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Jenna and Levi sat in one of the sanctum’s meditation
rooms, both on nearby cushioned pedestals with their arms interlocked at the
wrists. Jenna held Levi’s right in her left, with a symmetrically reversed hold
on the other. Both Archons were motionless, eyes closed, but with a flurry of
brain activity that would have pegged out the old neural scanners that had been
used to monitor training drills such as this. Archon psionics had come so far
since those early days that a whole new generation of monitoring equipment had
to be created to keep up with them.


And the more they advanced the more they realized that
a hugely disproportional part of psionics was Ikrid. Originally they had
dismissed the non-physical skills as secondary, but there was so much that one
could do with basic Ikrid that it hadn’t become apparent until they’d leveled
up that Tier 1 ability. There were literally over 500 different applications
logged in the V’kit’no’sat database, some of which even the trailblazers hadn’t
achieved yet due to lack of prerequisites…and that wasn’t even counting the
Tier 2 upgrades.


At the moment Levi was using Orren, a Tier 2 Ikrid
modifier that gave him additional invasive power when trying to actively press
into and hack another mind. It wasn’t something that could be practiced against
a machine, like some of the other Ikrid applications that the techs and Archons
had gotten innovative on to find ways to train in isolation, but rather had to
have an active mind to access, and in this case Levi needed a strong one to
probe.


Using non-psionic volunteers didn’t offer more than a
bit of exploration and light practice, and even going up against lower level
Archons didn’t offer the necessary resistance to really push your abilities…but
Levi had all the challenge he could ever have wanted from Jenna, whose mind was
far stronger than his even without the Farchor ability upgrade, which added
additional defensive mechanisms to prevent the type of tampering that he was
attempting.


Jenna wasn’t counterattacking him, rather just trying
to block his intrusion. Physical contact had to be maintained for them to get
around the Ikrid blocks, but with the flesh to flesh connection established her
mind was open to his ‘sight’ and directly accessible. Biological as they were,
each Archon’s brain was essentially just a computer with an immense amount of
automated processes. Numerous programs were operating within the mage’s mind
without her conscious effort, such as her breathing and heartbeat. If an
opponent was strong enough, they could hack into her mind and manually shut
them down…essentially killing her with a thought.


And where the power of the mind was concerned, amount
of tissue was a huge deal, just as it was with muscles. A small opponent might
have stronger muscle fibers than a large one, but add up all the weak fibers
and you could possess a greater strength than the more developed individual
simply because of your size. That was a big disadvantage for the Zen’zat
against the rest of the V’kit’no’sat, and even more so for the Archons since
they didn’t use the Zen’zat physical upgrades that the Knights did. Even that
bit of additional brain tissue was useful, in that it gave you more processing
power and additional transmission capability.


The Ikrid blocks had been designed to essentially give
the Zen’zat an immunity to that so long as they could stay out of touching
range, and with their armor blocking physical contact it wasn’t an issue so
long as they weren’t captured and interrogated, but it didn’t allow for a
Zen’zat to hack into the minds of the larger V’kit’no’sat races very well.
That, in turn, offered the other races some comfort, but with everything
V’kit’no’sat there was an upgrade to make you better, which is where Orren came
in. 


It took the size issue and basically threw it aside by
giving the individual specially designed tools for accessing another mind and
bypassing the natural defenses with guile rather than brute force. Often an
opponent wouldn’t even feel the presence of another mind when Orren was used,
for it was so low in terms of pressure that only an active monitoring of one’s
status would reveal the incursion.


Only a handful of V’kit’no’sat races were permitted
Orren, and none of them had it by default. Individuals had to earn it through a
variety of means that were similar, but not identical between the races. It was
too powerful a tool to just hand out to someone who hadn’t proven themselves,
for even a sloppy attempt could succeed against an experienced opponent, and
that type of vulnerability would have upset the powerbase within the
V’kit’no’sat that was very delicately maintained.


That powerbase was one of their few weaknesses, for
none of the races had all of the psionics that the Zen’zat did. They didn’t trust
each other that far, and the Zak’de’ron having too
many was one of the reasons that they didn’t fit in with the ‘equity’ that
developed over time. Zen’zat were so small and pathetic that they weren’t seen
as a threat, particularly because they didn’t have a race. They were created
from Ter’nat and became Zen’zat after having proven
themselves to have some merit in becoming useful tools to the V’kit’no’sat
rather than a member race.


And they’d wanted their Zen’zat to be powerful enough to
compensate for their small size and be of use to the other races, hence they
got above and beyond what the other races possessed, with a caveat. All of
their psionics after the basic 7 had to be ascended to, whereas most of the
other V’kit’no’sat psionics were a default from birth. Orren was one of the few
that was not, due to the unique power it gave an individual over others.


But where Orren was the mental sword of psionics,
Farchor was the shield. About a third of the V’kit’no’sat races had it as
default, with the others all having the trigger woven into their genetic makeup
to allow them to gain the defense if they were skilled enough. It wasn’t an immunity
to Orren, but rather a counter-intrusion program that ran constantly. In
addition to throwing up red flags for the conscious mind to see, it essentially
worked like a drone army in the battle against the intrusion, able to fight the
hacking on its own without conscious effort.


How it fought was customizable, which had to be
tailored with time and training, but even the default basics made it very
difficult for an opponent to be able to take remote control over the
individual. More than likely a disruption or a few memories gleaned would be
the result, and the ‘kill thought’ ability was shut out entirely, for the basic
life functions were so armored with redundancies that there was no way an
outside ‘signal’ could override them.


A mind was like a dart board, with a bullseye in the
center that was the conscious ‘core’ of the individual, then there were rings
expanding outward, with those closest to the core being the most fundamental
and hardest to access. Surface thoughts were in the outermost ring, with a
whole host of other functions in between. When an individual gained Farchor it
pretty much blocked out the inner two or three rings by default, leaving the
outer rings accessible but with increased resistance.


That resistance what was Levi was probing within
Jenna’s mind, with his master making a conscious choice not to press back into
his, but to try and block her apprentice’s attacks like they were tennis balls
being flung her way. His power level was too low for him to get very far with a
brute force attempt, but Orren made things tricky and offered her a decent
challenge when she opted not to respond. If she did she could shut down his
attempts quite quickly with a little disruptive pulse into his mind. 


Levi was a level 23 padawan and hadn’t gotten Farchor
from Jenna yet. It was up to her which Tier 2 psionics she shared with him
first, and she’d wanted him to get used to Orren so he’d be able to understand
how an opponent was operating before he got Farchor. Jenna was far better at
defending because she had that perspective and ability to counterattack, so to
her it made sense to give him the offensive capability first.


That, and she wanted practice defending.


Outside the advanced training group there were
literally no opportunities to work on these type of psionics, and she was very
glad the trailblazers had come up with the ‘Jedi’ program of pairing a mage
with a padawan…or in some other rare cases that were beginning to pop up,
having two mages working together as a field unit pair. Most of the
trailblazers were too busy for that sort of thing, but Jason and Paul were
known to link up for a mission here and there. Then again, they’d always been a
pair since basic training. 


Jenna was a level 107 mage and had moved through the
padawan ranks mostly in the advanced training group, never having a master of
her own. Some others were doing the same thing now, simply for the lack of
available mages. Some didn’t want an apprentice, but even if all of them did
there were so many Archons reaching padawan level that there simply weren’t
enough pairings. Down the road that would hopefully change, but for now they
were still in a transitional period headed into what Paul referred to as the
‘Jedi Order,’ which was their long term goal for restructuring the Archons. 


The padawan levels 80-99 had been reworked to
accommodate each Tier 2 psionic that was unlocked, with several more to go that
hadn’t been discovered yet. As it was, Jenna felt it would take another 10-15
years before she got Levi to where he needed to be before transferring all of
her own psionics to him. There were four that she’d been holding off on, while
he currently possessed 16. She’d fed him each one individually rather than
having him unlock them all in the first year as some other masters did. It was
her prerogative how she had him progress, and he’d been open to doing it her
way in exchange for the ability to have a permanent training partner/teacher
while they moved about the Star Force empire doing field work.


Not all Archons preferred staying in the advanced
training group, which had grown to several levels. The inner circle was
inaccessible to even Jenna, with Vermaire and a few handpicked others pushing
the limits even further and trying to find the missing psionic triggers…as well
as working on a lot of other things that she and the others would only find out
about after the fact. 


Currently the top Archon was, once again, Morgan-063.
She’d bounced in and out of that title a number of times, but she’d eeked out an 8 level lead at the moment and currently stood
at mage level 398 out of a total of 500 levels in what the trailblazers were
referring to as the first ‘adult’ rank. After all the centuries of training and
advancement that Jenna had gone through that almost seemed like an insult, but
after hearing their reasons and the continuous comparisons to the V’kit’no’sat
Zen’zat she reluctantly agreed that they were only now really on par when
reaching mage.


They weren’t inferior anymore, but they were far from
dominant. The mages could hold their own with the rank and file Zen’zat, and
probably defeat them given the extra psionics that they now possessed, but go
up the ability ladder above ‘average’ within the V’kit’no’sat and even the
trailblazers were quickly outclassed. Jenna didn’t know what the next Archon
rank would be after mage, but she had a long way to go to get there. Drills
like this with Levi were helping her level up her Ikrid skills, despite the
fact that the levels themselves couldn’t measure all of it.


That didn’t matter to her, for she wasn’t training
just to achieve a higher rank. Jenna was training for higher ability, in every
way, shape, and form regardless of whether or not it could be outwardly
measured. Many aspects of the mind couldn’t be, or at least not yet. That was
one of the projects going on in the advanced training group that she knew about,
with the techs trying to find more ways of measurement and the Archons taking
those and creating new challenges out of them. 


Jenna figured they’d eventually get around to finding
a way to add more requirements to the levels, and she definitely wanted to
defend her ranking when they did, but in truth she just wanted to be as
prepared as possible to defend her mind if/when it ever came under attack. The
Ikrid block was a great comfort, but that wasn’t enough for her. She wanted to
be able to resist a strong mind enough not to become a living thrall, and
according to Kara that was a distinct possibility with the higher level
V’kit’no’sat…and especially with the dragons.


If they could access her flesh and worm their way
inside her head, they could essentially rewrite part of her programming and
control her from afar even after breaking physical contact. She needed to be
able to resist that programming and even flush it out after the fact if it
happened, hence the need for practice defending, which was why she didn’t balk
at giving Levi ample opportunity to probe her mind.


Others, she knew, found it intrusive and kept their
efforts restricted to certain outer ‘rings’ but she did not. The type of
sparring she and Levi were doing was very intimate, given that he was able to
probe her thoughts, emotions, memories, etc. More often than not he even
tweaked her sexuality program in order to throw her off balance, and that alone
was enough to make some people recoil.


But not her, and it wasn’t because she liked him
either. He was attractive, and that was one of the big reasons she’d chosen him
out of the pool of available candidates, for if you were going to be traveling
and living together for multiple decades you might as well have someone you
wouldn’t mind getting locked in a closet with. Not that that would ever happen,
but it was a mental test she used when picking training partners and such, and
Levi had fit the bill there even though there was nothing romantic between
them. Casual flirting and sarcasm, sure. But the idea of ‘coupling’ was a
totally foreign concept for the Archon now.


And by that she and the others weren’t referring to
sex, which was now no longer an issue for the mages. They’d figured out how to
deactivate her menstrual cycle genetically, rather than using surgery or
chemicals that could be undone with a regenerator treatment. Jenna and the
other females, she assumed anyway, were now sterile by choice and she didn’t
miss the occasional bleeding, but for her it wasn’t an opportunity to reengage
in sexual activity without the risk of producing offspring.


It was the opposite for her and the other Archons, a
sign of total commitment and saying that reproduction had 0% to do with their
priorities. The sterilization could be undone with another genetic alteration
if needed, so it wasn’t permanent permanent, but it
was something that set her apart from the rest of Humanity and made her feel a
little more badass than the rest.


As for her sex drive, that remained intact. They
hadn’t messed with it, and amongst the Archons it was seen as kind of a test.
It was said that sexuality had a strong influence on the weak minded, which was
basically saying that any Archon who had sex was admitting to being a loser.
That wasn’t necessarily true, but that’s how she and the others decided to view
it. 


Which was why she didn’t tell Levi to keep his
distance from those thoughts and feelings within her mind. It was very exposing
for him to go there, let alone prod around, activate, or even amplify that part
of her, but Jenna didn’t like the idea of having a no-go zone. She was an
Archon, she had nothing to hide, no shame, no embarrassment, and if she did
that would have been a sign that she had something to work on.


Jenna also knew that an enemy wouldn’t hold to a no-go
zone anyway, so if she was really serious about learning how to defend herself
she had to get hit in every which way during training, holding nothing back.


It was awkward at first, because since becoming an
Archon she hadn’t really dealt with that part of her in any significant way. It
was always riding in the background, but it was things like that that could be
used against you, so she welcomed the challenge…and that fact that Levi’s
mental prodding felt really good.


But therein was the trick of it, because if she let
herself enjoy it her defenses would lapse and he could gain further access to
her mind and circumvent her blocks. The Farchor especially could be partially
disabled if she went into ‘pleasure’ mode, which was why Levi hit her with that
attack often, because it had offered him the most success in the past. 


And that was the way it worked with Archons. Sexual
pleasure wasn’t a bad thing, but pleasure for pleasure sake without a purpose
was the sign of a junkie-style loser. If you wanted to reproduce it served a
purpose. Archons didn’t and therefore sex had no purpose. The rest of the Human
population still didn’t seem to understand that simple principle, thinking that
the Archons were emotionless monks or just downright crazy. After all, what
would it hurt to have a little fun during downtime?


Except that Archons never had downtime in that way.
Everything they did, including sleep, had a purpose, as did this mental
training. Orgasm for the sake of fun was stupid. Orgasm for the sake of
training…just an added bonus.


Jenna knew that was sound thinking, and prided herself
on being a step ahead of a lot of the others in that regard, for her mind would
be a bit more shielded in the aftermath of the training than theirs would be.
The ironic thing, in this case, was that she was resisting the pleasure rather
than embracing it, and only when she failed royally did she end up in a state
of euphoria.


At which point Levi would just stare at her with a
‘you are weak’ look of victory on his face. She hated that smirk, but even more
so the fact that he was right. She shouldn’t have a part of herself that she
couldn’t control, and it goaded her into working even harder to put some armor
over that vulnerability.


Which was why now when Levi tried that tactic he
didn’t get far. Resisting pain was a unique skill, but resisting pleasure was
wholly different…and it was a skill that Jenna was proud to have learned, for
now Levi couldn’t get her awash with that type of distraction anymore, but he
could still throw it her way for a momentary quiver, during which he’d try and
penetrate somewhere else before she could fully react.


Like her Tier 2 Snu ability,
which offered an immunity to Fornax, an opponent could no longer disable her
with it…with the difference being that this wasn’t a skill she’d unlocked, but
rather one she’d constructed herself. And the more little advantages like this
that she could create, measureable or not, the more powerful she’d become. 


And the more powerful she became, the bigger the
difference she could make when a time of crisis came, which was
the motivation driving her every waking moment.
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The sexual ‘prods’ were only one tactic that Levi was
using, knowing that he had to hit his master from different angles and keep up the
frequency of rotation. His Ikrid skills had advanced to the point where he
could manage two or three different avenues simultaneously, but if he wanted a
blunt force attack he could only focus on one area. That wasn’t going to work
with Jenna, for her mental strength was far beyond his, but if he wasn’t going
for a break and just a distraction it could still be useful.


Which is what he hit her with after getting her a bit
loopy with a bit of euphoria. He expected the pushback, which came after only a
little hesitation, but Levi didn’t wait around to fight that losing battle,
instead using his Orren to slip a deep strike in past all the mental noise. To
his surprise it hit without much resistance, giving him access to her visual
processors. Before she could detect that hack and shove him out again he sent a
burst of sparks into her eyes and retreated, hoping to make another Orren
strike before she recovered from this one.


The padawan didn’t have similar luck when he tried to
access her muscle control, intending to give her a bit of a facial twitch. He
didn’t meet up with her conscious effort on this one, but rather her Farchor
‘minions’ which existed as a mass of programming that fought him automatically.
He could have got through it with time, but all she needed was the red flag
thrown up and a moment to respond to get her conscious power thrown into the
fight and kick Levi’s mental tendril out forcefully.


But she went one further than that. During these
drills it was standard practice for the defender not to strike back, for if
Jenna did it would make Levi have to play a mixture of offense and defense. The
purpose was for him to work on his offensive skills so Jenna would never
respond by going into his mind, only defending her own turf, so to speak.


She did now though, following Levi’s Orren strike and
running it right back at him. It caught him completely off guard and suddenly
he opened his eyes and looked at Jenna, thinking she was the most beautiful
thing in the galaxy.


The programming spike continued to alter his senses
even after she withdrew from his mind, lasting a few seconds until Levi
detected it and reset…with the highly attractive Archon sitting across from him
returning to her normal aura within his mind, which was centered around strength, wisdom, and not romance.


“Better,” she said, opening her eyes but keeping hold
of his wrist. 


“What was that?” Levi asked, referencing the
counterattack. 


“The signal for a time out.”


“You could have just said something. Did I hit a sore
spot?”


“No…it’s just the cumulative effect. You shouldn’t
have got that one through.”


“So I’m not getting better, you’re just getting
tired?”


“Getting tired because you’re wearing me down. You
didn’t use to have this much stamina.”


Levi smirked. “Is that your version of innuendo?”


That prompted another strike, this one with Jenna
bypassing Levi’s mental defenses on a whim and accessing his arm control. She
made him release her wrist and bring his own palm towards his forehead in a
slap…but he reasserted control just short of making contact, with the Archon
glancing up at his hand just over his eyes.


“Missed it by that much,” Jenna commented. “You are
getting quicker at recovery.”


“Now I know something is wrong. What’s up? You’re
getting punchy.”


Jenna sighed, with Levi dropping his hand and grabbing
her wrist again. “You’re getting to me.”


“The sexual strikes?”


“Yeah.”


“You told me to hit those hard.”


“I know.”


“And?”


“I don’t have the pleasure endurance. I’ve learned to
put up with pain and keep going, but this is totally different.”


“Maybe you just need to take a break and enjoy it for
once.”


She frowned at him. “Kind of defeats the point of the
training.”


“I didn’t want to say this earlier, because it makes
me sound like a junkie, but what if we’re missing something…and be ‘we’ I mean
all the Archons. We’ve got a part of ourselves that we’re ignoring, and
granted, it’s for reproduction and therefore we don’t need it, but maybe we’re
missing something mentally due to lack of experience.”


“Which is the point of this training,” Jenna reminded
him. 


“No, you’re fighting it,” Levi insisted. “Maybe you
just need to analyze.”


“Is this your way of trying to get me into bed?” she
asked sarcastically.


“You know we can do better than that with a direct
mental link.”


“Illusions are not a good thing, youngling. They mess
with our senses and dull our reflexes. Learning to see through them is
valuable, not embracing them.”


“Is that your way of trying to get me into bed?” he
countered.


“I’m still trying to understand where you’re going
with this.”


“Sometimes you need to lose in order to reevaluate the
enemy. Take yourself out of the picture and just see it for what it is, not how
you match up to it.”


Jenna considered that. “You’ve been working me over
pretty hard. Not sure I’m missing that much. You’d have other girls lying in a
pool of drool on the floor by now.”


“Maybe you need to be…maybe we both need to be, at
least once, to see it clearly.”


“You want me to work you over?”


“That’s why I didn’t bring this up before. But if you
really want to develop a defense against this type of attack, it seems logical.
And I’m willing to bet that you’re hesitant to actually let yourself like it,
the same as me.”


“If you go down that road it’ll mess with your head,”
Jenna reminded him, which was basically Archon 101. 


“Yeah it will, but we know we can reset ourselves
afterward.”


“I can’t believe we’re even having this conversation.
You’re lustdrunk.” 


“You tell me then,” he said, with Jenna feeling the
prompt for a battlemeld link. 


She accepted it, and suddenly her thoughts were his,
and vice versa, along with their bodies in so far as they could sense what each
other felt, though they couldn’t control one another. In what would have taken
a long time to explain verbally, Jenna realized that he wasn’t lustdrunk. He was onto something, sniffing out a weakness,
and belatedly she realized they were both going about this sheepishly.


Jenna broke the battlemeld link, but maintained their
physical contact so they could access each other’s mind. “I don’t like this.”


“And we shouldn’t.”


“But if we’re going to get to the root of this…I guess
we’re going to have to take a moment and be stupid.”


“Better to do it on our terms than have an enemy force
us there later, even though the odds of that happening are slim.”


Jenna shook her head. “No, you don’t play the odds. If
there’s a weakness you go after it, whether or not you think anyone can expose
it. The odds of anyone getting to us outside our armor and getting past our
mental blocks is slim, and even slimmer that they would take this track, but I
don’t like carrying around Kryptonite.”


“To be fair, you’ve reduced it considerably.”


“But it’s still there, and I think you’ve hit on the
piece of it that I’ve been missing. Because I’ve been resisting there’s a piece
of me that you haven’t been able to prod. And without that bit getting hit, I
can’t learn how to defend it.”


“It would take a totally different mindset from what
we want,” Levi cautioned, “and it would leave you vulnerable for, I don’t know,
a day or so afterward. But as long as we’re mid jump I don’t know of a safer
time to try it.”


“Damn it,” she whispered. “You’re right, but my gut
still says no.”


“That’s what’s been bothering me too, which was why I
didn’t mention it. But look at it this way, if it is stupid we’ll learn why. If
we don’t go there, we’ll keep wondering.”


“Ok, fine. But we work through this together and don’t
tell anyone until we figure it out. If this ends up just being stupid gratuity
then we don’t mention it to anyone. If there’s something valuable we figure out,
then we share.”


“So, we’re calling a mulligan before it’s needed?”


Jenna smiled. “Well put.”


“So…you first, I assume?”


“You have to promise me one thing, Levi.”


“What?”


“Damn…I hate even saying this.”


“Suck it up cupcake, and just spit it out.”


Jenna knew he said that just to goad her, but like all
Archons it worked, for they were more comfortable with conflict than anything
else, and it settled her mind.


“You have to force me to enjoy it. I can let you in
past my defenses, but you’ll have to fix yourself there and not let me back out
of it. I’ll probably try on reflex, and when I do you’ll have to be strong
enough not to let me push you back.”


“I’ll need some time to put in some programming layers
for that.”


“And you’ll need to keep me…subjugated for a long
time. Say at least an hour. You have to get me so out of it that I’m not
resisting anymore. You have to turn me into a…”


“Sex toy?”


“I am so hating this already.”


“Do you want this to be a series, or a one off?”


“I can surrender once. I don’t want to make a habit of
it.”


“As you mentioned before, my endurance has improved
greatly. I can keep you hammered for at least two hours, guaranteed. I promise
you’ll be drooly by the time it’s over.”


“No, it’s just…you have to do this so much that I’m
not left hanging wanting more. If this were sugar, you have to take me to the
candy store and let me eat as much as I want until I’m sick.”


“Leave no stone unturned?”


“If this is going to be a mulligan, make it count.”


“I can do that.”


“Give me a moment,” she said, letting go of his wrist
and standing up, with him releasing hers. She took a few steps over to the
nearby wall and leaned against it with one arm. “I don’t like this. My mojo is
screaming no, but like you said I can recover from it later.”


“You’re afraid you’ll like it enough that you’ll want
a second go?”


Jenna’s shoulders sagged. “Actually, I think I
might…and that isn’t right either. We should know every piece of our own design
inside and out. Being fearful or embarrassed of going somewhere isn’t right.”


“I’ve had a bit more time to think on this than you
have,” Levi offered. “And I’ve had the perspective of pummeling you with
assaults and observing how you react. This isn’t combat, it’s something else,
which is why I think it’s a weakness for us.”


“Did you get laid before you became an Archon?”


“A few times.”


“Maybe that’s where I went wrong. I never did.”


Levi shook his head. “With the access we have to each
other’s minds, we can do far better than that, so I don’t think that’s really
the issue. You don’t get the full picture when you get laid, just a piece of
it. I think we need to go through every variation at least once just to become
familiar with it, that way we won’t worry about what might happen, because
we’ll already know.”


“But it sounds like you’re just a sex junkie when you
say it.”


“Which is why I didn’t mention it before.”


“We both know this is a road to nowhere, right? It’s
designed for reproduction and we have no use of that.”


“Agreed.”


“And that a lot of people indulge in the pleasure, but
because it’s an illusion that pirates the rest of our senses we can’t make use
of it.”


“Agreed.”


“And if we were seeking pleasure in the first place
we’d never be able to train, because we have to embrace the pain that comes
with it.”


“Agreed,” Levi repeated again.


“So that begs the question why am I so weak minded
that I’m considering this?”


“I think that’s the trap for us. This would serve a
purpose, though it seems like an excuse.”


“I’d prefer an opponent that I could just punch.”


“Or we could just genetically turn it off.”


“No,” Jenna said quickly, pointing a finger down at
Levi where he still sat. “That’s cowardice.”


“Agreed. This is a challenge we have to overcome, but
we can’t fight it. We have to surrender to it in order to gain the information
we need to create a proper defense. At least that’s the conclusion I came to.
Still sounds sucky when I say it though.”


“No, you were right earlier. I’m not sure about this,
but what’s the downside? A moment of stupidity. I’ll risk that just to keep
this from bouncing around in the back of my mind forever. Archons shouldn’t be
sheepish about anything, and that fact that I am now is bothering me. But the
biggest thing is I don’t need this, and I’m doubting myself as to why I’m
considering it…which is a huge red flag.”


Jenna pushed off the wall and came back over next to
Levi and sat down. “Alright, my mind is made up. This may be incredibly stupid,
but I’m going to see it through regardless. Just make sure you don’t screw up
your part. You have to be relentless and probe every corner of my sexuality
multiple times. I don’t want to have to do this twice.”


“I can do that,” Levi said, without any sarcasm or
innuendo, which settled her. They were both Archons, and at the end of the day
they’d always be. Individuality was the lifeblood of an Archon, and sexual
emotions were binary, creating an urge to pair up and surrender that
individuality, which was yet another reason why they were a negative if allowed
to run their course. But the two of them would never go there, could never go
there. Not because it was forbidden, but because it wasn’t them. Such mistakes
were the stuff of the young and newbs, and they were
far from either.


She was a girl, he was a guy, and they might as well
use those biological attributes to their advantage to help each other. If this
worked she’d return the favor and they’d both grow stronger after recovering
from the sensory distortion. If not, she’d shake it off and they’d move on, no
longer worried about it. 


“You’re not going to make this awkward?” Jenna asked.


“We passed awkward when we started this training.”


“For the record, this is one reason why the general
population should never have Ikrid. They’d never leave their quarters.”


“Wow. Death of a civilization via pleasure. That’s a
new one.”


“Sexuality has a strong influence on the weak minded.”


“Or the ignorant,” Levi added. “Surprise attacks
always will be like that.”


“Do you have these same worries, or is it just a girl
thing?”


“Different version probably, but basically the same
thing.”


“Ok,” she said, interlocking wrists with him again.
“This is going to take some time to let you in. Don’t go poking around until
you’ve got a lock. My involuntary reflexes could be stronger than you think.”


“I’m assuming so. I don’t think you realize just how
powerful your mind is. Looking from the outside I think I can size you up
better than you can.”


“Be cautious and make this happen the first try. I’m
not used to shutting down my own defenses.”


“Relax, I’ll give you what you need.”


Jenna smirked, but Levi immediately shook his head.
“That’s not innuendo. This is a type of training and I’ll make sure you get
what you need. I imagine you’re going to have to do some work on your end to
really accept this, so focus on that and don’t worry about the rest. I’ve got this.”


Jenna sighed. “And here I’m being schooled by the
padawan…how embarrassing,” she said, closing her eyes and beginning to take
down her mental barriers around her sexuality, Farchor included. She sensed
Levi ‘knocking’ on her motor control, then got the mental explanation that he
needed to hold her body in position himself, releasing her to focus purely on
the pleasure.


And the fact that she was, if he did this correctly,
about to become a drooling idiot burned her. Jenna pushed that unwanted thought
away and focused on letting him in. However this went down she wasn’t going to
let herself be shy. This may be an unused part of her psyche, but she was going
to bring it out into the open and get a feel for it. The ironic part was she
couldn’t do that herself, which was why it’d always been lying dormant within
her mind.


But no longer. Time to end the mind games once and for
all. And she was very glad she had her fellow Archon to help her, for something
like this, sexuality aside, required a great deal of trust, for she was opening
her mind deeper to Levi than she’d ever let anyone in before. That wasn’t easy
to do, but Archons were loyal to the core and Levi’s tone had indicated that he
understood the importance of this. She could trust him to help her, and that
was the only reason she was able to remove the deepest blocks, for had there
been even the slightest bit of hesitancy those would have remained no matter
what her conscious mind insisted.


But aside they went, temporarily disabled as Levi’s
mind entered those areas and began putting up ‘supports’ to keep the doorway
open for when she recoiled later. This was going to be jarring for her, from a
pleasure standpoint rather than pain, but it was still going to shake her. How
much she didn’t know, but her job was to just ride it out and learn from it
after the fact. She didn’t like not being in control, but releasing it was the
mission here, so that’s just what she did.


The two of them sat on the pedestals, arms locked and
motionless, with Jenna’s last coherent thought being that it was probably a
good idea that she’d chosen the hottest padawan available.
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October 5, 2735


Mak’ri Jor-El


Mid Jump



 

Jenna and Levi sat in the meditation chamber again,
going through another round of Orren drills for the padawan. It was the second
set since their experimental training, with both Archons having devoted
themselves to physical workouts as Jenna sought to recenter
herself. Yesterday Levi had taken the sexual distraction route again, finding
it effective but in a different way. Today though was going horrible, for he
couldn’t get any useable amount of traction from her with that tactic.


He knew he was scoring hits and tweaking those
emotions, but her recovery rate had become so fast that they didn’t offer more
than the slightest of head starts. With the entrenched defenses that Farchor
gave Jenna, there was no way Levi was going to have enough time to undo them,
making her mind virtually impregnable unless he could find a way to distract
her. As it was, he was having to work a bit harder to access any part of her
mind, with her sexual areas having been her weakest blocks. Those defenses had
ticked up a bit already, which made Levi begin to search around her mind’s many
facets trying to find another way in.


Going easy on
me? Jenna asked during the doldrums.


Hardly. You’re
locked up tight. 


I don’t feel
like it. Everything is still a little loose.


Not enough for
me to pry free, and your sex drive isn’t having as much an effect on you.


Are you sure?
Yesterday I thought you were being gentle.


I was at first,
but I’m not holding back anything today. I can’t distract you for as long as I
used to. You’re snapping back too fast for me to go elsewhere.


Keep trying. I
don’t think I’m that good yet.


If you have
another weak area, feel free to point it out. I’m not finding anything.


So you’re saying
it worked?


I know I’m not
holding back, so yeah, it seems to have. Care to share what you’re doing
different?


As far as I know
I’m not, Jenna admitted. But I’m no
longer worried. Wary, but not worried, if that makes sense.


I think so. It
was my idea, after all.


And I’ll return
the favor later. Right now make sure it’s a genuine quality control test. If I
have any cracks left, find them. Forget other avenues and just focus on this
one.


I have been. I
can’t do much here that I haven’t tried. 


You haven’t
tried a binary.


Levi mentally cringed. I don’t think I’m strong enough for that yet.


Give it a try
anyway. The more failures you have the more data you’ll have to learn from.


Alright,
Levi said, finding her sexual programming again and concentrating. What Jenna
meant by ‘binary’ was a double attack, one using the Orren to slip in
unannounced and the other being a brute force Ikrid assault, trying to
overpower her defenses and fight his way in. He didn’t stand a chance against
her superior strength, Farchor aside, but in theory if he could make enough
mental noise to help cloak the Orren angle it was possible he could get some
traction right under her nose, so to speak.


Trouble was, applying so much power basically took
away his finesse skills, like trying to fight a boxing match while balancing an
open bottle of water on his head. He didn’t think he could do it, but if she
wanted him to try he’d give it a go.


Levi amped up his mental pressure and applied it directly
to that subsection of her mind. He felt her press back without
counterattacking, as if holding a line rather than trying to push him out of
her head. That gave him some freedom to experiment, but when applying full
power to any point, or across her entire sexual program, he couldn’t
concentrate enough to engage a separate Orren tendril. He pulled back a bit,
going at about 75% strength and knowing that was pretty much a joke from
Jenna’s point of view, but he didn’t lose any ground and she didn’t kick him
out, merely holding her own against his lesser pressure.


The padawan managed to summon up a secondary attack on
the same area and at first it managed to get through and he was able to create
a little bit of euphoria in her. That sent a quiver through her power levels,
reducing the pushback for a split second before she just amped it up to
compensate. The window of opportunity wasn’t enough for Levi to act on, for he
was tapped out just maintaining the two simultaneous attacks, and a moment
later his Orren tendril was discovered. Jenna pushed it out and regained her
iron wall against him, with Levi abandoning the effort less than a minute
later.


Sorry, that’s
all I’ve got. 


Not bad. 


Looks like you
finally got your sexual resistance you wanted.


It’ll be armor
once I get around to customizing my Farchor there, but yeah, looks like it.
Keep poking around to see if you can find anything. I want to be sure about
this.


Well I’m sure. I
got nothing left to try.


Maybe you’re
subconsciously holding back after the pathetic mess you left me in earlier?


Feel free to
check, Levi said, immediately feeling Jenna’s presence enter his mind. He
didn’t resist her, not that he could have kept her completely out if he’d
wanted to, but he let her poke around his memories and current analysis of her,
also giving her a chance to look at herself through his eyes. She lingered
there for what felt like a long time, then the Archon eventually pulled out,
satisfied.


Jenna disconnected their mental link and let go of his
wrist, opening her eyes and looking at him. “Didn’t realize I was that
resistant.”


“Happy now?”


“Relieved, not happy. I’m still a little loopy.”


“I figured you would have burnt it out of you by now
with all those cardio workouts.”


“Not completely. Still missing a bit of my edge, but
it’s coming back. Feels like I missed a week of workouts.”


“When was the last time you missed a week…ever?”


“Combat mission, about four decades ago. A lot of
hunting, very little fighting. I was very rusty by the time I got back to a
sanctum. This is different, but with a similar diminishing effect.”


“Kind of makes you wonder why anyone has sex.”


“What you did to me was far worse, youngling. But
yeah, it just cuts your badass mojo right out of you.”


“You’re welcome. I’ve also noticed you’re being a bit
nicer to me.”


Jenna frowned. “Really?”


“Yeah, but I guess that’s just a side effect. I tried
to use that inside your head but it didn’t work because you were already
holding back. When we spar again you’ll probably have to shake that off.”


“Do me a favor and give me a reason to hate you a
bit.”


Levi suppressed a smile and, without warning, ripped a
side-fist punch across her head. He hit her so hard
it knocked her off her pedestal and left a big red mark on the side of her
face.


Jenna shook her head, having had her bell rung a bit.
“Bastard,” she said, standing up and staring laser beams at him. “Thanks.”


“No problem,” he said, rising gracefully from his
pedestal to join her, figuring that the mental training session was over.


Jenna thumbed over her shoulder. “Sparring ring.”


Levi sighed. “I’m going to pay for that, aren’t I?”


“No, I’m just going to beat the crap out of you like
normal.”


“Oh, well then…” he said, a mock expression of relief
on his face as he walked past her and out the door. “Let’s get to it.”



 

Four days later…



 

“What have we got?” Jenna asked the Captain of the Jor-El as it entered high planetary orbit
over Tieor.  


“Low orbital traffic, no known ship types. Definitely
no Skarron presence.”


Jenna bit her lip, squishing her face up in a confused
look. “Find their toys.”


It took a few minutes, but eventually the crew brought
up a bad hologram of the surface of the planet. It was being scanned from high
orbit, hence the poor quality, but it made out the shape of a Skarron Type-5
walker well enough, sitting in the center of a city. Another hologram came up
showing an identical one with several damaged spots, then the zoom panned out
and numerous vehicles were surrounding it beyond plasma range.


“Put us down there, then find a camping spot in
orbit,” Jenna said, heading for the bridge exit. “Don’t get involved until we
figure out what’s going on.”


“And if they involve themselves with us?”


“Pull out to an orbit they can’t follow, but leave a comm buoy within our suits’ transmission range.”


“Copy that.”


Jenna reached out with her mind and found Levi in
another chamber nearby. Gear up, we’re
heading down.



 

Brayden sat in the pilot’s seat of one of their hover
tanks, with it being the most advanced model they fielded and completely
useless against the Skarron walker they were engaging. He knew that closing to
within the walker’s plasma range was suicide, so the Marauders were hitting it
from afar using a combination of rail guns and missiles, neither of which the
Colonel’s tank possessed. What it did have, however, were strong anti-tank
plasma weapons and a multipurpose low yield turret useful for both
anti-personnel and anti-air functions, both of which were getting a workout as
Brayden was fighting off the Tangos’ counterattack.


They were hitting the Marauders with their own small
tanks, infantry, and aircraft…the latter of which were a big problem given that
he’d ordered his own fighters to keep well away from the walker. He’d gone so
far as to keep them out of this mission entirely and had them sitting at a
staging base, both to secure it and their line of retreat if it came to that.
Right now he was having second thoughts about that, for a good pilot could stay
away from the walker and still engage their fighters, though them having a safe
haven to run to would have made engaging them very difficult.


His tanks were taking a beating, but they had enough
anti-air capability spread out among them that they were picking off a few of
the enemy fighters and keeping them back from the assault tanks, which had been
modularly fitted to hit the walker and nothing else. They all had to have
escorts, and Brayden knew he’d be better suited to fighting that battle than
taking pot shots at the more or less stationary walker. It was moving
constantly, trying to close with the Marauders who wouldn’t let it, but from a
gunner’s perspective it was so big and slow that it was easy to hit.


And hit it they were. The shields had already been
breached and the bright white armor was cracked and burnt in many places, but it
was still very much alive and lethal. Brayden had six attack groups spread
around the perimeter, all of which constantly kept adjusting their position on
the grassy plains to keep near to it, but far enough outside its own weapon
range. The walker had its own escorts alongside its thick bipedal legs, but
most of the Tango’s units had moved out to engage the Marauders, leaving only a
handful behind within the protective halo of the walker’s plasma.


Brayden knew they were wearing it down, but his tanks
would come out of this with heavy damage at minimum. He just hoped he didn’t
lose any crew in the process.


The mercenary commander swung the front end of his
triangular tank around and fired off a pair of red plasma orbs ahead of a group
of infantry that contained a few rocket launchers. The ground exploded and the
grass caught fire, scattering the troops as he accelerated towards the flames
and eventually pushed through, with his secondary gunner chipping away at those
infantry with the small turret on top of the tank. 


Just then another of the Tango fighters zipped by low
overhead, stitching the ground with plasma strikes, three of which hit the
tank. Its shield held up against the first two, but the third got through and
kissed the hull, followed by several hits from surrounding enemy tanks as they
focused on the single Marauder target…as Brayden had hoped. His wheeled tanks
were less resistant to weaponsfire, and in order to keep them operational he
needed to play bait with the more advanced units, and the best way to do that was
dive down the enemy’s throat and dare them to ignore him. 


If they did he could hurt them badly, if they didn’t
then they’d pour firepower into his tank leaving the others free to fire at
will. Every operational unit he kept in the game meant more firepower for his
side, and for that reason he didn’t mind his own armor getting hit and melted
off in spots. This was a messy fight, and they were going to have to fight
messy if they wanted to bag that walker. It was doable, otherwise he wouldn’t
have committed his forces against it, but if they handled this right they
should be able to kill it and keep themselves alive…but there was a narrow
margin of error there and as the Marauders’ commander, his place was in the
thick of it, taking out enemies and keeping his people alive.


So that’s where he kept his tank, protecting his group
of rail guns as they peppered the distant walker with huge metallic slugs that
were slowly breaking apart the Type-5’s armor with concussive damage that their
plasma resistance didn’t affect. A few missile plumes would be seen going in
with the slugs, but most of them had been fired off already to take down the
shields as quickly as possible.


The Marauders were having to fight a battle to allow
them to fight a second battle against the walker, making for an unusual mission,
but one that his men were more than capable of handling. 


Unfortunately they weren’t able to handle it cleanly,
for after another twenty minutes of fighting one of the other attack groups
lost a tank in the final stages that didn’t just go out of commission, but it
was blown apart by repetitive attacks that were more vengeance than tactical.
It was the last gasp of the Tangos on that part of the battlefield before they
retreated, leaving the now smoking and motionless remains of the Skarron walker
behind like a giant statue memorializing their defeat.


The other groups, now free to turn their few remaining
rail gun slugs on the surrounding tanks, made quick work of those that
lingered, with about 20% of the counterattacking forces pulling out
successfully. Brayden had lost some 42% of his equipment, with tanks down all
across the burning plains, but it was that one vehicle that had got pounded
repetitively after it was down that he lost two people in. The rest of his mercs were able to be pulled out, and while some were
seriously injured they would all survive save for that unfortunate pair.


He knew this was war, but that didn’t mean there had
to be a lack of honor. Once the tank was down it was no longer a threat, and
the same was true of the Tango’s tanks that he was now ordering his people to
search for survivors, calling in his fighters to scare off what was left of the
enemy’s now that the walker was out of order while a number of shuttles came in
with search and rescue personnel, both to attend to their own wounded as well
as take captives.


Brayden eventually popped the hatch on his tank and
went out on foot to help safe the enemy craft and recover their pilots. He was
angry at having lost two of his men, but he wasn’t going to take out that
frustration on these pilots, otherwise he’d be just as bad as them…though a
part of him wanted to, just to even things up. 


He knew that others might be feeling the same way, so
he sent a comm message out reiterating standing
orders just as he got a signal from his own controller, indicating that there
was an approaching dropship coming in from the southwest.


A Star Force dropship.


Brayden tagged another of his infantry to replace him
in the search and recovery efforts and looked up into the sky, seeing the all
familiar silver silhouette gleaming in the sunlight as it flew down towards the
surface about a kilometer off. It didn’t land though, merely hovering over the
ground briefly and dropping a pair of armored troops out the side hatch to land
about three meters down, then it took off again and disappeared up into the
sky.


Brayden wished his armor had Star Force comm protocols, for he was used to being able to see who
was who at a glance, but these two sets of armor had no ID, though he knew they
were transmitting constantly. His equipment just couldn’t pick up the cloaked
signals.


His eyes did catch the armor make as he got closer,
with him realizing that it was Archon armor. What they were doing all the way
out here he wasn’t sure, but assumed it had to do with the Skarron walker. They
probably wanted to know where it had come from too, but a part of Brayden was
surprised they cared to respond given how far away from Star Force territory
this was.


But that wasn’t what took his breath away, for when he
got close enough for his mind to register colors he realized that the armor
wasn’t green and black, as his eyes had guessed looking through the smoke
trails. It was brown and dark blue.


That meant a padawan and a mage, two sets of armor
that he’d never laid eyes on before that designated their highest ranks. Having
one of them here was mindboggling, but two…that was inconceivable. 


Brayden didn’t know what was going on, but this
mission had just taken a turn, probably for the worst. While an Archon was
always a welcome sight, where they went there was usually trouble.


And a padawan and mage meant a lot of trouble.

















 


 

4



 


 

Jenna saw one of the Marauders wave to them and jogged
over to his position with Levi following a step behind. In the distance the
dead walker stood smoking, though the thin trails coming off it were
insignificant compared to the amount of smoke coming from the grass. Huge
patches of it had already burnt off, leaving the ground she was running across
now being little more than black char coated with the occasional bit of debris.
Larger tank remnants were spread around, obviously the source of the small
bits, and she could sense minds still inside some of them.


“Archon,” the Marauder greeted them when they met up.
“I’m surprised you came.”


“We were in the area,” Jenna answered. “Which one of
you is Brayden?”


“I am.”


“Situation report.”


“The locals are losing, badly. It’s not a complete
rout, but cities are falling without any real hope of holding out. We still don’t
know who these guys are or what they want, and the few prisoners we’ve taken
haven’t been forthcoming. We’re fighting here on contract, but I don’t expect
this to be the winning side when all is said and done.”


“There are still men in some of those tanks,” Jenna
pointed out.


“We know. I’ve got teams going around and pulling them
out. I had planned on interrogating them, but now that you’re here, would you
mind?”


“Have you searched the walker?”


“Not yet. We took it down from range, so I haven’t had
any units in close yet, but I’m pretty sure it’s dead.”


Jenna glanced at Levi and he took off running in the
direction of the Skarron war machine. 


“How many ships did you come with?” Brayden asked.


“We’re not getting involved in the fighting until we
know what’s going on,” Jenna cautioned. “For all I know this planet had this
coming.”


“We sent records.”


“We got them.”


“Then I don’t understand the hesitancy. The Marauders
have no affiliation here other than a small outpost, but it’s clear that this
is the type of predation that Star Force routinely stops.”


“Star Force also has a habit of taking planets from
others,” Jenna pointed out. “And we don’t do it for pay.”


“We only take defensive assignments,” Brayden said
defensively, sensing the rebuke in her tone.


“We’ve currently got the lizards on the defensive. You
going to chip in and help them out too?” she asked, taking a couple steps past
his shoulder and pointing. “Get whoever is in that tank out and I’ll see if I
can get some answers for both of us.”


Brayden followed her armored finger with his eyes and
saw the wreckage of one of the Tangos’ tanks about 300 meters off. “Easy
enough,” he said, getting on the comm and calling his
units with cutting tools and medics to him.



 

Levi accelerated gradually, passing through a flame
wall about 100 meters away from Jenna with the tiny plasma flares barely
tickling his shields. They did interfere with his vision of the ground ahead,
so he switched on his Pefbar and was suddenly able to see through the smoke and
flames as he finally got up to his normal cruising speed. Both the armor he
wore and Jenna’s were the light variety, now reduced down in size so much that
they appeared to be little more than thick wetsuits over the moving portions.
The solid plates were downsized as well, making for a very fast, agile armor
that the pair favored.


He wore a slim pack on his back with a handful of
supplies, over top of which a weapon rack held a rifle, a pair of pistols, and
an ammo pouch. That was standard gear for ‘social’ calls, and would be amped up
considerably if any heavy fighting was expected. The extra weight slowed him
down a bit, but he’d been running and fighting in armor like this for so long
that the bulk on his back almost felt like a third limb by now.


Crossing the distance over to the walker in a blur of
moving legs and pumping arms, Levi scanned ahead with his Ikrid, not trusting
that the deadly machine was truly out of order. When he got close enough he
picked up a single mind remaining, but by the time he got to one of the massive
legs the contact winked out, with Levi assuming that one of the crew had been
barely hanging onto life and had just now succumbed.


That meant there was no one inside to get to open the
door, so when he drifted to a stop underneath he circled around the walker,
getting a view of the damage to all sides, then picked his spot and dropped to
the ground, gathering his legs underneath him. He triggered his Yetu, extending his legs out in a jump that was amplified
by the momentary surge in muscle speed. That sent him shooting skyward without
the help of his armor halfway up the walker’s leg.


Levi grabbed hold of a joint, gluing himself to the
side with a tiny telepathic order to the armor that activated the magical grip
points in the hands and toes, giving him a spiderman-like
grip even on flat surfaces. He had to move slow, and
some materials were less agreeable than others, but he was able to climb up the
leg and then onto the bottom half of the giant sphere, using weapons damage for
grip when able. He scaled it to the point where there was a man-sized hole,
then climbed in through the short tunnel that a rail gun slug had carved out.


There was a mess of chewed up machinery, but he was
able to wiggle his way into the crew compartment where he found a slew of body
parts from races that he couldn’t identify. There were two more or less intact
corpses in uniform, but the rest was a blood-splattered death cocoon with
multiple access points to the exterior light, indicating where the rail gun
rounds had entered from, one of which was imbedded in the sidewall, now a
squashed plug of metal rather than the pointy bullet it had originally been.


Levi pulled himself out of the damage-created shaft
and stood up, feet squishing on gore. A quick look around confirmed that the
control station that he was interested in was still intact, though there was a
lot of extra junk in the way. He walked across the body parts and climbed up on
the now twisted rigging that had allowed what looked like bipedal pilots to
operate a craft designed for the multi-armed quadrupeds that were the Skarrons.



The padawan ripped off a panel exposing the interior
components of part of the computer system, then pulled out a long, rectangular
component, disconnecting the three wires linking it to the auxiliary power and comm systems. Levi reached back and opened his pack,
sliding the salvage inside. He knew the techs back on the Jor-El would be able to access the device, which would then give them
an itemized history of this walker. Where it had been, who it had been assigned
to, what damage it had taken, the sensor records surrounding that damage, and
anything else useful to the Skarrons in analyzing their defeats.


Star Force had known about the data nodules for some
time, and had made a habit of ripping them off the dead walkers when they
could, though it seemed that each one, no matter how large it was, only
contained a single nodule, making it a bit of a lottery as to whether it would
be destroyed by damage or not. Given how many walkers the Skarrons deployed in
the field, all it would take would be one nodule recovered to give them an idea
of what had happened in any given battle, so this one being intact was a stroke
of luck…in addition to the thick support beams it was located next to.


He knelt down near one of the more or less intact
bodies, examining the uniform and any other bits of detail available. These
obviously weren’t Skarrons, which ruled out one possibility that they’d been
considering. The mercs’ data had said they hadn’t
observed any Skarron or Hobbit presence, but Jenna and Levi had found it very
odd that the Skarrons would let anyone else use their walkers, especially since
they didn’t even let their own Hobbits operate them.


But it seemed they had here, or had they stolen a
walker from them? Too many possibilities to narrow down yet, but they could
scratch one off the list…and hopefully this nodule would give them a few
necessary tidbits to help unravel this mystery.


Levi spotted a sidearm loose on the floor and picked
it up, finding the trigger and shooting one of the torn up walls. A short burst
came out and melted into a panel, but it wasn’t plasma. He guessed it was a
lachar, and by the design and yield he guessed it was low on the tech tree.
Odd, given how advanced a war machine these dead guys had been piloting, yet
they were carrying primitive personal weapons?


That suggested a hodgepodge grouping, and from the
look of the body parts lying around, there were at least three different races
present in the walker, all of which he was unfamiliar with, though it was
difficult to say for sure about the third, given that he was having to mentally
piece it back together.


Levi took another glance around, finding nothing else
of interest, then he jumped up to the top of the chamber, grabbing hold of a
different bit of damage and climbing out through a much larger gash that led him
to a door-sized hole high up. He skittishly walked out to the edge, unsure of
his footing and being wary that it might slide out from under him at any
moment, falling apart.


With a thought he activated the powered setting on his
armor and took a step out onto the curved hull, sliding down a few meters
quickly and then transitioning into freefall. He braced his legs and caught
them against the ground, pushing hard and having the armor do most of the work
in lieu of the jump pack he didn’t have. His feet dug into the ground several
inches as he dropped to a knee, bleeding off his momentum before standing back
up and beginning his return run towards the cluster of merc
tanks on the horizon.



 

The tank pilot that Jenna had tagged for recovery had
lost a hand and was unconscious when they pried him out of the pinched cockpit
that had been dented inward from a rail gun slug deflection. The Marauder medic
had quickly sealed off the wound to keep any additional bleeding from
occurring, but we wasn’t about to inject him with any supplicant without
knowing his biology. It was quite possible that this one was going to die
simply from the loss of blood, but as the medics ran their tests to determine
what he could or couldn’t take Jenna slipped off one of her armor’s gloves and
pressed her small, pale fingers against the ridged forehead of the
orange-skinned biped, using the physical contact to amplify her Ikrid link.


There was a mess of pain and recent memories to sift
through, made all the more murky by the unconscious state he was in and her
unfamiliarity with this race, but she took her time and sorted through what she
could, gradually finding some points of recognition and working from there. It
took more than ten minutes before she finally got a name, followed by a bit of
additional information before the Tanzghi’s mind
disappeared along with his life.


“He’s dead,” she said to the medics who were readying
an injection. Jenna turned to face Brayden as she slipped her glove back on and
locked it into her wrist plate. “This one belongs to a war party called
something I can’t pronounce, but loosely I’d tag them as the Tipring.”


“War party?”


“Neither army nor mercs,
they’re recruiting from their populations in time of need. This one has been
involved for a lot of years, and it seems to think that whatever they’re doing
is to protect their homes. Conquer or be conquered, though with a few wrinkles
that I couldn’t quite iron out. Anyway, the Tipring
are part of a coalition that’s on some sort of quest. Please tell me some of
the others are still alive?”


“I’ve got reports of four captives recovered, but
they’re all in bad condition. One has already died, at his own hands.”


“Lovely,” Jenna said, reaching out with her Ikrid to
scan at maximum range. It took a moment to weed out the merc
minds, but she was able to spot two more anomalous ones within bits of
wreckage. “I can sense two more.”


“Where?”


“There,” she said, pointing to half a tank more than a
quarter mile off, “and…never mind. That’s one of yours,” Jenna corrected as one
of the search team members pulled out of a wrecked tank and walked off empty
handed.


“Near death?” Brayden asked.


“I can’t tell this far away.”


“Let’s get on it,” the Colonel said to the scattering
of mercs standing around the pair, who immediate
broke up and got moving now that they had a task assigned. Brayden went with
them, but Jenna lagged behind as she felt Levi approaching. A minute later his
running form broke through a smoke cloud and came into view, coasting to a stop
alongside her dark blue armor.


“Anything?”


“Crew is dead, and they’re definitely not Skarron. I
did find a nodule. Looks intact.”


“Good.”


“You?”


“Not much. My date died before we could get very far.”


“There’s gotta be more left
around here.”


“A few. The mercs are
pulling another one out now, but so far they’re all in bad shape. We may have
to go on a little field trip of our own later.”


“Why wait?”


“I don’t like mercs, and I
want to get a feel for these guys as much as the Varshoo.”


“Got a name then?”


“Yeah,” she said, sending him a brief telepathic
summary of what she’d learned.


“Curious,” Levi mewed.


“What?”


“Something about the way they decorated the interior
of the walker,” he explained, sending her a telepathic image of what he’d seen.



“And?”


“I’m not sure, just an odd feeling.”


“If your odd feeling gets and definition, let me know.
In the meantime let’s glean what we can from the scraps here, and keep your
eyes open for anything on these Marauders. If you can manage a date with a bit
of snuggle time go for it. There are at least two girls out there.”


“Plenty of guys then,” Levi deflected. 


“You romanced me out.”


“Could just try a friendly hug outside of armor?”


“Or a punch…but I don’t have an excuse for that yet.
Just try and find some way to get some skin contact.”


“Your spidey senses
tingling?”


“I don’t know. They just rub me the wrong way. If
there are any good guys in this fight, it might not be them.”


“Don’t trust a quitter?”


“If they’re still interested in fighting, why did they
leave us?”


“Good point.”


“Keep your eyes open and study everything. We’re
blinder here than usual.”


“You want me to run my find back up to orbit?”


“No, but call a dropship in to pick it up. I want you
here with me snooping around.”


“Don’t think we’re going to get anyone out of armor
here. Are we going back to their basecamp?”


“Play it by ear and see where it leads,” Jenna said,
beginning to walk in the direction of the newest survivor that the mercs were just now getting to with their equipment, for
plasma had a way of melting hatches closed. “For now, just roam. I’ll see what
this guy can give us.”
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The pair of Archons ran together through the night,
traveling at better than 30 miles an hour as they cruised at Levi’s maximum
sustainable pace for the cross country trip. Both Archons were using their
armor’s powered enhancement to reduce the workload, making it feel as if they
were running without any extra weight on them at all. Typically they didn’t use
that setting save for extreme situations, preferring to just use their strength
to overcome the slowness of the armor, but given the distance they were running
across an uninhabited bit of countryside towards one of the Varshoo-held cities
they didn’t want to arrive there exhausted.


Jenna let Levi lead the way so he could set the pace,
given that he was the slower of the two, but she handled the navigation, giving
him a telepathic nudge to veer left at a clump of trees ahead. The padawan did
as directed, taking them a bit off the path and through some waist-high grass
before the bare dirt returned for a few strides, then was quickly replaced by
scrub brush that tickled their armor with thorns. They blew through it like a
knife blade, leaving only a small disruption for someone to follow.


That wasn’t the concern here, for so far no one had
noticed their passage. The surveillance around the captured city was aerial
only with a few loose patrols around the perimeter, meaning that if they tried
for an aerial assault they’d probably be picked up on their descent, even if
they dropped from orbit with jump packs. The long route over land was the easy
way in, but taking vehicles or going via road would have been a bit too
obvious, even at night. On foot was the preferred method, because no one
expected anyone to travel the 42 mile gap across wilderness in a single night,
let alone within two hours. 


And because of the design of their armor their movements
were whisper quiet, making them literally ghosts in the night with the overhead
cloud cover masking any starlight. They both had a tiny pinprick of light on
their helmets that they could use for their nightvision,
in a frequency that most races couldn’t see naturally, but neither Archon
needed it, for they simply used their Pefbar to see ahead and all around them,
offering them better situational awareness within a limited radius.


Beyond that they were essentially blind, but the
tracking systems on their battlemap let Jenna navigate them to where they
needed to go, for she’d set up several waypoints based on previous orbital
scans and they were arriving at the last of them now, for just around the tree
clump she’d had Levi veer left at was a ridgeline that would run straight up to
the city edge. There it would be cut off abruptly by the infrastructure on the city’s
back side where the wilderness pressed up against the outer ring. There were a
fair amount of trees there, cutting off most vehicular traffic aside from a few
wide paths that doubled as roads for those travelers that chose to skirt around
the perimeter rather than take internal routes from point to point within the
city.


The approach made for a huge blind spot that the
invaders were basically leaving unmonitored, and to be blunt why would they
bother locking it down? They were running rough shot over the planet and
methodically taking one site after another, making it appear that it was only a
matter of time before they conquered the entire planet no matter how many
mercenaries the locals hired to try and slow them down.


Jenna still thought it was sloppy, especially
considering that those mercenary units weren’t tied down to any location and
typically would have their own transports, whether they be ships, aerial craft,
or some form of speeders. Had she been the Varshoo commander, Jenna would have
put up at least a light patrol perimeter around the city in all directions to
give the troops inside a heads up in case someone tried a counterattack, but
most of their efforts seemed to be focused on locking down the spaceports and
main roads, keeping people inside as much as keeping others out.


According to the few minds she’d been able to raid
from the Marauders’ prisoners, Jenna had determined that there were at least 18
different factions within the Varshoo army here, and many more in their overall
empire…save for that it wasn’t a civilization. They were a conglomeration of
mercenary units, security forces, defense leagues, and about anything else that
had an even vaguely military aspect to it. Each puzzle piece was put together
to form the Varshoo, which was a military for hire, so to speak. What they were
doing here she hadn’t been able to determine because the soldiers she’d
interrogated didn’t know, but this wasn’t the first planet they’d hit.


She’d found memories from 14 other assaults, all
successful and against similarly primitive civilizations. The Varshoo were
conquering designated worlds then handing them over to someone else, moving on
and repeating the process where necessary. Sometimes they’d move straight on to
another mission, others would involve holding breaks at some neutral point or
even see the puzzle pieces return to where they’d been gathered from. What was
behind it all was still uncertain, but Jenna had gathered the identities of
those higher up the ranking ladder who might know the answers to those
questions, which was why the pair of Archons were headed towards the city of Djok.


It was the headquarters for the faction that had been
involved with the first Skarron walker. Oddly, the other one belonged to yet
another subsection of the Varshoo, but none of the soldiers had known where it
originally came from, though they knew of others having been used in previous
missions. They were the key pieces in their assault plan, but not for the raw
military power they possessed. They were brought in after the initial attack to
demoralize the locals and hold onto a region of the planet where the Varshoo
were devoting less troops than they should. It was a bit of tactical mastery
and would have worked had the Marauders not inexplicably been able to destroy
one of them.


Jenna had tried to get some information on the ex-Star
Force unit from the Varshoo, but they knew nothing about them. They’d traveled
a long way to get to their target system, having originated entirely outside
the local geography…which was why the mercenaries had no knowledge of them
either.


Levi took to the lower side of the ridge, dodging
between trees as he followed a dry creek bed yet stayed out of view underneath
the spotted canopy, pacing the wash some ten meters or so from the edge. Jenna
could tell from his movements that he was getting tired, but his speed hadn’t
flagged yet, which meant he wasn’t too fatigued. If it started to drop off
she’d slow him even further to make sure he wasn’t going to tank on her later,
but he was holding up better than she’d thought he would. Halfway through their
run she thought he’d been overcooking it, but apparently he was a bit more
robust than she’d realized.


Then again, running at night always made things seem
faster, even when using Pefbar, for you couldn’t get any distant visual markers
to calibrate off of, just the quickly moving terrain nearby. Jenna had already
worked up a good sweat, which she could feel soaking into her minimal clothing
underneath, but she wasn’t feeling taxed and could have sped up a bit without
wearing herself out if need be. Levi might be one of the most advanced Archons
in Star Force, but she and the other mages were far beyond him, not just in
psionics, but in physical skills. Had there been a trailblazer here her role
would have been reversed, for they were likewise ahead of her, but few others
were.


She’d gotten used to being one of the dominant ones
and took to that role well, regardless of whether or not the Archon was with
her kin on a training stint or fighting who knew what race out on the frontier.
Other than the Voku, no one else even had a chance going hand to hand with her
level of skill, meaning that wherever she went she had the advantage, and the
outcome of the battles wouldn’t depend on her outfighting her opponent, but in
maneuvering the conflict into situations where she could apply her advantage.


She could kill 10 tanks single handedly if she got to
them one at a time, coming in from anonymity and getting the jump on their
pilots, but go straight in at 10 of them on a wide open battlefield and her
armor would quickly be tasked with keeping her alive long enough to run away.
She could own any hand to hand confrontation, no matter how many individuals
were involved, but Jenna still had to pick her fights…which was why they were
going into the Varshoo-held city on foot, hopefully keeping any interactions a
personal affair and not inviting any of their tanks or aircraft to the
occasion.


They made their way along the ridgeline without
incident, other than a few annoying soft spots in the ground that would sink in
on contact and threaten to trip you up. Jenna had started to press her Pefbar
down into the ground to see the little rodent tunnels to give her some warning,
but eventually just said ‘screw it’ because at the speed they were running she
didn’t have enough time to focus on such small details. Her balance was good
enough to recover when it did happen, as was Levi’s, so she just stuck behind
him a couple of steps and ate up ground until they got to the city’s edge.


The padawan slowed, finally, and began to recover his
strength as they crept up towards one of the dirt roads, keeping trees between
them and the city lights as Jenna mentally pointed him to a spot with a little
bit more elevation. On top of it was a guard post, but the two minds inside
were bored and half asleep, so not a threat. Not wanting to risk an alarm,
Jenna had them move a quarter mile around the perimeter to the north and enter
the city there, sprinting across the dirt road and sliding into one of the
building alleys that were for pedestrian traffic only.


Given that it was on the outskirts this one didn’t
have anyone using it, so the two armored Archons jogged down it with impunity,
seeing only a few doors and no windows. They took a moment to have a look up,
then both of them took to an opposite wall and began to crawl up using their
armor’s grip points, for the building sides were nearly sheer. 


Jenna made it to the roof first, pulling herself up
over the edge as Levi crawled up the taller building and kicked off the wall,
jumping across the alleyway to her side and rolling out of a reverse somersault
before catching up to her as she walked across to the building side with a
larger street below. She inched her head over and looked down, finding a light
amount of traffic, mostly pedestrians who were moving with haste. They weren’t
the Varshoo, rather denizens who had been captured along with the infrastructure.
A quick mental scan on a few of them indicated that they were in no immediate
harm, but they were spooked none the less, not knowing what was coming in the
future with their new rulers.


She also realized that most of the people were staying
indoors, with only those that needed to travel about were doing so. That should
help their transit, but the agitated state the populace was in would also make
them more aware of what was going on around them. Hopefully though, that
attention wouldn’t be focused skyward.


Jenna backed up a few steps then sprinted off the
building, planting her foot on the edge and jumping with the assistance of her
armor. Levi followed a split second later and the two armored bodies flew
across the gap to land on the slightly shorter building on the far side of the
double-laned road. 


They ran across to the next building, but given that
it was taller they had to transfer over to a side building and the alleyway
there to do their spiderman thing and climb up high
enough to make the next jump. One after another they made their way across the
city to the location of the Varshoo headquarters that had been set up in one of
the local buildings, but with ample security established around the block that
it was located on to deter guests.


The first sniper position they came across saw the
Varshoo soldier slumped over his weapon as Jenna walked up to him, already
having knocked him out from afar with her Ikrid. She searched his memories,
trying to determine if any of the people on their ‘to find’ list were inside.
As far as this one knew at least some of them were, so the Archons eased up to
the edge of the building and looked across the wide street to the buildings on
the far side. The one they wanted was behind those, but the gap was too far to
jump…and neither of them had brought a jump pack. 


“Pole vault or slingshot?” Jenna asked, giving Levi
his preference.


“You think I can make the roof, or have to shoot for
the wall?”


“I’m thinking wall.”


“Pole vault then. Softer landing.”


“Alright, get ready while I blanket the area,” she
said, her eyes disfocusing as she reached out with
her Ikrid searching for all nearby minds. Any that had a line of sight on the
street she hacked into, planting a little bit of programming that would
disincline them from looking up. The effect would last anywhere from a few
seconds to a few minutes depending on the race. Given that she was unfamiliar
with these they probably only had a short window of opportunity, but it should
be enough so long as something didn’t attract their attention, otherwise it
would break the little spell she was weaving on them.


It took too long for her to get through them all, with
the first ones being questionable as to whether they were still affected or
not, but Jenna gave Levi the go ahead anyway and he started running from the
far side of their building roof where he had been waiting. She offered out a
battlemeld prompt and he immediately took it, syncing their minds and giving
them access to other psionics. Using Bataf, which the
Archons typically referred to as ‘repulsor,’ Jenna
pushed her hands out towards Levi and emitted an invisible column of energy
linking to him. It was loose at first, then with their linked precision it
instantaneously hardened as he jumped, becoming the ‘pole’ that he rode up into
the air as Jenna gave him a telekinetic kick in the butt on the way up to add
to his momentum. 


She pivoted her hands up, bracing with her entire body
for his weight was transmitting down to her limbs, but she held her position
and allowed him to ride the pole all the way up over her head, then as he began
to tip over to the street side the Archons transitioned the ‘solid’ state of
the pole into a repulsive conduit that actually pushed him further. That thrust
was less controlled, but their previous practice with one another had been
sufficient for them to get the distance they needed, with Levi eventually
letting go of the psionic and falling the last few meters as he reached out
with his hands and feet and stuck against the side of the far building Garfield
style. 


Jenna saw and felt him slip, for she was still
battlemeld linked, but he held on with a few fingers as the bounce bled off,
then he was able to steady himself and begin crawling up to the roof. When he
got there he spun around and planted a foot against the slightly elevated rim
and made himself the grip point as Jenna backtracked to get some distance, then
took off sprinting for the edge. 


When she got there she jumped, getting more altitude
than Levi had managed out of his own legs, but without the help of the ‘pole’
she didn’t get nearly as high. But as she got into the air the pair established
another repulsor conduit between them, but caused it
to attract rather than push. Like a long rope retracting, it pulled Jenna
across the gap and up a bit as her own momentum did most of the work. A few
seconds later she hit feet first against the wall below Levi, then she scaled
the side on his invisible rope until their hands met and he pulled her up over
the edge.


Their battlemeld link broke then and Jenna searched
the street, surrounding roofs, and windows to check on her psionic blanket
she’d laid down. 


“We’re good.”


Levi turned and looked across the huge roof to the
slightly taller building beyond that was their eventual target, picking up a
few minds in between behind several protrusions and access hubs into the
building below.


“We’ve got company up here.”


“I’ll take left,” Jenna said, with the pair breaking
up and quietly sneaking off to different sides of the roof to send the sentries
into naptime once they got within close enough proximity to establish a firm
Ikrid link to them all, for they couldn’t have one nod off in the view of the
others, meaning they had to do them simultaneously when their sight lines
overlapped. 


But it wasn’t something new to the Archon pair, and
within a couple of minutes the rooftop was theirs, setting up their last jump
over to the Varshoo command center.
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Jenna clung to the building wall with two feet and one
hand, holding Levi’s armored glove in her other as she blanketed the
surrounding area in Ikrid, keeping any onlookers from noticing the two tiny
ticks attached to the side of the building as her padawan slowly traced his
finger across the window. 


Or rather through it, for his fingernail was fully
imbedded inside the material and poking through to the interior air as he used
his Rensiek to increase and channel his internal heat production onto the
surface of an invisible shield covering his finger. The heat went to it,
pouring through his flesh and pooling there to reach the temperature necessary
to melt the glass. Jenna hadn’t been sure that he was strong enough to get to
the required point, for not every planet’s ‘glass’ was made of the same
material.


This stuff appeared fairly flimsy, but she didn’t want
to just break or shoot their way in. She would have done the cutting, except
that her Ikrid skills were also well beyond Levi’s and keeping them hidden
while in plain sight was the priority at the moment. They still had several
hours of night left, which certainly helped their efforts, but the city lights
made it difficult to hide down low on the streets. Likewise the top of the
command center was ablaze with all manner of illumination, prompting her to
decide to go in one of the dark windows on the other side of the street from
their jump point and nearly at the same altitude.


Levi pulled his finger slowly, needing to keep the
heat flowing to it in order to melt the material. Little globules ran down over
his finger, hardening as they dropped off or moved onto the rest of the window.
He had to maintain the heat shield all the way up to the knuckle, for if even a
little droplet hit his exposed skin it would burn it instantaneously. It was
odd how he could hurt himself with his own heat, but the numerous applications
that came into play as one got stronger in Fornax more than made up for the
danger.


The Archon patiently made a huge arc over his head,
having to reposition his body several times to keep the motion continuing into
a large circle taller than his height. He made it approximately two meters wide
and had to scoot to the side on the window to keep from falling off when he
finished the cut. With some telekinetic pressure he held and pushed the clear
circle inside, with Jenna crawling over and following it in with a hand placed
over top the hole and the mage swinging herself down and inside.


She took the glass plug from him and pulled it aside
while he crawled in, disconnecting one of her gloves in the process. The pair
then slid the circle back into place and used their hands to squeegee the
excess material back into a few spots in liquid form, letting it harden enough
to hold the window segment in place, though there was no way to hide the
finger-wide cut. 


Jenna released her last Ikrid links and waited,
assuming no one would notice the odd window given its height and the darkness,
but she didn’t want to be sloppy. When no mental alarms were triggered she
tossed Levi his glove and reattached her own, then the pair got moving across
the dark room and linked up in the battlemeld. 


With Levi’s abilities adding to her own, Jenna began
searching the building and accessing the nearest minds as she began looking for
one of the priority targets. Language issues and unfamiliar mental structures
bogged her down, but by constricting the search to hierarchy placement she was
able to get an idea of which floors held the commanders. With those being in
range of the pair’s combined Ikrid, she searched them one mind at a time until
they got their first hit.


Jenna logged that position on her blank battlemap
using a program that had been introduced along with the telepathic armor that
allowed for tracking data to be gathered by her psionics. As a result a
waypoint popped up inside the building even before the floors did, aside from the
one they were on that was within range of her and Levi’s armor sensors. 


The mage didn’t stop with the one target, but kept on
searching for others and tagging their locations. Eventually she found three
before she ran out of contacts. The building had over 200 people in it, and one
target was enough to give them a shot at figuring out what was going on with
this invasion.


Thinking together as one, Levi went to the door and
opened it, knowing that the hallway outside was clear. He broke the battlemeld
link just outside and headed for the few minds on this floor, intending to
black them out given how sparsely populated the large building was. 


Jenna stayed put, picking off a few nearby minds from
where she was and forcing the individuals to fall asleep. Once she was sure
they were out of the picture for a good few hours she found a nearby
ladder/stairwell and moved down while Levi continued the hunt on the upper
levels. She got to one of their three priority targets first and stayed with
the two and a half meter tall hairy creature where it laid slumped over a
tabletop.


Pulling her glove off again, she made physical contact
to increase her Ikrid effectiveness and dove into its mind, sifting through
weird and varied thoughts until she found something familiar. Focusing on the
memory of the Skarron walkers’ deployment she backtracked to linked thoughts
and eventually got to the planetary invasion overview after a few minutes.


Levi reported back that the upper building was clear
and she responded telepathically telling him to finish up below while she
worked. Knowing that he’d take care of the rest with ease, Jenna kept digging
into recent events. This one had a different point of view than the lower
ranking soldiers, and eventually she was able to determine that they were here
because they’d been contracted to take this planet for someone called the Trzzl. It was a person, not a race, but someone with a lot
of influence in whatever region the Varshoo came from. 


They had been instructed to keep as much of the
infrastructure and population intact as they could, but some losses were
allowable. The Trzzl wanted the civilization as much
as the planet it was on, but this one didn’t know why. They were here to take
it, hold it, then turn it over to the Trzzl’s people
when they eventually arrived. To him this was just a mission and he didn’t care
what took place in the aftermath. Once they were done they’d be leaving, but
Jenna sensed that how they proceeded with this takeover was important and would
have consequences, whether positive or negative, going forward for the Varshoo.


She pressed that further, with the difficulty
increasing the further Jenna went off of current events. Speculation was
something that required an active mind, with the memory of speculation being
something very difficult to track down even in a familiar one. For this mind it
was buried too deep, but she was able to pull a sense that reputation had a
significant effect on the Varshoo and that what they were doing here would
affect their people…all of their peoples, given that they weren’t a united
civilization. 


There was also a bit of fear there, but she couldn’t
track it down. She wished this had been a Protovic or Reen,
because she could have dug deeper, sleep state or no, but Jenna didn’t even know
what this one’s race was called, let alone was familiar with their mental
structure. Most minds tended to be structured in similar ways, which was how
she and Levi were able to render them unconscious, but even small differences
were troublesome when trying to access memories.


Jenna went back to the walkers, focusing on them and
following that thread to its source. This one did know where they’d come from,
with the Archon triple checking her findings, not believing what she was
hearing through his memories. This one hadn’t been involved in acquiring them
and the others, for the Varshoo had come into possession of several more, but
it had heard the story of how the Varshoo had claimed them.


It was that story that she was trying to check on,
gathering up all the details she could glean from its memories, which was hard
without being able to understand words. 


Jenna took what she could get from this one then left
it behind to sleep as she moved down a few levels and found one of the other
three targets that Levi had already knocked out. It was a different race, one
that she recognized as a Delveb. The Voku had records
on them and Star Force had linked up the identity when the mercenaries had sent
them data on the invasion. Apparently they were a scattered, yet highly
populated race spread across a significant portion of this galactic arm. Jenna
wasn’t any more familiar with their mental structure than the big guy, but this
spider-like quadruped resembled Bsidd minds in a very limited fashion, offering
her a bit more access due to her past experience with theirs.


The Delveb didn’t have any
more information on the Trzzl, but its knowledge of
the Skarron equipment backed up what she’d picked up in the other one. There
had been a planet within range of the Varshoo that was owned by the Skarrons,
some type of forward outpost, and it had been hit by another race. During the
fighting some type of biological weapon had been used against the Skarrons,
wiping out nearly half their population over the course of several months. The
remaining troops then fought the attackers nearly to the extinction of both
sides.


The Varshoo had been monitoring the conflict and in a
moment of either brilliance or recklessness they send landing craft down to the
Skarron regions that had been contaminated with the bioweapon. They raided a
military base and recovered a lot of abandoned equipment, which was where they
got their walkers and a lot of other small-scale weapons. Neither side in the
planetary fight stopped them, nor had the means to given the confrontations
occurring on other parts of the planet and the limited naval forces left in
orbit after the Skarron defense fleet was painstakingly destroyed.


Whether the attackers didn’t care or just didn’t have
the gumption to pick another fight, the Varshoo were able to come down and raid
the base and surrounding area for several days before leaving with multiple
captured Skarron transports and their own full of precious war machinery. 


Jenna almost laughed. How they had managed that was
almost ridiculous. The Varshoo’s tech level was low,
and the fact that they were able to pluck even one walker away from the
Skarrons was hilarious. It also meant that this whole trip out here was a wild
goose chase. The Skarron Empire wasn’t expanding into this region, yet anyway, nor
did they have any affiliation with the Varshoo. 


That left just one question for her to get an answer
to…and that was which side here were the good guys, if any. The Varshoo weren’t
here to slaughter, and Tieor being the defenders
didn’t automatically put them in the right either. Jenna hated walking away
from a fight, especially when a lot of people were dying, but she wasn’t about
to throw in without making sure what she was fighting for. For all she knew
this Trzzl had a reason to take over this planet, and
methods aside, she needed to know more before declaring the invaders ass holes
and gut punching them on their way out of the system.


If both sides were ass holes, then it was possible
that the Trzzl might actually end up making the
planet a slightly less yucky place, and if that was the case then Star Force
wasn’t going to get involved in this mess. Bad guy versus bad guy was a fight
that Jenna had learned to stay out of a long time ago, and with this system
being so far away from Star Force territory her options for dealing with the
situation were limited. Had it been closer they could have just taken the
planet for themselves and cleaned it up properly.


Jenna wasn’t able to get anything more out of this
one, so she tracked down the third while Levi stayed on watch roaming the
building and keeping a close eye on the surface entrances. If people started to
come in he’d have to bag them before they could sound an alarm, and such things
couldn’t be concealed forever. Not to mention if people called in to the
command center and didn’t get a response. The Archons’ time here was limited,
but they could stretch it as much as needed if they felt like making a bit of
noise.


That wasn’t going to be necessary, for the third
target was the highest ranking individual on the planet…as well as one of the
shortest. It barely stood even with Jenna’s waist, but had as much mass as she
did, making it look almost like a black bowling ball given the odd clothing
that it wore. Its mind was less extreme and she was able to get a bit more
information on the Trzzl. Apparently it was a
king-like individual who controlled a large amount of territory spread out in
bits and pieces across a very wide region of space, avoiding the major powers
and picking on the primitive systems.


The Trzzl was on a quest to
uplift the lesser planets, as far as the publicity/propaganda was concerned,
and had contracted the Varshoo on four different occasions for their mercenary
talents. What was odd was in the payment, for it occurred in the form of tribute
from the conquered worlds. Foodstuffs, raw materials, and a limited amount of
industrial produce would be percentaged into an
annual shipment back to the Varshoo in lieu of a monetary payment.


It was then that Jenna realized the Varshoo were a
collection of needy factions that used their combined military power to supply
a good portion of what their planets lacked. That was the hint of fear the
other one had, for if they failed in a mission there would be no reward and
their people would suffer for it. Also, if they failed their reputation would
diminish, with future contracts of necessary size drying up.


That made this invasion a mess of a situation. Jenna
released the Varshoo leader’s head and stood up, putting her glove back on and
reaching out her mind to Levi to find where he was. Her battlemap had lost
track of him, given so many floors of material in between them, but her Ikrid
didn’t have that limitation and she saw he was near the ground floor.


“We’re leaving,” she said, using her comm and seeing his signal ping on the battlemap when he
responded with the stronger signal.


“With or without answers?”


“They scavenged the walkers. There’s no link to the
Skarrons.”


“Scavenged how?”


“I’ll fill you in on the way back. How’s it look
below?”


“Quiet for now, but I had to grab four more people
coming in.”


“Meet me at the window,” she said, starting to walk
away from her sleeping prisoner and head that way herself.


“Are we helping the locals?”


“Both sides need helping…which we can’t do this far
out.”


“One of those, huh?”


“Yeah. That said, you don’t make someone else’s
problems your own, so we’ll throw the locals a bone or two on the way out.”


“The other walker?”


“You read my mind,” Jenna joked, coming to a ladder
and beginning to climb up to the waypoint on her battlemap that marked where
the cut window was. By the time she reached that level Levi’s mind was catching
up quickly from below so she didn’t rush, getting to the room they’d entered
from a few seconds ahead of him. She reached out with her Ikrid and made one
last check on the minds nearby, finding them still
unconscious.


“Slingshot?” Levi guessed.


“Yep,” Jenna said, getting a telekinetic hold on the
window slice and yanking it free of the melt points. She managed to do it in a
way that didn’t result in any pieces breaking off and keeping the circle’s
shape intact, then she gently set it aside and began to move the various pieces
of furniture away from the opening by hand along with her padawan. When they
finished she knelt down beside the opening as a gentle
breeze blew in, making the potted plants rustle, though neither Archon could
feel the effect inside their hard armor. 


Jenna offered a battlemeld prompt, with Levi taking it
immediately and beginning to run across the room for the few steps of
acceleration that he could manage. As he did so a repulsor
conduit between the two of them yanked him forward, helping him get up to
greater speed until he flashed past Jenna, jumping off the edge of the floor
where the glass had been cut away and out into the nighttime air towards the
far roof.


When he passed her they reversed the conduit, with
Levi forming it off his back and Jenna using it to push him forward across the
gap. She added a telekinetic lift to it, gaining him a little more height,
which translated to meters of additional distance that eventually dropped him
right at the rooftop edge. His legs hit short, but he grabbed on with his arms
and thumped over the edge, hitting on his abdomen and crawling the rest of the
way up.


Jenna backed up to the wall and activated the powered
function of her armor, then took off sprinting and jumped out the hole in the
window with Levi yanking her across the gap with another repulsor
conduit. Without the telekinetic boost she fell short, but her padawan’s invisible rope swung her against the building
three levels below. She crunched her legs up on impact, softening the thud she
made when her boots hit, then walked up the wall and onto the roof with Levi’s
help. 


The pair took off running for the far side and began
an equally quiet exodus from the city.
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October 12, 2735


Noop System


Tieor



 

Jenna shot one of the Varshoo infantry in the face
with a stun pistol, dropping it to the ground as she ran past and hopped over
the short wall on the perimeter of the park that nestled up against one of the
partially captured cities. Most of the fighting was over, but a full quarter
had still to be pacified. That sort of street and in-building fighting wasn’t
suited to the Skarron walker, so it had been positioned in the park so it could
guard the city against any heavy tank retaliation while intimidating those
within by its mere presence.


But it wasn’t alone. After the takedown of the other
Skarron walker at the hands of the Marauders, the Varshoo had surrounded their
second key chess piece with an army of tanks and infantry that had not moved
into the city limits. The exterior park sat nestled up against the northern
border and was partially encroached on by a forest, with the city and the
eastern and western approaches covered in wide open grasslands where the walker
had done the majority of its damage against Seriprin’s
perimeter defense turrets.


Right now the Marauders were approaching over land,
but at a considerable distance. Whether the Varshoo were aware of that or not
the Archon didn’t know, but there was no way they could miss the Valeries
streaking over the city and hitting selective targets within, all the while
staying low enough and positioning themselves on the other side of buildings to
keep away from any potential spray from the Type-5. So far it hadn’t responded,
having no real anti-air weaponry of its own, and sat parked in a large picnic
area that was perfectly flat and covered with some type of short, blue grass,
looking like it was a statue that belonged there.


The tanks ringing it were on the eastern and western
sides, given that those were the overland approaches. The south was the city
where more of their tanks were roaming about and securing those sections they’d
already taken, but the north wasn’t covered by vehicles. There was a decent
amount of infantry spread out there, but it was the Marauder rail gun tanks
that the Varshoo appeared most worried about.


That left the pair of Archons with a window of
opportunity, if they were fast enough. As Jenna crossed the low wall and
entered the park on the northern border Levi did the same some 400 meters away
to the west, stunning a few infantry as he passed them. Both of them were
running casually towards the south where the walker was, but they accelerated
up to a near sprint as they got into the clear and out on the wide open tracts
of the park that were segmented by rows of trees and clumps of bushes and
ornate flowers.


Jenna zapped another Varshoo soldier as she ran by,
hitting him at a range of some 20 meters, after which she tucked her pistol
away onto her back rack and just focused on her movement. They weren’t here to
fight it out, despite a long argument she’d had with the merc
commander. He seemed to think this was exactly Star Force’s type of work, but
given that he’d quit the military he didn’t get to carry such opinions anymore.
Jenna didn’t mind stunning the Varshoo when she came across them, but she
wasn’t about to start killing them. 


There was a fight here, to be sure, and every fight
was potentially Archon business, but this was one of those times when, in order
to fix the problem at hand, you’d have to fight both sides and take control of
the planet for yourself. That was outside of her reach, so she and Levi were
going to back off and let this play out without them. Jenna didn’t like that,
but sometimes it was more important to keep yourself righteous than to worry
about the outcome, and this was, unfortunately, one of those cases. 


The issue of defense wasn’t enough for her to come
down on the locals’ side, and the merc commander had
even admitted that he was here for the payday more than for any concern about
the planet…though he had pressed the significance of this world to the
surrounding region. That may have been true, but the locals weren’t exactly
upstanding individuals and a change might do some good. If that change occurred
through bloodshed it was unacceptable, but if she couldn’t stop it from
happening she wasn’t going to contribute to it with the same. 


Brayden had been insistent that he was going to keep
the Marauders here and try to win this fight, but that he’d need Star Force’s
help to do it. Jenna had reminded him that even if she helped him fight off
this invasion, they wouldn’t be sticking around to protect the planet
thereafter. Then, after even more arguing she offered him a limited amount of
help, which he politely accepted. They sealed the deal with a handshake, skin
to skin, which gave her a quick glimpse at his thoughts.


That quick access was all she needed, for she was very
good at reading Humans. A lot of the concerns she’d had about the mercenaries
evaporated, but it was clear they weren’t Star Force troops anymore. A lot of
what they had once been still remained, and because of that the planet might be
a little better off if they did indeed prevail, but the merc
commander was definitely being driven by credits and reputation, seeing this as
the biggest opportunity his unit had ever had and wanting to climb the ranks in
militants for hire crowd.


So as they’d planned, his troops were on their way
here…but not to attack the walker. That was reserved for the Archons.


As Jenna and Levi ran towards the Type-5 the gap
between them diminished, with them eventually coming together on a stone
courtyard with the big, elevated golf ball visible across the next line of
trees. Around them a scattering of infantry took notice and fired a few shots
off at them, but they were running so fast that when they missed they didn’t
get a second shot. Jenna saw one of the tanks on the western side of her park
battlemap begin to move their way, but it was going to be too late.


They had a straight line approach to the walker, with
only some infantry units in between and they weren’t going to engage them.
Before the Archons hit the trees they linked up in battlemeld, with Levi’s
psionic component of Neritu adding considerable range
and power to Jenna’s Ikrid, letting her stretch out all the way to the distant
walker and probe the minds inside as they ran. 


She could feel them, but the range was still too great
for her to access them enough to assert control. The question was how close
would they actually have to get, and would it involve dodging plasma blasts.
Both Archons thought they could do it from at least plasma spit range, but with
the bit of available terrain in the park they had a backup plan if their
strength wasn’t enough.


Jenna took the lead on this due to her greater skill,
for identifying the minds was easy compared to accessing them. New races, new
difficulties…and that meant she needed more time and power to do the necessary
override work.


Meanwhile the pair raced forward, looking for all the
world like they were intent on committing suicide. The infantry tried to stop
them, but the shields on the Archons’ armor held up against the few lachar
blasts that hit. Levi crossed in front of Jenna as a group of three Varshoo
tried to block their path and rammed them aside, clearing the road for her to
keep running and as much attention on the walker as possible. Once past that
group they were in the clear, literally, for the trees had disappeared behind them and they were now out on the open picnic area where the
walker stood motionless.


Tanks were on approach from the west, but given their
rate of advancement and the Archons’ running speed they were going to be kept
out of this little battle, so long as Jenna didn’t have to delay their approach.


That almost happened, for she could feel the gunners
begin focusing the walker’s plasma cannons in their direction, ready to pepper
the ground in front of the two fast moving infantry and either kill them or
cause them to veer off. At the last moment she got control of the one in charge
of the batteries on their side of the walker and froze him in place. That was
easier than making him power down the weapons, and as the Archons ate up more
meters of their approach she was able to freeze another of the crew.


Technically both Jenna and Levi were doing the
freezing, but he let her lead their combined effort, though he could ‘see’
everything that she was doing, and vice versa. The mental strain was
significant, but it was also shared by them both, making it manageable enough
for them to disable the crew and keep the walker
standing still and quiet as a statue as they raced their way towards it, trying
to beat the approaching tanks.


When they got within 400 meters they had enough power
to assert remote control over one of the crew, with Jenna instructing him to
lower the boarding ramp. She managed to do it with a suggestive impulse rather
than having to play puppet with him, which was fortuntate,
for at this range that would have been difficult with them both being on the
run. Had the individual been more mentally resistant it could have caused them
problems given the unfamiliarity of his mental structure.


A lachar blast streaked across in front of them, but
the infantry weapon had been fired at considerable range from the east with
little chance of hitting. There were more soldiers over there, now running
towards the Archons who were nearly at the walker’s feet. With the boarding
ramp lowering and no return fire coming from the Type-5, the rest of the
Varshoo knew something was wrong, but they weren’t
going to have the chance to do anything about it, even if they managed to get a
few lucky shots in.


A bit of plasma spit burnt through the grass ahead of
them as one of the tanks made a long range shot, but the air had dissipated it
so much that it was no threat to a fully armored soldier. Jenna and Levi ran
through the low flames and jumped up onto the boarding ramp before it was
completely lowered and climbed up the ladder-like contraption, disappearing
inside the walker.


Jenna had the crew raise it immediately, with the two
Archons crawling up inside the contraption the Varshoo had created to allow
their pilots to operate the device. In sync, the two Archons pulled out their
stun weapons and shot all four of the crew, relieving them of the need to keep
their minds suppressed or frozen.


“Woo…that worked,” Levi commented as he released the
battlemeld link to his master and started pulling bodies out of the chairs and
dumping them on the floor. “Can I drive?”


“Help yourself,” Jenna said, sitting down and
accessing her battlemap. “Holler if you need help.”


Levi grabbed a seat and went meditative, crossing his
arms and legs and doing his best impression of Yoda, knowing that the way to
drive one of these was telekinetically in order to compensate for the physical
differences between Human and Skarron. This wasn’t the first time he’d driven
one, for he’d trained on a mockup simulator along with a lot of other Skarron
and lizard craft, as all the veteran Archons had. 


Outside one of the giant legs pushed off and tilted
the Type-5 ever so slightly to the side, then it stumbled forward taking a
short step and establishing the robotic gait that they were known for. Watching
the display screens so he didn’t step on anyone, he began walking the giant
machine forward and beginning a turn towards the west.


Jenna waited a heartbeat, then telekinetically reached
out and flipped on the shields.


“Duh, thanks,” Levi said as the tanks approached. They
didn’t fire on the walker, not sure what was going on, and the Archon didn’t
fire back. They were just going to deny the Varshoo the war machine that they
didn’t deserve, leaving the primitives to fight this messy war using their own
tech. 


Whether out of confusion or prudence, the tanks never
fired on the walker, but they did run alongside it as Levi drove it to the west
towards the approaching Marauders. Jenna got a commlink
to Brayden and confirmed their rendezvous point, which the walker would reach
in two hours. The Marauders beat them to it and secured the area, fighting off
the Varshoo tanks and forcing the survivors to abandon their charge and retreat
back towards the city.


Once they were gone Jenna lowered the boarding ramp and
helped drag the crew out one at a time down to the surface where Brayden and
several other mercs waited. A Star Force dropship had
already arrived, escorted in by the merc Valeries,
and a group of commandos came out to Jenna, taking the prisoners off their
hands and carrying them back to the dropship. She let Levi handle the others
while she stepped off to the side to talk with Brayden.


“Don’t make me regret this,” she warned.


“You made that look easy,” the merc
commented, pulling his helmet off. 


Jenna left hers on, and he should have too. One rogue
sniper shot would be all it would take to end his day in a very bad way. Yet
another sign that these people were no longer Star Force, and starting to pick
up some bad habits.


“I ought to blow it up.”


Brayden shook his head. “No, we’ll put it to good use.
I promise.”


“I’m taking a chance on you, and the sad this is I
won’t be around to find out if I’m right or not.”


“Any chance of getting some naval assistance on your
way out?”


“No.”


Brayden sighed. “Very well. You’ve aided us quite a
bit already. The new toy aside, it would have taken everything we had left to
take it down, and that was after weeks of refit to our surviving tanks, so you
have our thanks.”


“We came here for the intel,
not the war, but you’re welcome. Just don’t try to use that thing without some
practice. It’d be a shame if you broke it the first mission out.”


“We’ll take real good care of it, you can count on
that. Do you want us to take the crew?”


“No, we’ll be dropping them off on our way out.”


“Where?”


“Near one of their bases.”


“Why not a prison?”


“We stole their ride. We’re not taking sides. You get
the walker because I trust you. I don’t have the same confidence with the local
defense force.”


“You mean what’s left of them.”


“From here on out you’re on your own. If the Varshoo
bring in any other toys, we’re not coming back to deal with them.”


“Fair enough,” he said as Levi came down with the last
one and handed him off to the commandos, then walked up beside Jenna.


“Keys are in the ignition.”


“Control keys?” Brayden asked. 


“Just an expression,” Jenna answered. “You can figure
out the details on your own.”


Without another word the pair walked off towards their
dropship, but Brayden wasn’t going to leave it at that.


“Not to sound like an ingrate,” he shouted after them,
“but I get the feeling you don’t like us very much.”


Jenna turned around. “No, I don’t.”


“Why?”


“You’re a quitter,” she said flatly.


“If we weren’t out here, the frontier would be a
little more messier than it is now.”


“Not the point.”


“So you just don’t like the fact that we’re doing
things on our own now?”


“If I didn’t think you were doing some good, I
wouldn’t be giving you the walker.”


“So why the animosity?”


“You left the team, and now you want me to treat you
like you’re still one of us. You can’t have it both ways. You wanted out, now
you’re out.”


“So that’s the way it is?”


“That’s the way it is,” Jenna echoed.


“As you wish,” Brayden said, putting his helmet back
on. 


Jenna turned around and walked off towards the waiting
dropship with Levi, leaving the mercs to do their
thing and wanting to get away from the mess of a planet that was Tieor.
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October 14, 2735


Ma’kri Jor-El


Mid Jump



 

Jenna twirled her stun sword around once, accelerating
the top half of the loop and using the force to negate the sideways slash from
Levi’s double-bladed weapon. The two tubular blades met with a slight ping as
the energy matrixes met and canceled each other out, resulting in no flow of
the energy with the physical contact. The sound was muted, for the swords were
set to a very low setting, but still there was a bit of FX where every blade
crossed, adding a bit of energy to the rather standard training drill.


Levi held the blades together for a moment, then
reverse-slashed with the other half of his weapon, aiming for Jenna’s right shoulder
as he tried to keep pressure on her blade to delay its movement. The mage
wasn’t so easily suckered, and she took a half step back before she pushed off
a few inches and snapped her blade across her body and blocked the second hit
from the double sword with another ping on contact.


Then it was Levi’s turn to backstep
as he reset himself with a twirl of his twin blades around the safe central
portion of the sword. He didn’t take long to lunge back in, blade pointed
towards Jenna’s midsection in a jab attempt that he knew she would easily
block. When she did, batting the blade aside and setting herself up for a
possible slash of her own with a step to his left, the padawan dropped down
onto his heels and spun, bringing the other side of his sword around behind him
toward her legs.


Jenna hopped over it, but while she was in the air
Levi had a movement advantage and used it to enhance his spin, so that when she
did land the other side of his body had rotated around and brought the back
half of the sword with it, headed towards the side of her leg as she landed. It
didn’t hit, for Jenna had dropped her own sword alongside her leg to catch the
blow, but Levi pushed hard and got his master’s own blade to move towards her
leg and nip at her boot.


Jenna felt a tingle of numbness enter her foot, but it
wasn’t enough to trip her up. She responded by yanking her foot back and
planting the tip of her sword into the floor of the training room, using the
solid rod to pivot on while Levi twirled back in reverse to stand himself up.
With the elder Archon now leaning forward, she let go pressure on the sword and
used her off balance stance to propel herself forward as she brought the sword
across to her other side, tip pointed down to catch Levi’s blade whether he was
intending to hit her or not. 


A step later and she was inside his swinging arc,
bringing her right knee up and nailing him in the gut. With a telekinetic tug
she threw him off her knee and onto his butt, landing her sword in the crevice
between his chin and chest, an inch and a half away from touching his throat.
She pulled back immediately, having finished that maneuver on reflex more than
intent, and stood a couple meters away while he stood up.


“Sorry,” she offered, for this training session wasn’t
supposed to be a full blown sparring match. 


“So much for defense only,” Levi commented. “What’s
wrong?”


“Just a little twitchy.”


“Why?” he asked, bringing half of his sword up in
front of him in a guard stance, with Jenna likewise resuming a defensive
position.


I don’t know,
she said telepathically as Levi came back at her, making two quick slashes with
the same side of the sword before throwing in a reverse that forced Jenna to
switch her sword from one side of her body to the other. But that was a good hit.


You had it
blocked, he said, continuing to lightly spar with her, focusing on the
transition between movements more than the force of the blows. 


Not well enough.


That’s my point.
What’s wrong?


Jenna focused a bit more and met the next three
slashes with crisp returns, then added force to the fourth, nearly knocking the
double blade out of Levi’s hands as she batted it away to her left.


“It’s not me, it’s you,” she said aloud. “It’s like
you’re not trying very hard, so I ease off then you slip it back up. If you’re
doing it on purpose I’ll beat the crap out of you, but I don’t think you are.”


Levi winced. “Actually, I was.”


Jenna glared at him. “That’s not the point of this
drill.”


“No it’s not, but something isn’t right with you so I
was probing. And when I made a hit you seemed to take it personally.”


Jenna swung her sword to the side, lowering it almost to where the point touched the floor, and raised her other
hand in exasperation. “I guess I just don’t like walking away from a fight.”


“Who does? That shouldn’t throw you off your game.
Your head’s not fully into the training, you’re just acting out of reflex…and
not to brag too much, but I’m too strong and know your techniques too well for
you to hold me off with even a slightly disfocused
effort.”


Jenna shut the power off on her sword, then retracted
it back down into the handle. “Part of my head is still back on Tieor. We had to walk away, but part of me still thinks we
should be back there saving lives rather than here training.”


“So we go back then,” Levi said simply.


“And do what?”


 “You tell me.”


“No, don’t give me that bullshit. If you have a
suggestion just spit it out.”


“I don’t, actually. But if you feel like we need to be
there, then why not go back and see what we can do to help out.”


“We’ve already taken out the walker. What more would
you suggest?”


“I suggest you quit beating around the bush and tell
me what’s really bothering you.”


Jenna put her hands on her hips, starting to get
annoyed, but as she thought it through she realized Levi was right.


“I think I screwed up.”


Her apprentice frowned. “How?”


“By picking a side.”


“We didn’t kill anyone, and the Varshoo have no
business invading planets and killing people, no matter what their situation is
back home.”


“But that walker we gave the mercs
will kill people, which means we did take a side and got involved in the
fight…then didn’t fully commit.”


“I’m sure there’s plenty of war to go around if you
want to go back and pick up where we left off.”


Jenna shook her head. “We can’t, and you know it.”


“I do know it, but apparently part of your head
doesn’t.”


“Then explain it for me.”


Levi deactivated and retracted his sword, then tossed
the extra-long hilt aside onto the mat. He counted off points on his fingers.


“One, we’re not going to help the Varshoo take over
the planet. If that was ever an objective we’d have to do it without killing
anyone, and we don’t have the means to do that out here. We could help them
take over and reduce the losses to the native population, but we’d still be
assisting those in the bloodshed, which is unacceptable.”


“Two, we can’t defend the planet for the same reason.
If this was a lizard invasion it would be different, because we kill those
bastards on sight. Skarrons more or less the same thing. The Varshoo aren’t our
enemy. Maybe they deserve to be, but they’re not right now, and we go through a
series of procedures to deal with ‘not so friendlies,’ which we’re not in a
position to do here.”


“Three, Tieor isn’t an ally.
If it was, we’d fight whoever was attacking them. Are they on the defense, yes,
and that makes me, at least, sympathetic to their plight and wanting to assist,
but if we’re going to fight a war to save them it has to be our kind of war. We
can’t do that here, other than in small respects, and those would be aiding a
planet full of people that might very well go attack someone else later. Maybe
this attack is a reprisal for one that Tieor made
against the Varshoo. Until we can determine who is in the right, all we can do
is block the fighting through nonlethal means. Can we do that for the entire
planet?”


“No,” Jenna admitted.


“Four, we have the mercenaries. There are a lot
involved in the fighting, but having one unit made up of our former brothers
and sisters throws a wrinkle on the situation. I want to view them as allies,
but they left and are not entirely trustworthy simply for that fact. I have to
keep myself from making the mistake of treating them like other commandos. They
may have been once, but they’re not now. My gut says to aid them in battle, and
leaving definitely doesn’t feel right if you’re looking at it simply from that
perspective.”


“Five, we came here to track down the Skarron link,
and there is none. Our original mission is complete, but because we involved
ourselves with the mercs we got entangled in a fight
that we didn’t finish. I know that leaves me with a bad taste in my mouth, but
we did save them from having to take on the second walker by themselves. It
probably would have trashed what was left of their unit if they tried, and they
were definitely going to try after taking down the first one. We threw our
former guys a bone, simple as that.”


“And what if they use that bone to hurt somebody they
shouldn’t?”


“The same could be said of the Hycre when we gave them
cleansing beams. We can’t monitor everything they do.”


“I wasn’t the one that made that call.”


“And I wasn’t the one that made the call on the
walker,” Levi added. “But I agree with it. Those mercs
are the only partially honorable part involved in that war. Better to leave it
in their hands than the Varshoo.”


“When you put it that way it seems pretty simple.”


“It is simple, when you analyze it.”


“Thank you. I’m more of a counterpuncher than
anything, so you made things a lot clearer by laying it out and letting me
react to the logic rather than trying to produce it.”


“So you’re good now?”


“Yes,” she said, pushing the button on her stun sword
and extending the blade, followed by a whisper of a ping when the energy
activated. Levi telekinetically pulled his back into his hands and brandished
both blades, then ran a step towards her and began a series of hits and counter
hits, seeing in evidence her returned focus. 


He amped up his intensity, applying more power to each
hit, and she responded in kind for more than a minute, then she quickly shifted
to offense and proved yet again why she was the master and he the apprentice,
for she got inside his defenses within five moves, then shoved an open palm
into his chest, knocking him backwards and adding to it with a telekinetic
shove that took him further away from her, but Levi did manage to remain on his
feet.


“We are so going back,” she said, standing her ground.


Levi looked at her for a moment with a blank
expression, then a grin spread across his face. “You have a plan?”


“It’s amazing how clear your mind can become when you
decide to say ‘fuck it all,’” she said, waving him forward with her free hand
as she set herself into a guard pose with the blade level over her head.


“What am I missing?” he said, readying himself for
another lunging attack.


“A bit of recklessness.”


Levi considered that for a moment, then his eyes went
wide with understanding. “No way.”


“Yes way, youngling.”


“It won’t work.”


“Probably not…which is what makes it a worthy
challenge.”


“And if we fail?”


“Hence the reckless part.”


Levi raised an eyebrow. “You sure?”


“I’m through letting circumstances dictate my actions.
Time we do the dictating,” she said, waving him forward again.


Levi twirled the double blades around. “You lead, I’ll
follow,” he said just before launching himself at her and engaging in another
rapid fire crisscrossing of stun blades.



 

When the Jor-El returned to
Tieor it didn’t deploy a dropship to take the two
Archons back to the surface, rather it headed straight towards the largest
warship the Varshoo had and launched a Nami at it. The powered missile shot
ahead of the Ma’kri and decelerated rapidly as it came up next to the target
vessel, which hadn’t bothered to move. It did have its shields raised, but they
did nothing to stop the IDF bubble from going up and snaring the warship in
place. 


The other warships nearby did move when the Star Force
vessel came in close, not knowing of its strength, but clearly seeing that it
was larger than any of them. To counter it they moved a fleet in around the knife-like
ship and opened fire…with the Jor-El simply
ignoring their pathetic attacks and moving up over top of the target warship
and the Nami holding it in place.


A few pinpoint mauler blasts brought the ship’s
shields down, followed by a few more that plucked away the ship’s upper weapon
batteries. Once those were down the Ma’kri extended its own shields around the
captured ship and sent a dropship equipped with breaching gear down to the
hull, where it cut and installed its own airlock in the Varshoo ship.


Through that breach point two sets of armor followed,
with it resealing behind Jenna and Levi and the dropship returning to the
Ma’kri. There was an assortment of Star Force troops onboard that they could
have used for this sort of assault, but the Archons had decided that the risks
for this operation were going to be theirs alone…which would allow them to be
as reckless as they liked without having to worry about protecting anyone else.


As the Varshoo ships were seeing, the Ma’kri was so
powerful that it didn’t even need to bother shooting back at their fleet and
simply absorbed all the damage they could dish out while Jenna and Levi fought
their way through the enemy ship with a combination of stun weapons and
psionics. The confined corridors were an advantage to them, given that the
Varshoo couldn’t mass any real weaponsfire against them, not to mention that
the Archons could see through the walls, doors, and around corners with their
Pefbar, giving them dominance in that fact alone, ignoring the rest of their
long list of advantages.


The two stayed together for the first bit of the
boarding action, then after seeing the next to no resistance that they were
getting decided to split up in order to subdue the crew faster. It took no more
than 12 minutes to get to them all, stunning them into captivity and taking
command of the bridge. There they locked down the ship and proceeded to begin
collecting the crew of over 800 and dragging them into the hangar bays where a
flock of dropships came in to pick them up.


All the while the other Varshoo ships continued firing
on the Jor-El up until it fired another Nami at a
distant cargo ship that was far larger than any of the enemy warships. Pulling
the captured vessel that the Archons were on with it, the Ma’kri moved over to
and landed another dropship on it. Levi took to subduing that vessel himself,
then a series of commandos, Knights, and techs came over to it from the Ma’kri
and began setting up the cargo ship as a makeshift prison, with Jenna finishing
the transfer of her prisoners over to it, leaving the captured warship
unoccupied.


When the Ma’kri had moved only a couple of Varshoo
ships followed it, with the others staying back out of fear, and rightly so,
for less than an hour after the cargo ship was taken two more missiles shot out
and caught the warships nearby, with the big ship abandoning its other captives
and flying to disable their weapons before delivering
Jenna to one and Levi to the other, both of whom made short work of the crew
and began carrying their bodies one or two at a time to the hangar bays for
pickup and transfer to the prison ship.


It was after those two additional warships were
captured that Jenna finally sent a message out to the Varshoo fleet,
instructing them to either flee the system or surrender, with the threat of
similar seizures extended to their vessels as well. Their cargo fleet heeded
the warning and immediately began withdrawing to a ‘safe’ distance, but their
warships lingered in planetary orbit up until the Ma’kri eventually shot after
another one, displaying far superior engines to anything the Varshoo had seen
before, the Skarrons included.


When that warship was hit with a Nami, disarmed, and
captured within the Ma’kri’s shields, the rest of the
Varshoo fleet ran off elsewhere in the system to be tracked down later, for
only one enemy jumpship was insystem and it loaded up as many vessels as it
could and took off before it too could become a victim of the mystery ship,
carrying with it the news and warning back to the nearest Varshoo staging base.
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With the Marauders providing air cover, Jenna and Levi
made an aerial jump into the city of Lethol, coming
down onto one of the city streets rather than a rooftop. As soon as they hit
ground they were off and running down the mostly empty streets, looking for
targets. They dispatched the first few handful of Varshoo soldiers with stun
blasts on their way towards the main barracks the invaders had set up, then ran
up against a unit of 20+ that were coming out to meet them as more were being
roused from their bunks or other duties.


The two Archons were the only ground troops assaulting
the city, but the Marauder fighters overhead had made it clear that Lethol was under attack. Still, no one had known where the
pair was coming down, so they still had a great deal of maneuvering options
within the city if they chose to use them.


But they didn’t. They weren’t here to evade the
troops, but to confront them head on. 


Already in battlemeld, Jenna and Levi split up and
moved to opposite sides of the street as they ran towards the lachar shots
coming at them, most of which missed but with a few impacting on their shields.
With their footspeed that wasn’t going to be a
problem, but if they let groupings like this have time to throw a lot of
firepower into their armor then they could get into trouble really quick. 


Activating their Lew ability, the Archons created an
invisible energy conduit between the two of them that would transmit Ikrid
stimuli on contact. When they got to the attackers they didn’t shoot back or
dive into their midst, but rather ran along the walls and bypassed them, with
Levi having to punch one out of the way as he did so.


When the energy field passed through the troops they
dropped over unconscious, as if Jenna had individually targeted each of their
minds and put them to sleep, which she could have, but Lew made it far easier
because once activated neither Archon had to focus to get the desired effect,
just get the invisible ribbon into contact with them.


There was a limit to how far they could stretch it,
and unfortunately it wasn’t lengthy enough to allow them to circumvent an
entire building, but they did manage to widen their formation a bit when they
came out onto the courtyard in front of the hotel that the Varshoo had claimed
for use as their barracks. They managed to catch another few dozen scattered around
the area, with Jenna firing a shot wide left to catch another outside the Lew clothesline.


All the others were within that effective range, so
the Archons simply ran up to the barracks’ main door and took down the few more
that were coming out to fight…then they simply stood on either side out of
sight and let them run out into the trap, toppling to the ground unconscious as
soon as they hit the invisible barrier. Jenna and Levi used their Nemsa ability to strengthen their combined telekinesis and
dragged the bodies to the side, stacking them up in neat little rows to keep
the center lane clear and not give any clue that there was actually a trap
waiting for the Varshoo as they continued to scramble out.


They took down over 300 soldiers with that trick
before the flow finally ceased, then the pair went inside and hunted down the
few remaining stragglers, clearing and reclaiming the barracks before they
moved off elsewhere in the captured city and eliminated the remaining guards,
for most of the Varshoo assault troops had moved on to contested sites, not
expecting any major counterattack here.


It took over 12 hours to search the city and eliminate
the remaining pockets of Varshoo personnel, for which they had to rely on a lot
of local tips once the captured denizens thought it safe enough to start
helping them out. The Marauders handled those information duties after they set
down a collection team within the first hour and began picking up the
unconscious prisoners as per their agreement with Star Force that Jenna had
hammered out with Brayden, who was more than grateful for their return, but not
immediately keen on her plan. That said, he wasn’t about to turn down the kind
of help they could offer, and eventually agreed to her terms.


With Lethol recaptured, they
were essentially putting up a huge middle finger to the Varshoo, made all the
worse by the orbital beatdown that had already been exacted. Jenna followed
both with an edict to the invading troops across the planet, ordering them to
withdraw immediately and they would be allowed to leave the planet. If not, she
and her apprentice would be coming after them.


The Marauders made sure to capture, and then
distribute images of how the two soldiers had taken down the entire defense
team left in Lethol, hopefully sowing some fear into
the rest of the Varshoo, but whatever effect it might have had wasn’t
noticeable, for their armies didn’t even bother to respond, continuing their
pushes into other areas of the planet and further whittling down what remained
of the planetary defense force and their allied mercenary units.


Jenna had expected that would be too easy a victory,
but the edict had to be given to set the groundwork for events to come. So as
the Marauders collected the prisoners, took possession of the city and helped
to see to its population’s needs, and loaded the captives onboard Star Force
dropships so they could be taken up to the fleet of now prison ships for
safekeeping, the two Archons redeployed themselves out to one of the primary
zones of conflict rather than going after another guard force in an already
captured city.


Deciding to bite off the biggest amount they could
chew, in order to make the biggest impression and test their skills before
battle fatigue had a chance to set in, they had a dropship take them to the
outskirts of Hamrathor, where the largest Varshoo
army was stationed and currently pummeling a third of the city. 


“You ready for this?” Jenna asked.


“Are you?” Levi echoed.


“Run and gun and don’t look back,” she advised. 


“And when we run out of stun rounds?”


“We improvise, but no killing on our part.”


“And if the others have different ideas?”


“We can’t control them, so just focus on us.”


“This is still crazy,” Levi emphasized.


“We can call it off if you’re not feeling it,” she
said, knowing that the only way they were going to survive this was as a pair.


“Fortunately for you, I happen to like crazy,” he
said, looking across the grassy plain towards the city edge and the surrounding
tanks as he flexed his armored fingers in anticipation. “Let’s bring some
civilization to the savages.”


Jenna felt his battlemeld prompt and accepted it, with
their minds linking and able to read each other’s senses. Now they had four
eyes, four ears, and two bodies’ worth of stimulai
between them, not to mention a host of special psionics at their disposal. Levi
was still missing several, but the ones he’d already developed would serve them
well, and she’d need him and his skills augmenting her own in order to have a
chance of pulling this off.


Without a word between them, the two began running
forward across the grass and up to cruising speed as they looked ahead at the
remains of one defense turret on the far left and the tanks that were currently
assaulting another one far right. They were running directly towards their
flank, which had hundreds of infantry in columns with them…and that was just
the units on this side of the city. Thousands more were already inside, with
their air cover swirling about shooting targets on the ground with no
opposition coming from the air, just an occasional anti-air burst from a
surface battery or defense tank.


Halfway across their run the pair of fighters that had
futilely chased off the Archons’ dropship turned back and angled towards the
pair of fast moving dots in the grass, stitching the ground around them with
plasma fire, which got the attention of the infantry ahead, who turned in their
direction now that they’d located the well-known threats, for those two suits
of armor were now infamous on the planet after the recent broadcasts.


Suddenly one of the aerofighters
stopped firing and took a nosedive towards the ground, pulling up just shy of
crashing and skidding across the dirt into a gentle tumble as the other one
bathed the two Archons in plasma, igniting fires in the grass around and ahead
of them before flying by and making a long arc to circle back around, but as it
did so the two suits of armor emerged from the smoke still at a run, heading
for the infantry ahead of them and the tanks behind that were busy exchanging
fire with the defense tower that was on its last leg.


The infantry wisely stopped their advance and took up
firing positions, forming rows and waiting for the enemy to come to them. That
waiting didn’t involve holding their fire though, with the first row taking
wild shots at range that began to narrow in on the Archons, who didn’t bother
to do more than throw a little weave into their running approach. 


With the fighter circling back around, it was going to
get one more pass against them before they met up with the infantry, but as it
moved back towards plasma range the dots increased speed beyond
anything that should have been physically possible, then one of them shot
forward even faster, flying through the air like a cannonball and landing in
the front line of infantry…which collapsed around his impact point, dropping
over a hundred men to the ground instantly.


The fighter had a brief window of opportunity to shoot
the other one and accelerated in low to the ground and stitched a long line of
red plasma orbs up to the enemy soldier, then tipped the targeting reticule
down to try and keep the damage pouring on that spot as the fighter continued
to move forward. When it was almost overtop the target the pilot blacked out,
then his ship nosed into the ground and flip over end for end until it
eventually skidded to a stop in a long furrow of dirt off to the side.


With the rest of the Varshoo fighters further off and
no immediate threat, Jenna finished her run up to the infantry and threw a
linked telekinetic wall at a group of them that still maintained formation off
to their left and were peppering Levi with blasts. His shield were already
weakened from the fighter damage, and now they were getting hammered hard by
the dozens of lachar hits. Small as they were they added up, and it would take
time for their shields to replenish themselves once they found cover.


Except that there was no cover.


They knocked down 11 of them, taking them temporarily
out of the fight as Levi ran around the others, using a Fornax field to keep
them twitching on the ground while he chucked a few stun grenades into the mix,
taking the opportunity to down dozens of them before they could get up again.
Once Jenna got up to him they split and used their Lew to run around and knock
out more of them, all the while their shields were dropping into the danger zone.


Before they got through them all Levi’s went down and
his brown armor started taking a few dings from the lachars, but those quickly
stopped as he threw up a bioshield over himself. That
matrix had less power behind it, but its design was so much more advanced that
it was essentially worth 60% of the technological version so long as he sustained
the effort. 


Jenna still had some regular shields left, so she kept
sprinting around and dragging their Lew line across the infantry and knocking
them unconscious with the invisible hits until one of the tank shots impacted
the ground a meter in front of her, with the concussion of superheated air
knocking her up and off her feet momentarily.


She landed in charred grass, immediately pivoting to
her right and darting to the side to throw off the next salvo. With her shields
down to a sliver, she put up her own bioshield and
let them start to recharge, catching a handful of lachar blasts that kept
coming her way. Throwing in several deviations in her running path she managed
to dodge some of them, but there was a continual chain of hits wearing her
down, as was expected.


There was no way around that, given the frontal
approach they were taking, but they’d almost gotten the infantry mowed down to
adequate size for them to throw their finishing move…but the tanks were going
to be a problem, for they were out of range and now coming after them with the
defense turret no longer showing any return fire.


Jenna knew they had to hurry, so after running around
and knocking down another 20 or so Varshoo with their Lew, the Archons came
back together and huddled up, with Levi literally wrapping his arms around
Jenna as they took a knee, trying to present as small of a target as possible.
His bioshield combined with hers, linking together as
the Cerden ability allowed, and grew far stronger
with the bond, allowing the next tank shot to hit and not breach.


They were extra vulnerable while stationary, but both
of them had to concentrate in order to bring the Jini
saturation levels up to what they needed. It took a long few seconds, during
which the lachar blasts honed in on their position from the surrounding
infantry and added to the damage a second tank plasma blast did, along with a
partial third from another tank now gaining a firing line on them.


One second more was all they needed, then together
they emitted the Jini, sending out an Ikrid bomb
similar to the Lew, except that this one reached out like lightning strikes and
hit any mind within range, draining part of their charge without any conscious
control or effort.


The remaining infantry from the initial firefight, as
well as those that had come over from the other side of the tank formation,
toppled to the ground unconscious with those closest to the Archons going down
a split second sooner than the ones further out as if a giant tidal wave had
hit them. The more minds taken down, the less charge there was to continue
spreading out, but unlike an Ikrid link this effect had no range limit, so long
as there were links in the chain to jump from. 


The infantry soaked up most of the Jini,
but some managed to travel through them to the nearest of the tanks, taking out
four of their crews and leaving them intact, but inoperable. That left Jenna
and Levi huddled together with a moment of peace, as no more incoming weaponfire was hitting their combined bioshield
that was just a thin shell remaining around them.


Both of them knew they couldn’t waste time, so they
dropped the protective barrier and stood up, sprinting towards the dead tanks and
using them as cover as they closed with the rest of them. Soon they were
running around the blocks and into view, dodging some more large plasma blasts
until they got within Fornax range. Those they sent out individually, splitting
up and heading towards different tanks, momentarily disrupting the crews of the
closest ones until they could get within sound Ikrid range, then each Archon
accessed the minds inside and put them to sleep, Levi one at a time while Jenna
managed two or three with each connection.


That left a handful of tanks remaining that had been
closest to the city defense turret. Sprinting towards those Jenna juked to the
left right before she expected the next plasma blast to be fired, but the
stupid gunner fired a bad shot and missed to his right…meaning Jenna dashed
directly into its blast point. 


She reflexively threw up her bioshield
just before it hit, but it punched through with ease then ate through her
armor’s shields, knocking her down and melting the outer layer of her armor.
Stunned by the hit, she reached out with her mind while her arms grasped for
the ground to roll herself over and stand up, finding the tank that’d shot her
and throwing a Fornax blast that way to try and buy herself time. The range
wasn’t good, but her shot hit, causing the crew to twitch uncontrollably for a
moment, but by the time they got their hands back on the controls and shook off
the ‘what just happened?’ confusion, Jenna was back on her feet and moving
again.


Levi got to the tank before she did, already having
knocked out another. They finished the last ones off without taking another
plasma blast to the face, then ran together over to the city’s outer wall and
took cover alongside it, melting against the five meter tall barrier as a
scattering of aerofighters passed by overhead…but at
the moment they weren’t interested in them.


Levi had felt Jenna take the hit, still linked in
battlemeld as they were, so there was no need for questions. He knew her
status, just as she knew his, and they both knew they had to lay low a bit to
let their armor and bioshields recharge before they
entered the city and went after far more troops than they’d just taken down
now…though they’d have the advantage of cover to work with.


While they waited, Jenna got on her suit’s comm and got a line to the Marauders.


“Send in the Valeries and get those fighters down near
us if you can. We’ll hold here and try to help you pick them off if you can get
them close enough. Send the transports immediately. We’ll cover them on the
ground if we have to, but you have to get to these tanks and infantry before
they wake up. I don’t want to have to take them down twice.”


“We’re on our way,” Brayden answered. “For the record,
I have no idea how you just did that.”


“Archon secrets.”


“Are you injured? Looked like you took a direct tank
blast.”


“Yeah, not one of my better moments. Got a little
cooked, but I’m fine.”


“Valeries will be there in…seven minutes. You good
till then?”


“Yes, but get them to chase them as low as they can
near us.”


“Still want to take the pilots alive?”


“That and our range isn’t very far.”


“We can take them down the hard way if needed.”


“Stick to the plan,” she said, with warning in her
voice.


“Copy that. Just offering to make your job a little
easier.”


“Don’t worry about easy, just pick up what we
drop…including the brand new tanks we just bought you.”


“How much time do we have?”


“I’d safely assume half an hour. After that a few
individuals might start waking up. If one of them happens to be a tank pilot…”


“We’ll be there in 20,” Brayden promised. 
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Levi ran down the narrow city street, throwing what
felt like his billionth Fornax blast into a pair of soldiers ahead, then ran
sideways and leapt up onto the wall, bounced off it with his right foot, and
came down on the twitching Varshoo from above. The padawan knocked both down to
the ground, pinning one against the paving stones with his armored knee while
he dove into the other’s mind and took a pair of seconds to render it
unconscious. He lingered for a third, making sure it went deep enough to stay
out long enough to be retrieved, then he repeated the
process with the other.


His head ached with both contacts, but he did his duty
and made sure they were both out of commission for a while, then the pain
relented a bit. He took off down the street again, headed towards one of the
shopping centers that the Varshoo had taken and were now holed up in. Jenna was
already there picking them apart, but she’d sent Levi out to clear the
surrounding streets and cut off anyone fleeing the area. He’d taken down six
others before this pair, and from his Ikrid ‘radar’ he could sense that there
were no others coming out…at least not on this side of the large complex.


There were many ways in and out, and there was no way
that only two of them could blockade the place, but the goal was to locate and
disable the Varshoo soldiers…and if he could pick up a few more on the exterior
with easy takedowns, then so be it.


He placed a beacon on the battlemap for the location
of the downed pair then paid them no more attention. Periodically his and
Jenna’s comm systems would transmit the beacon
markers to the Marauders, letting them know where the unconscious troops were
so they could get to them before they woke up…or the locals got to them.
Between the citizens in the under siege city, the few remaining defense forces,
and the handful of mercenary units present, there were a fair amount of people
who would consider shooting the unconscious Varshoo if/when they realized that
they were still alive and not dead.


The Marauders were running interference with them and
collecting the prisoners while the two Archons did all the fighting, not
wanting to risk anyone else or have to kill the attackers. The objective here
wasn’t to take sides, but to stop the invasion, for neither the Varshoo nor Tieor were worthy of their trust. Jenna had decided to act
in order to stop the carnage and to send a message, and neither she nor Levi
had any illusions that they were saving the good guys from the bad. This was a
fight against chaos and barbarism, and while they couldn’t stop everyone from
dying they were sure as hell going to stick the middle finger up to the notion
that they had to take a noninterference approach.


The few troops they had on the Ma’kri weren’t
fighting, rather handling the prisoners in orbit, and it was going to stay that
way. The two Archons had dived in over their heads here and they weren’t going
to risk anyone else. The Marauders were already here and fighting so they
didn’t care about them, plus they were taking the hardest work off the
quitters’ hands anyway.


But it was taking a toll on Levi and Jenna, though
more on the padawan. His armor had melted spots all over it, and he couldn’t
count the number of times his shields had gone down over the past 8 hours.
There had been over 20,000 Varshoo troops within the city, given initial
estimates, and he and Jenna had gone through better than three quarters of them
personally. He had no stun ammunition left, and his psionics were so
overstressed his head was complaining even when he had brief moments like this
to rest and recharge.


Power wasn’t the issue, he was just getting fried with
every mental contact he made. Levi tried to alternate psionics to keep himself
functioning, but even his Fornax tissue felt like it was fraying with each
subsequent usage. He really could have used a stun sword right now, or even
stun gauntlets, but their weapons had run dry early on, and even two subsequent
ammo/weapon drops into the city had been expended given the number of troops
the two of them were having to take down.


Ironically Jenna’s armor looked even worse than
Levi’s, for she was trying to take the brunt of the fighting on herself. The
two of them weren’t linking up with battlemeld anymore, for even that psionic
was now painful. If they had to they’d briefly connect to take down a few
troops, then it was back to old fashioned hand signals for most of their
coordination, for they were so tired they didn’t even feel like speaking over
the comm channels.


He’d been pushed this far a few times before in
training, but never in combat. He knew the more activities he could eliminate
the better, for his focus could then flow into the others and speaking was one
such thing. Opening a comm channel and talking to
Jenna was easy, but with his mind being so punch drunk it was almost a rule now
not to talk, and since they were already using their arms for movement and
fighting, throwing hand signals just seemed to be the most efficient way of
communicating…even if in fact it was not.


Levi searched ahead with his Ikrid in a brief radar
ping, getting the position of the people and sensing where Jenna was inside the
complex, then he shut it off trying to minimize the continual frying. That
wasn’t the wisest thing to do when in combat, but he had no choice. The city
still had enemy troops in it and if he didn’t try some kind of prolonging
tactics he was literally going to burn out and be unable to render people
unconscious short of beating them there.


When he got back to the entrance he sent out another
ping, then ran in and eventually caught up to Jenna. He immediately got a
battlemeld request and accepted it, knowing exactly what to do as soon as they
made the connection and her thoughts melded with his. Without even seeing her
he ran across to the next hallway, turned the corner and activated their Lew,
stretching the invisible barrier out painfully, then he and Jenna both ran down
their respective hallways and swept the psionic ribbon through the entire store
that a group of Varshoo were holed up inside.


When he got to the far end of that block he saw Jenna
to his left as she relinquished the battlemeld. She ran towards him and
signaled to the nearest door. Levi got there first and went inside, pushing
past the barricades that had been set up and began looking around to confirm
that they’d got everyone down. He used his eyes rather than his Ikrid and ran
around the three-chambered store, seeing more than 40 Varshoo lying about where
they’d fallen. 


He pulsed once to make sure they were all down and not
hiding behind some clothing rack, then he grabbed a few of the weapons nearby
and tossed them aside for good measure before heading back out and following
Jenna into another section of the shopping center where they tackled a trio of
well-placed snipers, with her using her psionics to take them down from afar
and sparing him the effort of doing so.


She pointed him to the right and the pair made their
way back out into the hallways and to an alcove nearby where she gave him the
‘watch my back’ signal while she entered a doorway and disappeared inside. Levi
stood guard in the hallway, watching both ways with his eyes rather than his
overtaxed Pefbar for several minutes before she came up behind him and tagged
him on the shoulder, then signaled for him to go inside. 


Too tired to ask questions, he turned around and went
in…suddenly finding himself in the local’s equivalent of a restroom.


He laughed, then walked over to a stall and hit the
release on his armor. They’d both been fighting for hours and though his body
had gone into a sort of stasis mode with the constant adrenaline pumping
through him, his bladder had been mildly complaining for some time now.
Apparently hers had been as well, and odd as it seemed, they weren’t going to
go back to the ship to relieve themselves. 


Yet another excellent reason for the master/apprentice
pairings.


Levi stepped out of his armor and almost choked at
some of the smells present, from races he’d never encountered before coming
here, but his quickly shrinking bladder made up for it and when he got back
inside his armor and headed out with Jenna at a run towards wherever she wanted
them next, he felt considerably better.



 

“No,” Brayden said flatly to the Tieor
Defense Force commander. “These are our prisoners…all of them. Don’t make me
take them from you by force.”


Le’han’trel translated for
him, and when the Protovic finished the thickset Shysosvan angrily shot back a
reply…then stopped short as his eyes widened, looking at something behind the
mercenary.


“Is there a problem?” Jenna asked icily, walking up
behind the half dozen mercenaries from around the corner of one of the broken
buildings in the center of the city. They’d managed to get to the Varshoo just
before they overran their last defense station, then had redeployed themselves
elsewhere in the city to finish cleaning up the stragglers.


Both Archons were in shambles, with holes spread over
their impressive armor like they’d been hit with a shotgun blast, though none
of them had penetrated all the way through to their flesh. That said, Brayden
did see a few leakage points where the inner gel layer was pushing through,
meaning those spots were now exposed and the next hit there would make it
through to their bodies.


“They have a number of the Varshoo and don’t want to
turn them over to us,” Brayden explained.


“He doesn’t have a choice,” Jenna repeated from behind
a large melty scar mark on her visor approximately
where her left eye would be. 


“He seems to disagree.”


“Tell him again,” she said simply, but Brayden wasn’t
fooled by the calmness in her words. He’d worked with a few Archons before, and
he could tell that this one was angry. When their voice went whisper quiet you
knew they were about to do something violent.


Le’han’trel repeated their
demands, then got a less argumentative response from the Tieor
commander.


“He says the captives are theirs and will be punished
according to local laws, blah, blah, blah.”


Jenna walked past Brayden and the mercenary cringed
even before the bulky alien was knocked backwards three meters by a single palm
thrust, bowling over several other subordinates that had been visually backing
him up in their little spat.


“Try now,” Jenna repeated, with Le’han’trel
adding an explanation of how messing with the Archons was not a very good idea
in his experience. Then he went on to remind him that they’d just beaten the
entire army assaulting their city by themselves, floating the question of what
the Defense Force could do to stop them and insisting that such a refusal was
both stupid and rude, considering they’d just saved their lives.


Jenna walked up near the downed alien as the Protovic
spoke, but she waited for what he told her rather than trying to glean any
information from their minds. She was barely holding her head together as it
was.


“Take them,” Le’han’trel
translated. 


“Brayden,” Jenna urged.


“Mason,” he delegated, with the other Marauder leading
a group of others forward and into the area where the locals were holding the few
prisoners that the mercs hadn’t gotten to before the
Defense Force did.


“Are there any other areas of activity?” Jenna asked
when the Shysosvan and his party had scurried off, wanting to get away from the
gods of war before they could become their next victim.


“A few transports took off across the plains, but per
your orders we let them go. I have sweeper teams looking, but so far the city
appears clear.”


“Broadcasts?”


“We’ve had local crews plus our own recording and
transmitting the whole thing. Anyone on the planet watching saw what you did,
and we’ll keep spreading the images…and making sure they do too. When do you
want to release your ultimatum?”


“Not now. If they refuse to leave we’ll have to hit
another city, and we’re not in any shape to do that.”


“No replacement armor?”


“We’ve both got another custom pair, plus generic ones
on our ship, but we need rest first. We’ll let you know when to release it,
until then just feed us the locals’ response and we’ll get back to you when the
time is ready…and make sure these idiots aren’t holding out on us. Not one of
the Varshoo stays here, clear?”


“Very. I’ll have my people snoop around to make sure.”


“Good,” Jenna said, rotating her left arm around in a
lengthy stretch. As she did Brayden saw a small breach point on the back side.


“You hit?”


“Just a scratch. We’ll stick around another hour or
so, to make sure the locals hand over the prisoners and that there aren’t still
pockets of resistance. You’ll need to do the looking though, and we’ll
supplement with orbital scans.”


“Understood, but if I may ask…where are your weapons?”


Jenna exchanged a glance with Levi. “We stashed them
in a room when we ran out of ammo so we didn’t have to carry the extra weight.”


“I’ll get them,” Levi offered, turning and walking
off.


“Let us,” Brayden said. “Just tell us where they are.
We know what to look for.”


“Thank you,” Jenna said, sending a beacon point to
their tracking systems on top of the waypoint she’d dropped earlier to mark the
building.


“How were you disabling the others without ammo? I
haven’t seen any bruising on the prisoners from physical night taps.”


“Psionics,” Jenna said, looking over her battlemap as
she talked. 


“Does using those make you tired?”


“Extremely. We’ll be here for the next hour,” she
said, sending him another beacon marker. “Bring our weapons and any additional intel or problems to our attention, then we’ll be back in
orbit for a while. I trust you can maintain the city without us?”


“So long as they don’t send a second attack force,
yes.”


“I meant with the locals.”


“There’s a lot of good will out there right now for
us. Enough that we’re already getting support from some of the citizenry. I
think we can handle things, even if the bureaucrats feel like trying to throw
some weight around.”


“See that you do,” Jenna said before turning around
and slowly walking off with Levi. They made their way about half a kilometer
off to a courtyard large enough to accommodate a dropship that they called down
with supplies. When it landed they camped out in the rear compartment, getting
ambrosia and some foodstuffs while still staying in their armor. A Knight came
down with it and stood guard outside while they hung around the open ramp, just
sitting and staring off in a fatigue-induced haze until the mercs
caught up with them again.


They brought their empty rifles and pistols back, then
Brayden gave them a situation update from his search teams. They were finding
pockets of citizens that had taken to hiding, and in some cases sealing
themselves into whatever hideaways they thought could preserve them. It was
going to take some time to rescue them from their own imprisonment, but the
Marauders insisted that they could handle that, and with no more Varshoo troops
showing up in the search the Archons finally called it a day after the last of
the prisoners were recovered, both from the Defense Force and the city streets,
and loaded up into Marauder transports.


Those were taken to a landing zone outside the city
where other dropships were coming down to pick them up. Jenna trusted them
enough to finish the handover without her babysitting them, so she took Levi
and herself back up to the Jor-El with both
heading straight for their quarters, already having got some food and ambrosia in
the dropship. 


Jenna didn’t even bother to shower, simply pulling her
sweaty self out of her armor and flopping down on her bed, resisting the urge
to fall asleep as she activated her Sesspik. The healing trance took a moment
to begin, but when it did the ache in her head diminished by half instantly,
with the remainder slowly eeking away as she sped her
recovery as quickly as possible, knowing that unless their luck was very, very
good there was going to be more fighting in the other cities, and that they
couldn’t delay retaking them very long.



 

As it turned out, she and Levi would have to fight
three more battles against the largest sections of the Varshoo army before the
rest of their units finally accepted her offer of retreat. A lot of the Tieor government didn’t care for that option, wanting the
invaders captured or killed, but with the Marauders backing up the two supersoldiers they were able to provide enough intimidation
cover to allow the Varshoo to evacuate the cities they still possessed and
return to their troop transports.


Those were allowed to fly up to orbit and dock with
the cargo ships that were still in the system. Given that some had fled with
their jumpship, it was a tight fit squeezing them all in on their own vessels,
but there they would stay until jumpships were sent to pick them up, with a
Varshoo courier vessel being sent out immediately to relay the request and
inform the others as to what had happened here. 


The Varshoo warships, on the other hand, were not
returning with them. Star Force took possession of those and subsequently
turned them over to the Marauders, along with the task that Brayden had been
initially reluctant to accept…that being the permanent defense of Tieor. The mercenary preferred to pick and choose where he
fought, but he was also ambitious, which was part of the reason he had left
Star Force to begin with, and Jenna had just given him an entire planet of his
own.


It took several weeks of wrangling and threats, but
eventually what was left of the Tieor government and
Defense Force agreed to her terms. The Marauders would take over full
responsibility for the defense of the planet, in whatever manner they chose,
supplanting the inadequate local defenders. With their own more advanced
technology, the captured Varshoo warfleet, and the battle records of what had
taken place across the planet, the local Tieor
population was firmly behind the change, feeling that they were extremely
fortunate not to be living in occupied territory right now, and with that
support the local government couldn’t do anything to remove the new rulers of
the planet.


But rulers in a caretaker sense. Jenna had instructed
them to defend and pacify the planet, ensuring that no bad behavior was going
on with the government and interfering when necessary, but otherwise letting
the locals manage themselves. That would keep the Marauders independent, but
still involved enough to bring a bit of civilization to Tieor,
though obviously not up to Star Force standards. 


As for the Jor-El, it would
be leaving as soon as the Varshoo jumpships came to pick up their army, after
which time the Marauders would be on their own, both in terms of military
support and oversight. Jenna made it clear to Brayden that he was completely on
his own, and whether this turned out to be a beneficial turn of events or just
a delay in the Varshoo taking over she wouldn’t know, for Star Force wasn’t
going to maintain any ties, even surveillance. The mercs
were on their own, for better or worse.


Accepting the dangerous challenge for what it was
Brayden, thanked the Archons for their decision to return and the new future
for his mercenary unit…whose reputation had just skyrocketed, not to mention
their war assets, though many of the ships would have to be refitted, possibly
back in the ADZ at a later time. Never the less, they had suddenly become a
naval-equipped organization with a planet full of resources and personnel to
draw off of. 


Brayden still intended to keep the Marauders as 100%
ex-Star Force personnel, but recognized that he’d need to set up some support
units with locals. He had a lot of work ahead of him, very lucrative work
considering the fee Tieor would be annually paying
them, both in currency and raw materials, plus real-estate to set up proper
bases. 


Jenna left him and his men to their own volition, not
sure how Tieor would play out but washing her hands
of it. She’d done an awful lot to help out, and done so in a typically Star
Force way, but their fate was now their own. A day after the Varshoo jumpships
departed with their troops the Ma’kri left as well, heading to the nearest
clandestine Star Force base for resupply, then it would be off again on another
mission of Jenna’s choosing. 


Where that would lead her and her apprentice she
didn’t know, but there was always need for them somewhere on the border and she
liked being a roamer far better than being tied to a semi-permanent assignment
for a decade or more.


As they traveled back from Tieor
she wrote up a report that would post to the message boards as soon as they got
back on the grid. She sent a special flag with it, for the attention of the
trailblazers, in which she detailed how useful the master/apprentice system
was, for to her knowledge such a pairing had never been pushed to that limit.
Jenna added the subsequent problems with the psionic overusage,
including the battlemeld abilities, noting that some additional high endurance
training should be devised to counter the problem.


And throwing a training issue out to the trailblazers
was the equivalent of feeding them candy. Either they or Wilson would come up
with a counter program in short order, but for Jenna she wasn’t going to worry
about it. Her focus was on getting into the action and making a difference on
the front lines, whether lizard huge or border world small. She’d use whatever
training they devised, but she wasn’t going to waste her time experimenting and
designing it. 


That was for others. She and Levi both were cut out
for action, and one way or another they always found their way to a mission
that required it. The lizards might be the greatest threat Star Force currently
faced, but that didn’t mean all the little ones didn’t matter, and as both she
and her current and futures apprentices grew in strength, the bigger the
difference they could make in these small conflicts where sending in a Star
Force army wasn’t an option.


Jenna hadn’t originally intended to take on that role,
but accepted it for what it became as well as the nickname some of the others
on the major front lines gave her.


Newbslayer.



 


 

STAR FORCE Facebook Page



 

STAR FORCE Wiki



 

@aerkijyr



 


 


 


 


 


 


 




cover.jpeg





