnant, but she really didn’t like just sitting and waiting…though given the circumstances that was what she had to do.


And given that her body was used to a lot of activity
she couldn’t sleep much, which left a lot of time to just sit and think…and she
really would have killed for a video game right now, even if only played in her
helmet’s HUD. When she got off planet that was one of the to-do items going on
the techs’ list.


After she’d had too much staying in place she got back
into her armor and took a walk around, scouting out the immediate area. Moving
slowly she didn’t burn many calories and spent the rest of the day tracing a
circle around her hideaway several kilometers in diameter looking for scouts
and just getting a better feel for the topography, which was varied and
vegetation covered. Underneath the trees were ravines, switchbacks, and all
other kinds of things that made navigation difficult. A good
place to hide in, but also to get cornered in, especially if the fighters
returned.


Ever since she’d switched her shields off they’d been
absent, which was something else she needed to get back to the others to tell
them sooner rather than later, though right now there was nothing she could do
other than try and commandeer a Skarron ship…and if this forced inactivity
lasted much longer she might start to get ideas in that direction, despite the
impossibility of it. Even if she could manage to fly it she’d never get past
the ships in orbit. 


No, she had to wait for rescue, meaning her fate was
now in someone else’s hands…and that was something that Morgan absolutely
hated. 



 

Two days later, after another cooling session in her
private pond, she put her armor back on and saw a recorded message waiting for
her. Cursing herself for not having put it on sooner she played the
transmission, which as it turned out was intended to be one way. 


They were going to try a hot extraction for her and
had come down into orbit on a trial run to get within broadcast range, giving
her the message that included coordinates and a timestamp…indicating that her
ride was coming in a little over 2 days from now at a point 52 kilometers away.


That was a decent hike, but given that they didn’t
know exactly where she was they’d just had to pick one that looked favorable in
the general vicinity of her last known position. The 2 days was to give her
time to get there, and potentially for orbital
concerns. A ‘hot’ extraction meant it wasn’t going to be secretive and the
enemy was going see them doing it. That meant the retrieval team had to get to
the LZ ahead of the bad guys, grab her, then get out again before they got
blown away. 


Morgan had organized such things numerous times and
knew they were tricky, but the news led to a surge of energy in her, for now
she had something to do…get to the LZ and secure it in a way that they could
pick her up in a manner of seconds.


With that goal now before her, her mind set itself to
the task at hand and the heat no longer seemed the dire threat it had been
previously. She had a countdown and knew she could put up with it for that
long.


Morgan pulled out one of the emergency satchels and
put enough foodstuffs in it for 3 days then hid the rest back in the hole on
the off case that the extraction went bad and she was still stuck here. Taking
it all with her would make her too awkward, like a combat-ready Santa with sack
and that just wouldn’t do. She needed to be mobile and intended to make the LZ
ready to go…with a slim backup plan and a place to retreat to if needed rather
than potentially having to drop her stash and leave it behind in order to run
if the Skarrons got to her.


Putting the now shriveling shrub back over the hole,
she left the nook and stomped back out into the water, crossing the river and
moving up the far bank and into the trees as she accelerated up into an easy
jog headed towards her distant extraction point.



 

Morgan watched from the treetops where she had climbed
up to get a view of the sky as the dropship made its way down to the surface at
a breakneck pace. At first she could only see it on battlemap sensors, for it
was broadcasting its arrival in no weak terms, making her aware of where it was
so that she could be ready…and ready she was. She was standing on the highest
leaves of the trees, scanning the skies looking for Skarron fighters as she
watched the dropship come down like a distant meteor with her helmet’s zoom. 


When it got within a couple of kilometers overhead she
let go her awkward hold on a cluster of straw-like stalks and slid down through
the leaves, falling through the massive plant and eventually hitting the ground
on her side, smacking the wet soil then rolling over and onto her feet before
running out onto the gravel wash on a U-shaped bend in another river. The wash
had no trees or vegetation of any kind, making for a small clearing for the
dropship to come down in. 


By the time Morgan got out there it was growing large
overhead, and within the next 17 seconds it disappeared behind a nearby ridge,
then zipped out over top of her a moment later with an opening boarding ramp as
it rapidly descended down to the gravel. 


The trailblazer ran for it and jumped up onto the ramp
before it had the chance to touch ground.


“Go!” Morgan said over the comm as soon as her foot
hit the metal, launching her inside between two Archon acolytes at the
entrance. 


The scenery outside whipped to the side as the dropship
spun and accelerated upward. Neither Morgan nor the other Archons felt the
shift due to the IDF, allowing them to casually close the ramp as a bit of wind
pushed in to kiss Morgan’s armor as she tossed her nearly empty satchel to the
ground with a sigh of relief, pulling her helmet off and heading for the
cockpit.


“Nice to have you back,” one of the Archons said,
following her.


“You have no idea,” she said, not looking back at him.
“Note to the wise, the Skarrons can track our armor shields in the forest. We
have to turn them off to avoid detection.”


“Damn,” the other one said, with the two exchanging
glances. “What kind of range do they have?”


“I don’t know, but it’s not far. Get them overhead and
they’ll own you.”


“Good to know,” the Archon said as he followed Morgan
to the cockpit as the pilot was pushing the dropship as hard as he could to get
up out of the atmosphere. On the holographic monitor they could see several
fighter squadrons pursuing them, as well as nearby warships coming fast on an
intercept…but at the same time three drones were moving down to cover for them.


“Where’s the rest of the enemy fleet?” Morgan asked.


“Busy on the far side. We had to pull them off to get
you out.”


“How many others are getting picked up?”


The pilot shook his head. “You’re the only one to last
more than 3 days.”


Morgan was silent for a moment, then turned and
punched the wall with her armored fist. “What the hell happened?”


“I’m sorry, we couldn’t get
back to the surface.”


“I meant with the Scionate,” she said, both fire and
ice in her voice.


“I don’t know. I don’t think we’ve gotten a courier
back with news yet, and with no relay in this system…”


“How many dead?” she asked angrily.


“I don’t know that either.”


One of the Archons behind her pulled off his helmet
with an apologetic look on his face. “Twenty six thousand, four hundred and
eighty one,” he said painfully slow. “We also lost most of the drone fleet
covering the evac.”


Morgan closed her eyes and clenched her jaw,
suppressing a string of vitriol that she knew would never be sufficient. 


“Looks like we’re going to make it,” the pilot said
after several dead seconds. “The drones are forcing the fighters off.”


“Thank you,” Morgan finally said,
her voice now calm…yet dangerously so, like she was ready to snap and pounce at
the first enemy to show itself.


“We don’t leave people behind,” the pilot said, fully
aware that Morgan had ordered his dropship and others to skip her the first
time in order to evac more troops. 


“No, we don’t,” she said, glancing at the holographic
map and seeing that they were nearly in the clear. Tossing her helmet to the
floor and having it bounce off the wall and skitter around she began unlatching
her armor with angry pulls. “Our allies are
another matter.”


“What are we going to do?” the Archon to her right
said, wrinkling his nose a bit at the smell of her rancid clothes. 


“Get some answers,” she said, stepping out of the
armor and into the crisp, cool air of the dropship with the planet’s excessive
humidity blissfully gone, “then break some bones.”
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January 24, 2553


Hatten System
(Scionate Territory)


Inner Zone



 

Commander Yen’ten watched
from the pit as his jumpship braked against the star and came back to relative
speeds with the system, allowing for the continuous transmissions from the two
inhabited planets in the system to begin registering properly, giving him the
information he needed to plan the next jump…a small one across the system to
the further of the two planets.


An insertion point in a friendly section of orbit was
being repeatedly transmitted for any incoming fleets to hear, with the urgent
call for reinforcements going out not just across the system but across the
ADZ. Yen’ten’s troops had been on the border fighting
Skarrons at Weema when the courier ship arrived with
the recall orders, and since then they’d been on a breakneck course back to
Scionate territory with him sucking his fuel reserves dry in order to get here
as quickly as possible. 


Running his gravity drives further out from both
origin and destination systems allowed for greater speeds but had a diminishing
return as the gravity weakened, costing you more fuel for less thrust. At the
moment speed was more important so his giant troop ship had trimmed the
navigation as closely as they could, now arriving with
barely 4% fuel reserves. That would be enough to get them across the system
with some left for maneuvering, but they weren’t making a stellar jump again
until they got refueled…and the only way that was going to happen was if they
won the ongoing fight occurring on both planets.


The Scionate troop jumpship came out of its microjump
into middle orbit amidst a group of Scionate warships holding the rendezvous
point while far more numerous fleets of Lacvamat ships dominated low orbit…but
not enough to blockade the planet, which had the surface tied up in battles
that saw the enemy pushing over 2/3rds of the smaller planet of Orril and with a solid but contained foothold on Rewqt. According to his information the Lacvamat were
pushing Orril hard, intent on wrapping it up then moving
their troops over to Rewqt to then conquer that
world, with Yen’ten being ordered to send his 36
transports worth of ground troops down to Orril.


They had to hold that planet or lose the system, and
with so many Scionate troops deployed elsewhere in the ADZ there was no way of
telling when the next group would return. Three systems were under assault, all
smaller ones. The Lacvamat hadn’t been so bold as to hit their Capitol or
primaries, but they were succeeding in taking the targets they were striking,
due in no small part to the fact that the Lacvamat had no troops on the front
and were essentially hitting the Scionate with a dishonorable, blindsided
attack.


But that advantage wasn’t going to last, for the
troops on the fronts were being recalled en mass to defend their territory,
giving the Lacvamat a window of opportunity that the local defenders were
trying to stall out…with little success. A quick glance at the overall troop
disposition and Yen’ten knew his transports would be
going down heavily outgunned, but they had to hold at least a piece of the
planet to deny the Lacvamat the clean sweep. More troops would be on the way,
he knew, and the Scionate were the dominate military power of the two, so if
they held long enough the scales would tip in their advantage, but they were
going to have a very bloody price to pay in order to do that.


There was no question whether or not they’d pay it.
The Lacvamat had hit Scionate territory and every single one of the quadrupeds
was now out for blood. They’d do what was necessary to attain eventual victory,
even if it meant fighting and dying here to buy time for others to finish the
job.


The jumpship waited at the orbital rendezvous point
long enough for the other ships following it in to arrive, which took nearly
two hours, but that was as long as they were going to wait. Two more jumpships,
one a troop ship identical to Yen’ten’s and one a
warship carrier that added desperately needed firepower to the Scionate orbital
presence. With those ships and the others working as escorts, Yen’ten ordered his transports to disconnect and head down
to the planet to make a contended landing in a very hot LZ where the troops
already on the surface were losing ground rapidly as they retreated across a
massive grass plain with only a few small cities to find shelter in.



 

Mik’tal ran hard, keeping
pace with the Scionate tank alongside him. The big, blocky rectangle shielded
his right side and the hole in his yellow armor as the skies overhead were
filled with distant Lacvamat. Little energy orbs dropped like rain, landing
randomly across the landscape from the unarmored flyers that were too far
overhead for the infantry to shoot back at. The few Valeries in the air were
consumed by the Lacvamat’s own fighters, shaped like
a boomerang similar to their starships. 


Those fighters were nearly the Valeries’ equal,
despite the inferior technology…but then that was to be expected of an aerial
race. Trouble was that meant the Scionate had lost air superiority, which meant
they’d effectively lost the ground war because the Lacvamat didn’t fight on the
ground. They flew overhead and rained down ordinance on the infantry, landing
only when there were key structures to take.


In those few situations the Scionate were eating them
alive, making it hard for the Lacvamat to take the few outposts and cities
ahead, giving Mik’tal and the other fleeing troops
somewhere to run to. They’d just had to evacuate one of their major cities,
with so many Lacvamat flying overhead and dive-bombing his unit that they’d
been hard pressed to see the sun in the sky. The enemy was attacking in swarms,
even on the ground, making it virtually impossible for the Scionate to hold out
once the city shields went down, though his unit had made them pay for the
victory with many kills when they came down inside the buildings.


Mik’tal had barely gotten
out alive, more due to luck than skill, then had taken
so many orb hits from above as he ran that his shields had gone down and his
armor was penetrated on his right side. The wound was light, but it pained him
as he ran…but run he did, for the Lacvamat were still overhead raining down
glowing little purple orbs that were hitting the tank beside him and every now
and then himself when he got unlucky. 


Staying as close as he could to the tank he avoided
taking another hit to his exposed side, but the further he and the others ran
the more of them got hit, for there were more than 500 infantry running
alongside 18 tanks and a myriad of civilian vehicles as they made their way
towards the outpost ahead, which was already throwing up anti-air against the
fighters pestering it ahead of the Lacvamat ‘infantry’ swarm. 


Small twangs of energy discharge were sounding
everywhere the orbs hit, then suddenly there was a
loud screech of plasma overhead just before a Valerie shot over the tank so
close that Mik’tal flinched. Two more quickly
followed it and a glance upward saw the Lacvamat swarm changing its normal flow
as the Scionate fighters flew directly into their midst, shooting or ramming
them out of the sky.


The first glint of hope in many hours forced Mik’tal to continue looking up as he ran,
catching an orb to his armored face that then drove him down into the ground.
His head hit and tripped him up, rolling his armored body over in a bad
somersault as the tank continue to move ahead of him. A small personnel
transport behind him hit him in the head as it didn’t slow, knocking him down a
second time underneath it as the anti-grav vehicle
floated over him.


He held still for a moment, then popped up and got
into the clear before the next vehicle in the convoy could do the same, nudging
aside another Scionate and falling back into the group as they ran with the
orbs continuing to drop even as the Valeries tore into the swarm…but the
Lacvamat weren’t letting the ground troops go, intent on killing them in the
open and having more than enough flying infantry to do it, no matter how many
of them the Valeries took down.


Mik’tal continued to run,
seeing a few others around him go down to the purple rain accompanied by the
occasional falling Lacvamat corpse, as they were still two kilometers away from
the outpost and the more or less clear sky over it that was still in contention
with weaponsfire and enemy fighters continuing to go at it, though the
outpost’s shield appeared to be down, which was probably why the Lacvamat
weren’t pulling back despite the losses they were taking. 


Mik’tal’s skin rippled with
goosebumps as a loud rumble sounded on his right and grew louder quickly, with
the sun going out above as a Scionate troop transport flew in low overhead,
pushing the enemy infantry away with its own anti-air fire but more importantly
blocking the airspace above the convoy so they couldn’t rain down fire on them.
Elsewhere nearby other troop ships were coming down right into the swarm and
beginning to unload with Mik’tal very glad for the
help but knowing that the Lacvamat weren’t going to be easily displaced.


He just hoped all these Scionate weren’t coming in to
see their quick deaths.


The transport overhead stayed with them all the way up
to the city, but then it began taking heavy plasma hits as the Lacvamat version
of walkers began pounding it. They were fighters, but so bulky and heavily
armed they were more like mini flying turrets…and a group of 60 or so were
coming in through the infantry swarm to hit the transport, as well as firing
down underneath it.


The vehicle to Mik’tal’s
left took a hit, then quickly two more that exploded a chunk of it out that
bowled over four Scionate ahead of him before tearing into the grassy plain and
setting small fires in its wake. He didn’t know if they were injured or dead
but he didn’t stop, knowing that he’d end up like them if he didn’t get indoors
and the outpost was just ahead. He kept running, trying to block everything
else out, including a plasma blast that fried the Scionate next to him and took
down his own shields, leaving the left side of his armor a melty mess.


A few seconds later and his left rear leg seized up as
the melted metal hardened and locked the mechanical joint in place. Mik’tal fell, then got up into a
three-legged limp continuing forward as another tank flew directly over him. He
had to duck to keep from getting hit, but was momentarily glad for the air
cover.


When it passed him by he saw troops coming out from
the outpost towards them, fresh troops, one of which came up to him and knocked
him over with her head, then rolling him up into a rescue carry over her back
with his armored paw in her mouth as she retracted her helmet into segments
that pulled back down her neck.


Glad for the awkward help, he let her carry his
massive bulk all the way into the outpost gate where she dumped him to the side
then disappeared, with him seeing her helmet reform just before she went back
outside. Now laying next to a building, Mik’tal dragged himself over to the nearest entrance and
went inside, relieved to be out of the deadly rain, and inspected the damage to
his armor and realizing he was going to have to jettison it. He couldn’t fight
with three legs, so he began peeling it off and pried his leg out of the jammed
section, leaving him with only the wound on his right side hindering him.


He was alive, for the moment, and needed to either
find a new set of armor, which was unlikely, or find some way to assist the
others that didn’t involve taking weaponsfire.



 

Ven’poi ducked his Valerie
down through the Lacvamat swarm again, cutting through three of them with the
bladed front of his fighter before even getting to fire the scatter gun, mowing
down another dozen within a few seconds, but for every cluster he killed more
came in to replace them. The sky was literally cluttered with the enemy, making
for a target rich environment that had a very bad time targeting him. Their
weaponry was designed to use gravity assist to cause heavy damage on the
ground, with their air to air setting being very inaccurate. Add to that their
reluctance to fire laterally for fear of hitting their own and Ven’poi had virtually a free fire zone to work through up
until the enemy fighters got to him.


Somehow the swarm knew when they were coming and parted
for them, allowing their fighters and heavy fighters through without any
collisions. Their boomerang-shaped fighters took after him immediately, two
against his one, and he knew he had to run. Dropping down to the surface was
suicide, for the infantry would bombard the hell out of his ship, so his only
choice was to go up and above the swarm…and quickly finding that’s where the
other Scionate fighters had gone as well.


The boomerangs came up with them, both the small and
the large versions. The larger ones were slow enough that Ven’poi
could stay away from them, but the Lacvamat fighters would retreat towards them
whenever the Scionate got the advantage, forcing them to either peel off or go
head to head with the flying death traps. The heavies had enough weaponry and
armor to slug it out with tanks, making his Valerie severely outgunned. The
only way he could take one down would be to nip away at it with hit and run
attacks, but the Lacvamat fighters wouldn’t allow that, making for a potent two-punch
combo that frustratingly gave them aerial dominance over top the swarms
continuing to assault the ground troops below. 


Ven’poi knew they couldn’t
win, so he focused on doing damage. Every enemy he killed here without getting
himself shot down would be one less the Lacvamat would have to throw against
other Scionate tomorrow. With that in mind he engaged the enemy fighters when
and where he could, but when they tried to draw him off towards one of the
heavies he let them go, dipping down to the upper edge of the swarm and killing
dozens more infantry there before the fighters returned to chase him off again.


Eventually the outpost beneath them was overwhelmed,
but the newly arrived ground troops were holding position a kilometer outside
it with a tight cluster of tanks with infantry around them firing up randomly
into the air and managing to hit the Lacvamat infantry enough to do damage,
even when their plasma spit only brushed against them. The tank blasts did far
more damage, and through sheer number of weaponsfire the swarm began to thin.


Then like clockwork when their numbers diminished to a
predetermined level, the Lacvamat swarm turned and fled, all of them, in a
matter of seconds as their fighters flew around behind them, covering their
exit as they left the Scionate ground troops behind to reclaim what was left of
their orb-battered outpost. 


Ven’poi tried to chase after
them, but their fighters wouldn’t let him or the others get close to the swarm
that was now tightly bunched up to make it easier to protect as they flew rapidly
across the landscape back towards one of their surface encampments, which were
literally prefabricated vertical buildings where the flyers would roost. Ven’poi desperately wanted to bust one of them up, but
their defenses were too strong to go up against with anything less than a full
ground assault…or a warship.


But still, the idea was to hurt and stall the enemy.
With that momentarily accomplished the Scionate pilot flew back over his own
troops, waiting for orders on where to go next and getting a recall order to
his carrier transport. He flew back inside the bay and set it down on the
appropriate spot, then abandoned the cockpit and let the crew move it to where
they wanted for service and repair, for he’d taken a few hull hits during the
fighting.


Others hadn’t been so lucky, and a number of slots in
the bay remained empty. Pushing aside thoughts of the dead, he headed further
into the grounded ship to get some water and an update on their next
mission…keeping himself ready to be called to the hangar at any time. They’d
come down directly into the heart of the fighting and it was unlikely that they
were going to get much of a respite, for the enemy was hungry for their world
and wouldn’t be denied for long. 


How soon the rest of the Scionate military arrived
would determine the fate of this planet, and Ven’poi
truly didn’t know who would come out the victor, with only the relentless bloodshed
to come being a certainty.
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January 29, 2553


Plenx System (Dvapp
Territory)


Rvitx



 

Paul read through Morgan’s report, his anger growing
at the Scionate, but he wasn’t overly surprised. This was the third notice that
had come through the relays of Scionate units suddenly abandoning their
assignments. A day ago he had gotten the answer as to why…the Lacvamat had cited
that it was the Scionate who had launched the bioweapon on Leerbot
and the avians had subsequently attacked one of their systems in response.
Given the amount of troops the Scionate had devoted to the border they were at
a disadvantage to the otherwise inferior Lacvamat, necessitating the recall to
defend themselves against what, according to the few reports had made their way
out to Paul, was a huge offensive.


But that didn’t excuse the Scionate leaving other
troops behind. According to Morgan they didn’t even tell her they were leaving,
just up and pulled out in the middle of fighting resulting in many dead
soldiers and even Morgan had to pull a Houdini just to survive. Paul didn’t
care if Earth was under V’kit’no’sat attack, he wouldn’t sacrifice others to
return to defend his home a few hours early. 


Fortunately some of the other Scionate commanders had
been more tactful, informing the Star Force and Protovic troops that they were
leaving but still offering no explanation. Paul expected that was because they
didn’t want to argue when their minds were already set, but regardless of their
motivation they’d just significantly weakened the Skarron front and handed the
enemy two worlds that were in contention…maybe more, with the reports filtering
in through the relay grid and those, like Morgan’s, that had to get back to a
grid nexus just to log in and be sent.


There were no Scionate units in Plenx,
so Paul hadn’t lost any of his troops but several other systems had. He wanted
to send some of his off to counter the losses but he couldn’t afford to do so.
He’d finally gotten the Skarron offensive on Rvitx
pushed into a stalemate and was using it to reset the battlefield to his
liking. Given time he’d push the Skarrons back but he needed all the troops he
could get to do it. The fighting was still heavy and looked to favor the enemy,
yet Paul could read between the lines and knew he just about had them beat, so
long as there weren’t any surprises heading his way.


No, he couldn’t reinforce anyone else. The best he
could hope to do was win this campaign quickly so he could leave it in Dvapp
hands and move off to another…but this was a planet he was talking about and
taking it back from the enemy wasn’t going to be easy nor quick, and it was
going to take his unique skills to lead them to do it, so he couldn’t redeploy
himself either.


If the weakened systems were going to get reinforced
it wasn’t going to come from him…which he explained in detail in a message that
he sent out, hoping some of the others would be in a better position to help.
If it wasn’t for the Voku disrupting the Skarron reinforcements the Scionate
and Lacvamat would have just handed the enemy the border worlds...and he wasn’t
entirely sure that they hadn’t. Right now there were at minimum 12 systems that
were vulnerable. He didn’t know if the Skarrons could take advantage of that or
not with the limited fleets they had, but those with troops already on the
ground were beginning to roll over the weakened opposition.


Paul expected more updates to come in emphasizing that
point, but his hands were tied so he tried to put it out of mind and focus on
the problems before him…reclaiming the Dvapp planet and preserving the
surviving civilian population while killing as many of their warships as
possible.



 

Morgan waited for the boarding ramp to lower fully
before she walked out the back of the Eagle-class
dropship and onto the plaza surrounding the Scionate ruling den on Vaadsip,
leaving about a 300 meter walk between the ship and the entrance with
yellow-armored quadrupeds surrounding it and blocking her way. They began to
part as she got close, seeing that she had no weapons, opening a path to her up
to a pair of Scionate standing in front of the closed doors in their ceremonial
armor, indicating that they were permanent guards assigned to the den rather
than the standard military versions surrounding it as backup security.


“Permission is
required prior to entry, Human,” one spoke, referencing the fact that
Morgan’s dropship had simply informed the Scionate that it was coming down. The
Scionate hadn’t fired on it, despite their never agreeing to let it land, but
giving her access to the ruling den wasn’t going to happen, especially after
what had happened the last time she was here…though it was for that reason that
the other guards were giving her extra room as she passed through them. Her
armor color had changed and the designed thinned down a bit, but otherwise she
was still the same intimidating presence that she’d been when she, Paul, and
Kara had kicked the old bloodline out of power…for which this one was still
grateful.


Morgan didn’t stop walking forward, nor did she say
anything. There was a brief staring match as she approached the two, then when
it appeared she was going to walk between them they moved to block her way.


With a single stiffened palm, she pushed her arm
forward on the go and threw both armored Scionate back through the air and into
the closed doors with a concussive energy blast, bouncing them off it hard and
dropping them to the ground.


“Open the doors
or I will myself,” she said loudly, coming to a standstill a few meters in
front of the tall, closed entrance.


She let her demand sink in for a long moment, then
when there was no response she pulled back her arms into a Kamehameha position
and readied a large blast to begin breaking through when the doors cracked open
and began to slowly pull apart. The two shell-shocked guards stepped aside at
the insistence of others that had received a comm message from those inside and
got out of Morgan’s way as she continued to walk forward, meeting up with a
ceremonial honor guard that led her in and through the building…more to keep
others from interfering with her than to keep her from going where she wanted,
which was obviously next to impossible to do with the Archon.


When they came to the audience chamber the guards
stayed outside, allowing her private access to the room…that held only a single
occupant. As she walked inside the doors closed behind her, sealing her inside
with the Scionate leader, Jen’ton, coming down off his pedestal and meeting her
halfway wearing no armor. 


“I do not
apologize for the recall order,” he said stoically


“One hour,”
Morgan said icily. “One hour and I could
have arranged a pullout. Your people gave no warning and left in the middle of
battle. I lost 26,481 soldiers, most of my fleet, and the planet because you
idiots couldn’t open a comm channel.”


The Scionate’s eyes narrowed. “Where was this?”


“Weema.”


Jen’ton frowned and turned around, walking back to his
pedestal and accessing the controls there to bring up the battle reports. It
took him a moment to find the ones for the system Morgan had mentioned, then
even longer for him to read through them.


Morgan gave him time, her anger not abating with it.


Finally the Scionate leader shut off the holograms and
turned around. “If what you say is true I
have no record of it. Our troops recalled from there withdrew without incident.”


“I was on the
planet at the time.”


Jen’ton looked up at her. “I will investigate the matter further. If the commander in question
abandoned his post prematurely he will be punished for it.”


Morgan took a step forward and suddenly Jen’ton found
his throat constricting and his body being lifted up into the air with his legs
and backside dangling from an invisible grip.


“Twenty six
thousand,” Morgan repeated ever so slowly, “four hundred and eighty one of my people are dead because of the
Scionate. The planet we fought to retake is now fully in the hands of the
enemy. My ships were destroyed trying to save as many of us as we could
evacuate in the time you didn’t give us. The entire front is now weakened and
vulnerable to a Skarron push, with even a small one now capable of taking more worlds.
You betrayed us and the entire ADZ.”


“Re…lease me,” Jen’ton demanded.


Morgan held her Vader choke,
pinching her fingers a little closer together and tightening her grip while she
pulled her helmet off with her other hand, then tossed it onto the ground to
her left.


“We told you
that we would not tolerate any more misdeeds,” she said as the doors far
behind her burst open and the guards rushed in, running over to where she was
strangling their leader with her magic.


Morgan raised her ‘free’ hand, though technically her
other one wasn’t necessary other than for theatrics, and summoned up a surge of
Jumat, pooling it outside her armor for a moment then throwing it out in a
hemispherical wave as the guards got within a few meters of her and Jen’ton, bowling
them over with ease while her body didn’t so much as twitch. 


“Killing…me
won’t…change anything,” Jen’ton said defiantly.


“I was going for
pain,” she said, taking a quick moment while the guards gathered themselves
to access the Scionate’s mind and inject a stinging pain sensation…the feeling
of a plasma burn from her distant memory translated as best she could into Jen’ton’s realtime senses. She forced it into his mind for
only a second, just enough to get his attention before she telekinetically threw
him over top of her and to the ground in front of the guards as she opened up
and emitted the largest Fornax field she could, sending everyone around her
also the ground. 


She held the effect, simultaneously targeting one mind
at a time and sending the Scionate individually into a deep sleep, neutralizing
the guards until half of them were down and staying down, then she released the
field and began to pick off the others in twos and threes, leaving Jen’ton to
slowly stand up in the center as his dozens of guards were dropping like flies
around him.


“Blame the
Lacvamat!” he roared, both fear and anger in his tone. “They invaded us. We have to defend our own
worlds!”


Morgan didn’t answer, still looking at and dropping
guards as more came in and ran over to the fallen others. One actually fired a plasma shot at her, but she saw it coming and put out a
telekinetic ‘net’ that actually caught the fiery ball of gas a few meters in
front of her. She held it in place and let its glow fade out into nothingness
before releasing the now hot air into the room…then she pointed at the one who
had fired at her and sent a Jumat blast his way, knocking him back four meters
to where he skidded across the ground and into the legs of another oncoming
guard.


“What would you
have us do?” Jen’ton demanded as she continued to mow down guards with her
‘sleep stun.’ “Let the Lacvamat take our
worlds and kill our people? They are already close to doing that with the
troops we recalled. We must defend our own kin!”


Morgan swiped an arm through the air sideways and
bowled back another half dozen at range, then finally looked at Jen’ton, who
was crouching three meters away and to the right. “Not by sacrificing others.”


“We have a right
to defend our own first.”


Morgan’s rage ticked up a notch when he said ‘right’
and she telekinetically grabbed him again, dragging him across the floor and
under her. She dropped a knee down on top of him and held him in place while
once again emitting a huge Fornax field, dropping all the conscious guards in
the room, then picking off a few more with her sleep stun before finally
relenting and seeing Jen’ton’s eyes focus on her
again as his body began to recover its function.


“You speak of
honor as the foundation of Scionate society…but the truth is you have none.
What you have is a bastardized version that puts you and your kin above all
others, and where they cross swords with honor to you slay it to justify your
own pride. Those you abandoned on the front are no less valuable than those at
risk to the Lacvamat. You could have withdrew your troops
in conjunction with us, we could have formed a plan that would have kept the
front relatively secure with no unnecessary losses but you didn’t give a damn
about anyone else! You just up and pulled out…and to what, fight the Lacvamat?”


Morgan raised her arm again and threw out another
Jumat wave, knocking down the guards that kept trying to get close to her and
their besieged leader despite the mounting bodies all around testifying to the
stupidity of that notion.


“Your military
is superior to theirs,” Morgan bit out. “You didn’t recall everyone to defend yourselves. When your pathetically
slow jumpships finally arrive you’re going to push them off the worlds they
have taken and then annihilate them for the impudence of attacking you! You let
my troops die to go on a bloodlust!”


Morgan repeated her Fornax field, taking down and
neutralizing a few more before continuing to speak. 


“The Lacvamat
claim you poisoned their world. They’re reacting the same way you are. Irrationally and dishonorably striking back at their supposed
enemies.”


“We did not
attack them,” Jen’ton said, snarling up at her face that was only a few
inches above him, close enough to smell her Human breath. “If we had we would not have hidden our intent.”


“You
sure about that?” Morgan asked irreverently. “Seems you don’t know what the hell your people are doing. Perhaps you
should investigate that too,” she said, throwing up her arm again as more
guards got a bit too close and sending these flying backwards so hard they took
down others behind them, some of which were knocked unconscious by the impacts.


“We are not to
blame in this war,” Jen’ton reiterated. “Why are you not on their homeworld?”


“They didn’t
abandon my troops in battle!” Morgan said, slapping him hard across the
face with her armored hand before emitting another brief Fornax field. “We put you in power to rule wisely and you
stab us in the back, you treasonous bastard. We’ll deal with the Lacvamat on
our own terms, but as you damn well know we don’t have the troops to spare. We
don’t even have enough to hold the border worlds without you, and we’re going
to have to scramble to try and find a way and hope the Skarrons don’t recognize and take advantage of the weakness.”


“You aren’t
defending yourself against attack any more than the Lacvamat are. You’ve been
building towards this for decades and now that you both have an excuse you’re
going to go all out, damn the ADZ and everyone else in it, just to fulfill your
bloodlust…and you know we can’t stop you without pulling troops off the border,
which we WILL NOT DO.”


Morgan knocked some more guards down, but more and
more kept coming in, making the room very cluttered and forcing her to keep
rendering them unconscious in order to maintain a buffer zone around her and
their leader.


“If you want to
fight go ahead and bleed your dishonorable asses dry. The Sentinels we have
guarding your worlds won’t defend you or the Lacvamat. In fact, we’re going to
move them to the front to try and help fill the holes you’ve left us with. If
the Skarrons or lizards or anyone else feel like
jumping across the border and hitting you, well, you’re going to have to defend
yourselves on your own merits…but then again you’re good at that, aren’t you?
Going it alone and all. Putting yourselves first and saying to hell with your
allies, so I think you’ll understand the concept, but don’t misunderstand this
as consent. We simply can’t stop you…now. But don’t expect that to always
remain the case.”


Morgan Fornaxed
again, this time having to take down more than before. Apparently the
masses outside on the plaza were finally working their way inside.


“And if you have
a change of heart and feeling like fighting our true enemy again, you won’t be
doing so with us. Pick your own battlegrounds, because we’re not sharing ours
with ‘allies’ that may or may not stab us in the back again. Fool me once,
shame on you. Fool me twice…not happening.”


Morgan stood up and telekinetically pulled her helmet
back to her, slipping it on and no longer worrying about an errant plasma blast
hitting her. She released her invisible hold on Jen’ton then kicked him hard in
the gut, breaking at least a rib and sliding him a meter across the floor
before Fornaxing again and pulling down the guards
that were nearly on top of her as if she suddenly commanded the gravity of the
planet to increase tenfold. They all dropped and she ran across their wriggling
bodies, heading for the exit and busting her way through the troops there and all
the way out to her waiting dropship.


A group of the troops outside approached her
hesitantly, not sure whether to jump her or not as the boarding ramp lowered
once again. Morgan walked to it, almost daring the Scionate to jump her, then
held up a warning finger and waved it at those she felt were considering it.
Remembering what had happened before they let her go, with other less wise
troops coming back out of the den and trying to chase after her, but they were
too late. The dropship took off and headed for her warship in low orbit…without
any interference.


It left immediately, taking her back to the weakest
areas on the front to do what she could on the ground in lieu of the armies of
Scionate troops they no longer had. A trailblazer might not be able to replace
the millions that had been lost, but she could at least rack up a decent kill
count in their stead and hit some secure facilities to try and stall the
Skarron advances while others began plucking the Sentinels out from Scionate
and Lacvamat territory and redistributing them to the front.
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