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April 19, 3493


Tekin System (Rim
Region)


Asteroid Belt 16



 

Myra-400118 stood onboard the single Star Force
warship she commanded, looking out via the command nexus at the asteroids
around her and the nearby planet that cut out the clear tunnel between overlapping
belts 15 and 16. On it was over half a trillion Vittis, a race that no one cared
about in times like these. They weren’t technologically advanced or skilled in
much at all, but they did have some trade going with neighboring systems that
had spread the word of the world’s dying.


This one wasn’t a Nexus member and didn’t even appear
in The Nexus’s records, sketchy as they were where the ‘unimportant’ came into
play. Unlike most of the other conflicts breaking out across the Rim Region
this one was internal. They weren’t being invaded from space, but rather from
below ground. A dangerous race of primitive insects had always lived on and
within the planet and the Vittis had dealt with them as wild animals in most
cases, but aside from an occasional outbreak there was no real concern because
their numbers were so small…even while their bodies were large. Larger than the
Vittis, anyway, which came up to about Myra’s knee and were mostly fur at that.


The ‘reavers’ were dog sized and ugly as hell, based on
the few pictures they’d gotten back from a scouting mission. A ranger had been
sent to follow up on the rumors and had sent a report indicating an extinction
level event for the planet was in the making. The reavers were actually not
small numbered, but rather lived deep underground where no one could find them.
Legend said that every cycle, which amounted to some thousands of years, they
would return to the surface and kill everything in sight…which is exactly what
was happening.


None of their neighbors were interested in helping and
the major powers within the sub region were too busy with keeping their own
asses intact to even care, but this was now Clan Star Fox’s domain and they did,
which was why Myra had been sent to do what she could to save them. An
evacuation would have been the preferred option, but there were far too many
Vittis to take away. As it was, all she’d been given for this assignment was
one fully outfitted Warship-class
jumpship and one Paladin cruiser. 


That was it. Two ships to deal with a planet-wide
catastrophe. That’s how stretched Star Force was right now, and there was a
long list of people that they weren’t able to help at all. Myra’s being
assigned here hadn’t been requested by the Vitti or anyone else, for Star Force
had simply seen the need and thought there was a chance to save at least some
of the Vittis without pulling thousands of ships off of other duties to either
evacuate them or kill the reavers.


Unfortunately killing was the only viable option, for
the scout had indicated that mental contact with them was useless. They had a
hive mind, literally, for they were telepathic. And while you could take
control of an individual reaver’s mind there was no way to reason with it, for
as soon as you released your hold the hive mind would reassert itself. 


The report indicated that there was suspected higher
level reaver units that partially controlled the others, but speculated that
they would be unable to be used to call the others off permanently. Instinctual
drives were partially responsible for their bloodthirstiness, with the hive
mind bonding them together and guiding them. It was almost as if these things
had been created as a weapon and unleashed, but there was no one else on the
planet intelligent enough to even speak aside from the Vittis.


What technology they did have was allowing them to
survive for a while, but they were losing territory and people at a steady
rate. Right now it was rumored that the planet was doomed and those rumors had
drawn scavengers. Pirates and other scum that were even now sitting in orbit
and sending down raiding parties to steal whatever they could from the Vittis
while they were preoccupied fighting to save their lives.


And it was their ships in orbit that Myra was studying
closely now. Because of the dense asteroids spread across this system…with far
more mass than all the planets combined…one couldn’t make a direct jump to
where you wanted to go. You either had to slowly work your way through each
field or make a jump out above them, for they were thankfully situated in
orbital rings that had about the same inclination.


If you jumped above them, you’d have to stop and
redirect back down. Without a binary gravity drive you really didn’t want to be
in this system, but that’s where the Vittis were and they didn’t have the
technology to leave on their own. What ships they did use to mine the asteroids
were all but gone, having been stolen by the pirates or scattered around in
pieces where their defense fleet had been destroyed. 


It looked like they’d put up a good fight but had been
overwhelmed. By who Myra didn’t know or care, for her primary concern was the
reavers on the surface. They didn’t have technology at all, and it was
infuriating her that these lowlifes would be backstabbing the Vittis when they
needed everything they had just to try and fortify themselves against the
reaver swarms.


With a thought she began tagging ships and directing
her Captain to begin launching the drone fleet. She hadn’t expected to need
them for orbital action, given that this was going to be a ground campaign, but
the presence of the pirates hadn’t been anticipated. Her analysts were pulling
a fair amount of information about what they were doing down there from errant
signals coming from the planet and their own ships’ sensors, and since they had
to take their time navigating through the thinner band of asteroids that
covered the ‘top’ of the world, they weren’t getting a full count until they
got in close.


104 ships in total, four of which looked like full
scale jumpships and a few others that might have been hybrids. It had to have
taken them forever to get out here through the asteroids, even if they’d come
the top route like the Star Foxes just had, for the belts themselves were so
thick vertically speaking that you couldn’t get a direct jumpline through even
with Star Force’s enhanced sensors. 


What was it they wanted so bad to go to the effort? Or
were even the pirates so desperate out here as to go
after the smallest bread crumb rumored to be available?


She wanted to ask them herself, but taking prisoners
wasn’t exactly something her two ship fleet was equipped for…then again, when
you came into a situation like this you had to improvise.


“Captain, the naval combat is yours. Get me onboard
one of their jumpships. The rest I don’t care about.”


“How intact do you want it?”


“Be as surgical as you can.”


“Dropship insertion?”


“Yes. I’ll be armored up and in the hangar before you
can engage. If they run, let the others go, but make it clear that they’re not
welcome here.”


“What’s your interest in the jumpship?”


“I don’t want to have to babysit any of their men we
take on the surface…plus I want some intel recovered.”


“Tech team going with?”


“Save it for after. We don’t know what these guys are
like. I’ll personally lock it down and signal you when it’s clear.”


“You, or you and a combat team?”


“Team. I need to roam and engage while at least
someone watches the ship.”


“How many?”


“I’ll arrange it. Just take care of those ships.”


“Consider it done.”


Myra disconnected from the nexus and took off jogging
through the short tunnel that led to the bridge. She passed by the man she’d
just been talking to along with the rest of the command crew, then headed
through the innards of the not so small ship, picking up her armor and her
boarding team while she left naval concerns to the Captain. The titan ended up
standing in her golden armor in the entrance to the dropship looking back out
into the hangar as Tia-755393 and John-755399 approached, one in dark blue mage
armor and the other in padawan brown. 


Both had graduated basic in the same class, but John
had leveled up much faster. He’d made mage before Tia made padawan, so when it
came time for her to need a master it’d been a no brainer and the two had
hooked up again with Myra being glad to have both of them with her. Assignments
such as this were supposed to be 1 Archon only affairs, but given the high
population levels of this planet she’d been assigned the extra pair while the
rest of her combat troops were a mix of Knights and Commandos.


“I thought you’d brought us along to squish bugs,” Tia
commented as the two Archons walked up the ramp.


“Mostly. Found a few other baddies in orbit we need to
deal with. You don’t mind?”


“Never,” she said with such high energy that her smile
all but transmitted through her opaque faceplate. 


“Are we keeping these?” John asked as he came up and
stood beside Myra as the Regulars started to arrive behind them.


“I think they’ll run, but I want one jumpship to use
as a prison for the ones on the ground.”


“Why the mixed weaponry then?” Tia asked, referencing
the only partial stun weapons loadout she’d told them to grab from the armory.


“These are opportunistic scum and we’re not going to
be overly nice about kicking them out, but we do need some of them alive to fly
the ship out of here if we want to go that route.”


“First call, kill or stun?” John asked for
clarification.


“Judgement call if it shoots back, otherwise knock
them out.”


Tia pulled out a pair of stun pistols from her back
rack and twirled them around, limbering up her wrists. “I like bonus points.”


“These are completely unknown baddies, so be careful
what and when you shoot,” Myra said aloud, for both the Archons and the
assembling Regulars. “I’ll head in first and troubleshoot. You follow and bag
the crew. One guard on the ship, one venator in
support. Everyone else doing sweeps, engage as necessary. Stun preferred, but
if they get too persistent take them down hard. Comm intercepts say they’re
looting the planet and killing anyone that gets in their way. We’re going to be
a little nicer than that, but not too much. I want the ship. The crew are,” she
said, glancing in Tia’s direction, “bonus points.”


One last pair of Commandos ran in as she finished and
the Knight next to her leading the group signaled their count was complete.


“All present, Archon.”


With a telepathic flip of a switch Myra started
pulling up the boarding ramp. 


“Pilot, we’re good to go. Confirm with the Captain for
departure. We’re all yours.”


“Copy that,” the pilot replied over helmet comms as
the assault team lingered in the hold of the Falcon-class dropship, one of the few pieces of Star Force tech
design that actually outdated her within the empire, though both of them had
undergone considerable upgrades over the years.


Myra watched the naval combat unfold via her helmet
battlemap, then when they had their opening the dropship accelerated out of the
hangar and took up position behind a waiting Corvette-class drone and followed their blocker closely until they
were right up on top of the wounded pirate jumpship with a hole blown into
their own version of a hangar door. An energy shield was covering it, but when
the corvette swung around to now cover the rear approach the dropship rammed
into the shield and punched through using an alternate shield setting of its
own that would breach primitive shields without destroying them.


The silver ship slid through and into the internal
atmosphere as if there had been nothing blocking its way at all, then landed on
a mostly empty deck save for a few small ships and fighters that hadn’t been
down on the planet doing naughty things. 


Myra was first out the lowering ramp, but only a few
steps into the hangar and she skidded to a halt.


“Shit.”


“What?” John asked from behind his rifle barrel at the
top of the ramp behind her.


“No oxygen. It’s a methane-based atmosphere.”


“I thought the planet was oxygen-based,” Tia added.


“It is. These guys must be using…” she said, trailing
off. “Stay here.”


Myra ran over to one of the nearby enemy ships, using
her backup oxygen supply that would only last a matter of minutes. Using her
psionics she pried open the first door she came to and went inside. It was
empty and waiting for new cargo, apparently, so she left and went over to the
next one, and the next, until she finally found what she was looking for. A
small cargo ship full of pressurized canisters. 


“These guys are going Grunt down there,” she said on
her team comm. 


“Contacts,” John noted.


Myra ran out of the ship and onto the hangar deck,
getting there a few seconds late as an array of what looked like lachar blasts
were harmlessly hitting the dropship’s superior shields as John and a Commando
stepped out through the specialized barrier covering the entrance and opened
fire. They took hits, but their own shields held up. Not ever having seen an
Archon before the enemy apparently didn’t know what to make of them and
stupidly pushed forward firing with their own forearm-mounted weapons as they
took hit after hit with stun blasts, dropping their scarecrow-like bodies to
the ground with single shots.


Myra came at them from the side, opening fire herself
with a stun pistol and running directly into the group of upwards of 40 or so
that were still pouring into the hangar. She summoned up a Fornax field and
detonated it in their midst…but to her shock it didn’t affect them and she
found herself punching and kicking them down. They were as weak as they looked,
but she didn’t feel any bones breaking on impact. Instead they bent like rubber
and flopped to the deck with single hits…though the last part of that wasn’t
unexpected given her titan-level strength.


Once through the group she stomped her heels down and
reversed direction, throwing a Jumat blast into those still coming into the
hangar and knocking everyone still standing aside like grass clippings blowing
in the wind. As they got up the rest of her team shot them down again until
there were no more coming.


With a glance at her HUD she checked her oxygen gage,
having a few minutes left before she needed to recharge in the ship. Wanting to
know why her Fornax hadn’t worked, she mentally connected to one of them and
searched its mind…only to find it wasn’t fully there. 


Another shot flashed beside her as a Commando shot one
of the scarecrows that had inexplicably started to get back up again.


“Stay down,” he said, but then others began getting up
as well, eliciting more stun blasts to put them back on the deck.


A quick scan of Myra’s guy with Pefbar cleared up the
mystery and she bit back a curse.


“Cyborgs. The stuns won’t keep them out and my Fornax
completely missed. Disarm them and shove them in a corner for now.”


“Use one of their ships,” John suggested, and Myra
nodded. The other Archon took charge of the collection effort while Myra worked
on her guy, trying to see how much information she could pull from the
biological parts of its mind, but there was little here at all. In fact, its
mind was almost entirely made up of computerized components. 


“Damn,” she whispered. This guy wasn’t really a guy
anymore, maybe had never been. She wasn’t sure if she was looking at a highly
modified person or a biologically augmented robot. Was this the crew or a
defense for the real crew? She needed answers, but didn’t have the time to go
wandering around the big ship looking for them on backup oxygen. 


“Myra, these guys…”


“I know. Keep them contained for now. I’m going to
have to do some exploring to figure this out.”


“Second dropship?”


“Have to. I can’t hold my breath that long.”


“We can start making mapping runs on backups.”


“I want to know if this is the crew or not.”


“Drones?” John asked. 


“I honestly can’t tell. What do you make of them?”


“Weird.”


“Gee, that helps loads.”


“If we can’t keep them stunned we’re going to have to
babysit.”


“I know,” she groaned. “Just standby.”


“Mind if I go sploring?” Tia
asked.


“Go ahead, but don’t rely on your Hanme.”


“Can’t. He hasn’t given it to me yet,” she said, but
added before Myra could nix her scouting, “I’ll keep a 1 minute cushion,
promise.”


“John?”


“I’ll keep her on a leash.”


“Ok, see what you can find,” Myra said, switching
comms. “Captain, we’ve got a situation here. Methane atmosphere and stun
resistant cyborgs. I need oxygen packs sent over immediately…and probably
should throw in some physical binders while you’re at it. A lot of them. These
guys are flexible as hell.”


“Do you need backup?”


“No, they’re cupcakes too. The oxygen is the only
thing holding us up.”


“On its way. The pirates aren’t responding to comms
and are running for the asteroids hoping to lose us. How long do you want me to
pursue?”


“Just get them out of planetary orbit. If they’re dumb
enough to stick around we’ll deal with them later, but I don’t want them
getting even the slightest chance of reinforcing the planet, so keep them at
extreme range.”


“We have two crippled ships, not counting the one
you’re in.”


“How bad?”


“Big holes in both. Loss of atmosphere.”


“Set up a dropship with the atmospheric content I’m
sending you then get a search party over there. I doubt you’ll find anything,
but try anyway. Send some techs too and tell them to grab anything of interest,
hardware or software.”


“Cyborg means your telepathy won’t work?” the Captain
asked.


“It should partially, but these guys don’t have much
brain left. If you find some corpses, bring them back for study too.”


“None where you’re at?”


“We started off playing nice, so no, none yet.”


“Understood. I’ll take care of it. Oxygen should be
there within 25 minutes.”


“Copy that,” Myra said, cutting the comm and examining
her scarecrow again as it woke. She held it in place telekinetically and looked
into its creepy red eyes, trying to glean some information about it using her
range of psionics. Though if she didn’t know better, it might have been
designed to prevent that very thing.
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When the second dropship arrived Myra and the others
got the additional oxygen tanks loaded onto their armor underneath their
weapons racks and began clearing out the ship. Stun weapons were used since
these guys were such pushovers, but they had to be tied up at the hands,
ankles, and shoulders around the arms to keep them from working their way out.
Their bodies were so pliable that they could squeeze out of traditional
restraints, so multiple ones were used with a few babysitters to go around and reapply
them whenever one got its hands or feet free.


None of them spoke, which was beyond odd. They
literally felt like zombies, especially when viewing them with psionics. It
wasn’t until Myra got halfway through the jumpship that she finally sensed a whole
mind…actually, a cluster of whole minds confined to one area of the ship. She
detached herself from the methodical sweeping teams and fought her way there,
having to do little more than run past the scarecrows and telekinetically yank
the weapons out of their hands…at which point one of them smashed its hand
together to form a knife-like blade that bounced off her armor’s shields when
she let it hit.


She put a hand in its face and shoved it back into a
wall, then kept moving on following the mental signatures she was detecting.
There were so many scarecrows onboard it felt like too much, especially
considering that there was supposed to be pirates down on the surface having
come from the ship, and the closer she got to the full minds the more the odd aliens
got in her way to try and block her path.


Myra disarmed them easily, though the sheer number of
weapons they were bringing to bear could have whittled her shields away with
time. They weren’t not dangerous, but
Star Force tech had come so far it almost made it seem so when going up against
lachars and similar tech. Had she not been so equipped though, these guys would
have been incredibly terrifying.


She bowled over the last cluster with a Jumat blast
then forced open the doors they were protecting. Once inside there were no more
scarecrows, only empty corridors, but she could sense people moving around and
staying away from her. A quick check of their minds at this closer range
confirmed that they were scared and hiding. Too bad for them that they couldn’t
do that with an Archon onboard.


Myra went to the closest ones and found a group of 3
holed up in a small room behind a locked door. Her Pefbar told here they were
waiting there with their own weapons drawn, probably because of the sounds of
the scarecrows still shooting at her. She knocked down a few more and stunned
them to keep them quiet for a little bit, then punched through the flimsy door
in front of her. Her armored hand took a few shots as it curled down then
pulled, crumpling and yanking the entire door off its hinges.


She tossed it into more scarecrows coming at her as
she used a Fornax blast to disable the three rhino-like bipeds before her. Two
of them dropped their weapons in the process and she yanked the third clear.
Doing a quick mental search for a familiar language, she held them in place
telekinetically until one of them finally spoke in words she couldn’t
understand…then the other two started jabbering, with what she translated to be
a variety of insults and swearing based on their mental states.


With a thought she knocked all three unconscious, then
turned around and shot a few more scarecrows.


“I’ve found a second set of crew. These are not
cyborgs and are napping nicely. I need a retrieval team over here and techs as
soon as possible to pull language files. Hopefully these guys know something
we’re familiar with.”


“Are they just as ugly?” Tia asked over the comm.


“Not that bad, but they’re mean sons of bitches. We
need to get them wrapped up and get down to the planet.”


“And the scarecrows?”


“When the techs get here have them rebuild a room as a
pen and just shove them in.”


“They’ve got knife hands too.”


“So I saw. Unless they can cut through walls I don’t
think we need to do more than that.”


“We’ll get it done. How many other guys are there?”


“Still bagging. I’ll let you know,” Myra said,
knocking a few more scarecrows down as she left the three sleepers where they
lay and headed for the next closest group. 



 

Myra didn’t wait long for the techs to get to work. As
soon as the ship was secure she left with most of the assault team and headed
straight down to the planet along with another two dropships worth of combat
personnel. Each was headed for a different location the pirates had landed in,
knowing that the longer they delayed the more damage these guys were going to
do. Orders were given to shoot to kill anyone caught misbehaving and to capture
all others, but when her dropship came over a pirate landing site she saw that
the situation wasn’t going to be one for stunners.


There was a long trail of dead Vittis and signs of
scarecrows roaming the streets in packs while Myra caught sight of one of the
rhinos leading another. More were carrying bounty back to their grounded ships,
though one had seen them incoming and was taking off in a hurry.


“Fly close to that one,” she ordered the pilot from
the cockpit as she watched the vid screens along with him. “We’re taking it
down.”


“With what?” he asked. “Or do you want me to ram it?”


“I’ll disable the pilot, just get me close.”


“If you say so,” he said, altering their descent to
chase after it, which wasn’t hard considering the superior engine power the
Star Force dropship had. When they got within half a mile the enemy ship
suddenly stopped accelerating and took a nose dive towards the buildings
below…then leveled off and began to circle around.


“Got him,” Myra confirmed. “Flank them back to the
drop zone and get me a little closer. This is hard enough with new minds, let
alone the range.”


“Impressive, Archon. Very impressive.”


She didn’t respond, focusing on her tenuous link to
the pilot and keeping his compatriots from interfering with him. When the ship
eventually returned to its original landing zone she ordered the Commandos with
her over to it while she walked behind them maintaining her suppressive link until
they broke in and secured the ship. When they reached the cockpit she rendered
the crew there unconscious then ordered them to be taken prisoner while she
turned away from the ship and headed off into the city in search of bad guys to
kill.


There was gore everywhere, and this location on the
planet hadn’t seen reaver activity yet, meaning the pirates had done all this.
Bodies were strewn about along with trashed equipment and buildings. It looked
like these guys weren’t just here to pillage the natives…they were having fun
with it too, and the death screams of several more people registered to Myra’s
senses when she extended them out as far as possible. That told her where to go
and the Archon took off running at insane speed without bothering to get
backup.


The first scarecrow she crossed got blasted in its
chest, burning a hole clear through, but it didn’t
drop to the ground. Rather it turned around and tried to lift its weapon
towards her, but its arm didn’t have enough strength and it could only get it
halfway up. A second shot to its head killed it as Myra ran into the group it
was with and tore them to bits with a series of pointblank shots and physical
blows. Flexible as they were, they did not have much structural integrity and
she found out quickly that their heads were the weak spots. A good punch there
would crush their mechanical brains and knock them out quickly, whereas hits
elsewhere would damage or stretch them, but otherwise keep them alive and
fighting.


Myra didn’t linger with this group, dispatching them
as quickly as possible so they couldn’t kill anyone else, then she headed
straight for where the death screams had been coming from. She fought through
two more roaming groups of scarecrows before she got to them, then came head on
into a plaza with over a hundred of the things and several rhinos that had
taken a bunch of Vittis prisoner…and were ripping off limbs one by one in some
sort of sick game.


With her ire flaring, Myra sprinted towards them and
shot the one that had a Vitti in its grasp directly in the head. The armless Vitti
dropped to the ground bleeding heavily as the scarecrows all turned on her and
fired, but they weren’t going to stop her. She went straight for the other
rhinos and killed each of them quickly and efficiently…even the pair that
dropped their weapons and raised their hands in surrender. After what they’d
done, she wasn’t going to accept one.


Once the leaders were killed she dealt with the
scarecrows, having to work fairly hard to headshot them, otherwise it’d take 10
or more plasma blasts to kill one and she didn’t intend to leave any of them to
suffer like the Vitti were. 


Tossing her weapon aside, she knelt next to the
armless Vitti as it was still screaming and numbed out its pain with a quick
mental link, then she detached her right glove so that her hand was shown bare
to the air. Reaching down she touched the Vitti and used her Haemra to try and save the little guy, difficult as that
was on unfamiliar races. The other Vittis that had been captured and were waiting
to be torn apart had scattered when she took out the scarecrows, but some were
tentatively creeping back in towards her. They didn’t want to leave the wounded
one behind and some of them were trying to pick up the huge scarecrow weapons
and aim them at her. 


“I am not your enemy,” she said, using the translation
program developed from the scout’s reconnaissance intel.
“I am trying to save this one.”


The little fuzz balls twitched with their blue noses
sniffing like a rabbit, but they didn’t drop their weapons. Myra ignored them,
focusing her full efforts on stopping the bleeding and saving this one’s life,
even though it had had one of its four legs pulled completely off and that had
dislodged other bones inside its now mangled body. She was trying to push it
back together using her Pefbar/Lachka then heal it enough to hold together on
its own with her Haemra, all the while keeping the
little guy numbed up so he wouldn’t feel what she was doing to him…and what had
been done to him. 


On top of that he was in shock and she had a city with
more pirates to kill, but she wasn’t going to abandon this guy. That might mean
others died when she could have saved them by getting there faster, and she
hated that, but leaving this one to die when she was already here was just
wrong, so she was going to do what she could.


“Captain, get a dropship with medical personnel down
here now. We’ve got a mess of Vittis that need assistance.”


“To your present location?”


“Might as well start here.”


“Dispatching now.”


Myra continued to work on the little guy, ignoring the
body parts lying around her from those that were already dead. She wasn’t going
to let this guy join them, but she knew if she let go of him he’d slip away.
The Archon was having to take control of so much of his bodily functions that
he couldn’t sustain himself. Not yet, anyway. And the lack of blood in his body
was hampering efforts considerably. 


“Ah hell,” she said, telekinetically removing her
other glove and dipping her fingertips into a pool of blood on the ground. She
used a gross application of Haemra she’d learned a
while back and pulled the blood cells up onto her hand and held them there,
forming a sphere that she then moved over and held against the Vitti. With the
physical contact made she was able to force them into his body, hoping that it
was his blood and not someone else’s, but right now she had to take the chance
for he had too little left in him and not enough time for her to advance his
natural production rate.


“Archon,” a voice from behind her said sometime later
and she blinked with surprise as a medtech suddenly
blossomed into mental view. She’d been so consumed with saving the Vitti that
she hadn’t even noticed him arrive.


“This one is barely hanging on,” she said, not letting
go. “Limb ripped off and additional structural damage. I’ve patched what I
could. Massive blood loss.”


“I still don’t know how you do that,” he said,
kneeling beside the Vitti with a briefcase-like box of equipment, “but keep it
up another minute.”


“No problem,” she said as he scanned the new race, but
thanks to the basic notes they already had he was able to adjust the equipment
accordingly and attached four wire-like extensions in through the excessive fur
to the skin. When he pressed a button Myra could see tiny tendrils enter the
body and begin to take hold, pulling bones back together and starting to make
other repairs.


“You can release now. This one is messed up, but this
should stabilize him until we can get a full regenerator down here.”


Myra let go her contact, but didn’t move off. “Are you
sure?”


The medtech checked his
reading thoroughly, then nodded. “Yes. He’s stabilizing.”


The Archon stood up, looking around at the gore and
the living Vittis that were watching, then altered her armor speaker to their
language translation again.


“We are Star Force and we have come to help you fight
the reavers. We will also deal with these pirates. You have nothing to fear
from us, and this one,” she said, pointing at the Vitti, “will live. Stay away
from the pirates and tell us where they are if you can, but leave their deaths
to me.”


On that word she took off running again, pulling her
plasma rifle into her grip telekinetically as she moved off and began a rampage
across the city, hunting down every pirate she could find and killing them all.
The ones already prisoner she’d spare, but these down here were getting no
mercy. They weren’t going to be tortured like they’d done to the Vittis, but
they were going to die. Quick and clean, but dead and gone. She likewise sent
out orders to the other two teams and the rest of her Commandos here. 


They had to die, even if they tried to surrender, for
there was no way she was going to let them get away with this one day then
throw down their weapons and pretend to be helpless the next. They came here as
raiders and barbarians and that was the role they were stuck with. There was no
changing with the wind, and for all the Vittis that had been tortured and
killed in previous days there would be quick vengeance enacted and no survivors
from the raiding teams. 


The same would hold true in the following days as the
other pirates were tracked down across the planet. Those trying to flee back
into orbit were shot down by naval drones and the few pilots that had been
taken captive before Myra’s rampage began were shuttled back up to the jumpship
and dumped inside with the rest of the captives, who were subsequently free of
their restraints, rhinos and scarecrows alike, and given a simple order when
enough of their language had been translated to handle a few words, with Myra
adding a telepathic emphasis to make sure there was no misunderstanding.


Leave now.
Never return. Or die.


She added an image of the planet rotating beneath
them, and that they had until one completion to get out of her gun sights. If
they were still in planetary orbit after that they’d be hunted down and
destroyed. If they were in the asteroids they’d be given a head start to get to
the star, but Myra made it clear that they were now enemies and if they came
across them again they’d be killed on the spot.


The pirates were left onboard their ship for a few
hours, then it finally got moving. Myra was already down on the planet again by
then, leaving those bastards for her Captain to deal with as she met with the Vittis
and had a long talk, explaining why they were here, what had just happened, and
that it would never happen again because Star Force was making this planet a
ward, meaning they were now responsible for its security and the Vittis had
just become part of their empire. 


That took some explaining, for it sounded like they
were being conquered, but Myra was able to convince them that it was in fact a
rescue and not an occupation or exploitation. Besides which, without their help
the Vittis were going to all die to the reavers anyway, so there wasn’t much
opposition to her arrival…especially when she went directly to one of the
reaver combat zones and displayed just what it meant to have an Archon on your
side. 


After that point the Vitties
threw their full support behind their new help even as the reavers continued to
gain more territory across the planet, for the Archon could only be in one
place at one time, but as she and the other combat teams began to spread out
and help slow the bleeding of territory a bit the other ship she’d brought with
her into the system slowly descended down through the atmosphere and landed in
one of the remaining safe zones on the planet…at least until the reavers eventually
fought their way in that far.


It landed in a small valley as the local Vitties pulled back from the few homes in that area to give
the cruiser the space it needed in the crowded landscape that was becoming even
more so as evacuees from other areas were being compressed into a smaller and
smaller landmass. Meanwhile the reaver swarms were growing to such a large size
that their own population was becoming totally unsustainable, but it wouldn’t
matter to the Vittis because they’d be long dead by the time the planet’s food
supply ran out.


Long dead unless they got help, and as soon as the
cruiser set down a long stream of blue lizards came out and immediately started
setting up equipment and digging down into the soil and bedrock below,
establishing the first bits of Paladin infrastructure that, if given a chance,
would fight swarm with swarm for control of the planet. 
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November 8, 3493


Tekin System (Rim
Region)


Plataro



 

Paladin Skirmisher ARV-119 woke to the world
violently, tasting the air for the first time and lashing back at it until his
genetic memories awoke and he saw where he was…standing in a Paladin facility
with other blue skinned lizards surrounding him. He calmed quickly, hacking out
some biogel from his nostrils and fully coming awake.
He knew he’d just been grown, but he wasn’t an invalid. He knew a great many
things by default and when his fellow Paladin led him off into a nearby chamber
he knew that it was for calibration purposes.


He underwent many tests and trials, confirming that
he’d been grown correctly and that he was worthy to be put into immediate duty.
119 didn’t know the details of his current situation until he was released from
the process known as ‘verification,’ but shortly thereafter he was given an
automated briefing via hologram where he was informed of the planet Plataro and the threat to the local population of Vittis by
the reavers. Clan Star Fox was annexing this world in an attempt to save the Vittis
but had very few resources to devote to the effort. 


119 had been grown as part of a Paladin mission and
his skills were needed immediately, as was appropriate given that he’d been
genetically designed for such tasks. He knew he wasn’t on par with most in Star
Force, but whereas they took years to develop in a maturia he could be
operational within a few days. This was what he existed for, and the Archons
that had summoned his existence were truly in need of Paladin support on this
world. There were only three of them and a single Warship-class jumpship in addition to the Paladin cruiser that had
grounded on the planet and begun the seeding process, turning it into a fort to
protect the structures being built that would spur the upcoming population
snowball for the Paladin.


But 119 was the 119th grown for this mission and done
so before a proper hatchery could be built, hence he’d originated from the
cruiser itself and the few growth pods it contained. His equipment likewise came
from the stores on the ship and he was informed that he would be needed for
guard duty while the workers continued setting up shop.


When cleared through verification his handlers
disappeared and he was given full run of the ship and surrounding areas without
oversight. He reported to the armory and claimed a suit of skirmisher armor
from the racks of those premade before landing. All were exactly the same size
so it didn’t matter which he chose, for all of the skirmishers were identical
as well. When he slid the boots onto his clawed feet they fit perfectly, as did
the other pieces he assembled into the formidable protection that would make
him almost invulnerable to the reavers’ claws and teeth.


The foe they were facing was primitive, but strong and
feral. Against Star Force technology they had zero chance, but there was a
planet full of Vittis that were not well equipped to fight them. They were
small biped/quadruped hybrids that had some combat technology, but no armor or
shields for their personnel. When fighting against the reavers they had a range
advantage with their weapons, but that was it. If the reavers closed to melee
range they were as good as dead.


Reports indicated that there were none in this region
of the planet yet and that the Paladin had been designated this landing zone
for specifically that reason. The Archon in charge, a titan no less, wanted
maximum snowball effect and that meant not landing in a war zone and fighting
their way to dominance. 119 regretted that, but he was loyal to the mission and
looking forward to doing even the smallest of duties for his Clan…given the
fact that he had technically never done anything before, despite the fact he
had the memories of how to carry out many tasks.


With his armor on he kept the helmet retracted behind
his scaly head and grabbed his weaponry…all of it lethal. There would be no
capture of the reavers, only slaughter. That was atypical of Star Force
protocol, but after getting the full briefing on what the reavers actually were
he understood the reasoning. This race was not a thinking race and the hive
mind element would actively interfere with efforts to turn an individual away
from the others. Star Force had done such things before, even with his own
ancestors in the Li’vorkrachnika, but there was only so much you could do with
the unintelligent, and since the reavers were actively killing and eating every
Vitti in sight they didn’t have the luxury of taking a few captive and trying
to teach them to play nice.


Even now more Vittis were dying on the front lines,
but 119 had been assigned patrol duty and that was where he would go,
eventually leaving the ship with two plasma weapons and a collapsible sammy
sniper rifle tucked into the back of his armor. When he left the ship for the first
time he got a taste of the warm atmosphere and the scent of the Vittis that
surrounded the area. 


There were many buildings in view, but they were small
and a good ways back from the cruiser and the surrounding construction sites.
119 made his way around those and out beyond them to the area where the Vittis
were, many of whom were watching the Paladin. He tried to disappear into what
trees there were, but numerous eyes followed him as he began walking a path on
his battlemap that ringed the ship and expansions. It was a thick line that he
was to stay within and monitor, with him being given a slice of it to prowl
within and stay on guard. If the reavers did slip through somehow, he had to
warn the others and be the first to fire upon them.


Taking that into consideration, he didn’t actually
think he’d see any reavers on his first day. This was a Vitti stronghold, or at
least as much of that word that could apply to the pathetic creatures, and many
had sought refuge here. They were overcrowded and had limited foodstuffs, which
the Paladin were also going to address. The patrol zone would be gradually
expanded and the Vittis pushed back when needed, with 119 being one of the
buffers between the two.


As he patrolled his area he spotted others like him
nearby, some overlapping his zone while a few more were actively roaming
through the construction sites. Nothing was being taken for granted here and he
knew how important getting the first structures up and running was. Right now
some of those were going underground and a huge mound of rock and dirt was
being formed on the surface as tunnels were being established that would link
directly to the cruiser, and he could see another skirmisher on top of that
pile from time to time using it as a lookout post.


The workers they were guarding were almost identical
to 119, save for they were built less for speed than they were for strength.
Both variants had been developed from the Li’vorkrachnika ‘standard’ variants,
but 119 had been specialized for light combat and scouting tasks. He was small,
quick, agile, and smart while the workers were small, strong, and diligent,
able to repeat mundane tasks over and over again while also being savvy enough
to handle delicate machinery and troubleshoot technical problems. 


They looked the same, but their claws were shaped
differently and their tattoos emblazoned on their heads indicated their class
within the Paladin. 119 had a dot with a circle around it, symbolizing both a
target and a zone in which to patrol, while the workers had a series of squares
clustered together representing cargo that varied a bit based on their specialties.
Those that had attended to him when he woke were of similar form but had a
circle with two bars crossing over each other inside, representing the overlap
of their class with the others, for they were medics, and that trio made up
their third of the Paladin Triad.


Combat, general work, and medical duties are what they
were designed for and had the genetic memories to match, but 119 knew that if
he survived this mission he’d be able to choose another path for himself if he
wished, though he couldn’t imagine why he would want that. He had a role here
and tasks that needed to be done, and he couldn’t ever imagine leaving the
Paladin. He was Paladin, and to abandon them at any point would be the
equivalent of treason.


Such things were permissible though and the Archons
made sure to give them the option, but no real Paladin would ever make that
choice. 119 and the others thought it was just a way to weed out any defective
ones, and so much the better, but it was a path that he would never consider
taking.


Day after day he would patrol the corridor around the
construction zone and keep the Vittis back. He never shot at them, but usually
his mere presence served as a deterrent. The few times he actually had to
confront one, with his armor handling the translation, the Vittis didn’t give
him any trouble. They were curious and that was fine, so long as they kept
their distance. The Paladin were here to save them, after all, but they could
only do that if they were allowed to build at maximum efficiency, and that
meant uninterrupted work.


So even though the reavers weren’t here yet, 119 still
had important work to do to make sure the workers were not interfered with in
the slightest. And as the days passed and more and more Paladin were grown and
added to the ranks, exterior missions began to occur with an Arbiter claiming
him for one. 


119 was eager to take on higher tasks, so when he
reported to a small hangar that had been built outside the ship he and 9 other
skirmishers joined a veteran of their class who had come to this planet via the
cruiser and not been grown here. That established him as an ‘Arbiter’ and
senior in command, for he had experience that they did not, but if they
survived here and were reassigned elsewhere then they would become Arbiters one
day, with that brand being one of great respect. If a Paladin failed they would
most likely end up dead, so anyone living to become an Arbiter meant they had
been victorious in some fashion, even if it was surviving a defeat and living
to fight another day.


119 would die if necessary to achieve his assigned
mission, but his genetic memories hammered into him the priority not to die
uselessly. His value came from his life, not his death, and all things being
equal it was better to run from a hopeless fight in order to regroup and defeat
the enemy later than it was to stubbornly hold your ground and die
accomplishing little. Survival was imperative, especially in a mission like
this where the Paladin would be heavily outnumbered. He had to stay alive in
order to kill more reavers, and both he and every other newly grown skirmisher
understood that.


In the hangar there were three Droplet-class transports, the Paladin version of Star Force
dropships but constructed in their own unique way. Two looked to be operational
while the third was finishing construction with a group of workers busily
clawing their way across it as they clung to walls and walked across the hull
with bare feet and hands that had been modified to grip even flat surfaces. It
was a variation that 119 did not possess and was unique to the workers, though
inside his armor it would have been of no use anyway.


He and the other 10 skirmishers boarded the droplet
where a pilot was waiting. He was of the 2nd branch in the Triad and
represented a class that was not grown initially. Skirmishers, workers, and
medics were the standard allotment when any new colony was constructed and all
could operate basic machinery, including flying cargo craft that the workers
had some extra memories to help them with, but the pilot variants were
specialists in flying all types of craft and were the ones that would be
entrusted with combat missions whether it be taking droplets in convoy through
hazardous areas, flying the Paladin’s Shuriken-class
aerial fighters, or piloting naval warships.


The pilots were much smaller in body than the 1st
Triad form, being physically weak but with superior dexterity and information
processing capability, bearing a simple tri-pronged genetic tattoo representing
a fast ship. They were modified from the Li’vorkrachnika’s librarian variant
along with the rest of the 2nd Triad, and this one’s presence here meant this
Paladin mission was progressing far faster than normal for them to have grown
one already.


With the single pilot in the cockpit and 119 and the
other skirmishers seated on wall benches in the back, the droplet’s hatch
sealed and the took off, flying across miles of Vitti territory with hundreds
of thousands of the little furballs packed into the
landscape beneath them.


“Our mission,” the Arbiter said once they’d gotten
underway, “is to support a Vitti withdrawal. We search and destroy reavers
attempting to isolate and kill them. We do not fully engage the reavers. Be
warned, their strength comes in their mass. They can jump onto you and use
their momentum to drain your shields. If you have your shields locked to form
to preserve power they will knock you over and pile on top, and eventually
their claws will get through your armor. These reavers are designed to be
weapons. I don’t know they developed like that naturally, but think of them in
that way. The claws are not natural. They are armor piercing and will grind
yours down if you give them time and opportunity.”


“Have you already engaged them?” another skirmisher asked.


“I have twice now. We can dominate them if we are
smart. If we get sloppy or overconfident they will kill us, which is why we
cannot go deep into their lines on this mission. We have no support. We are the
Vittis’ support. We only engage to give them cover. The number of reavers
killed is a bonus, not the mission objective.”


After that brief explanation there were no further
talking, as was typical for Paladin. 119 knew that even though he’d only been
around a handful of them. They were loyal to the mission and anything other
than that didn’t draw their interest. Some would swap stories, he knew, but all
those here aside from the Arbiter didn’t have enough experience to share, thus
they waited silently as the droplet carried them a long distance across the
planet to their target.


119’s anticipation grew as they decelerated and came
into a hover near the ground. When the hatch opened and the sounds of
weaponsfire and explosions made it to his ears he clenched in fingers. 


This was it. This was real combat, what he was
designed and grown for. And whether he lived through the day or died here two
minutes from now, this is where he belonged…on the front lines fighting to
protect those who could not protect themselves and destroying those that
deserved it. 


He leapt off the droplet and fell half a meter to the
ground, catching himself in a partial crouch and staying on his feet as he and
the others followed the Arbiter forward at a run headed through the screaming
Vittis that were being loaded onto evacuation transports and towards their
military branch that was buying them the time to do it with their lives.


119 and the other Paladin would buy them a little bit
more, but he had no intention of dying here this day. Armed with Star Force
armor, weapons, and genetic memory, he was more than a match for the reavers
that he was about to come face to face with for the very first time.
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May 1, 3494


Tekin System (Rim
Region)


Plataro



 

ARV-1388 rushed out of the barracks in which he’d been
sleeping for the past 6 hours. It was night and he was on his off shift, but an
emergency alarm had ended that. Neither he nor the other Paladin wore clothing
unless needed, much like the Vittis on this planet, but when he got to the prep
room he pulled on a thin, flexible suit of armor and grabbed his helmet,
carrying it with him as he ran through the recently constructed pilot’s complex
to the open air hanger in the center of it. 


There he found several shurikens that were not in use
and claimed one for himself, crawling up the imbedded ladder in the side of the
stubby body of the aerial craft and into the topside cockpit. He dropped down
inside and pressed a few buttons, powering it up and sealing the hatch over his
head, leaving him with no visibility whatsoever. 


That changed a moment later when the navigational
holograms sprung to life and the cockpit walls disappeared. He knew this was a
Type-2 Paladin shuriken, second class to the standard Type-1s built on worlds
where resources were abundant. They had a full neural integration system that
let you fly the craft with your mind, but the Type-2s were like the rest of the
equipment being made here in recent months. All of it was designed to function
adequately, but to be made out of only a handful of easy to obtain materials.
No solari, no intricate alloys, not even any corovon. The anti-grav engines were inferior, but they functioned well enough
compared to lesser empires’ tech and could be built on planets where there was
no corovon to harvest.


 Everything Type-2
was a secondary design patterned off the regular Type-1s, but done so in a way
as to be produced quickly and rapidly in the field. They were inferior in
comparison but not in function, and 1388 had already flown four missions in one
after his recent growth, so he knew from experience as well as his genetic
memory that the fighters were sound.


He gripped the standard control in front of him and
flipped a switch on the bottom of the right joystick that made them and his
hands disappear, allowing him to see through them and the floor, making it look
like he was in an invisible ship save for the wireframe borders that told him
where the four stubby wings were. Two in front, two in back, and angled away
from the hull so they gave it a crooked star shape when seen from above or below…but
from the sides it was very narrow, almost blade-like, making it hard for an
opponent to target you if you were focused on him. Even the shields were
stronger along the edge, making the safest place to be in a fight was on the
attack with your edge towards your enemies.


1388 lifted off with his battlemap telemetry coming
through his helmet’s HUD. There was a setting that allowed him to pull it from
the shuriken itself, but he preferred the ‘invisible’ flight mode because it
let him see everything beside and in front of him…and even over his shoulder if
he bothered to turn around, but from the outside the craft was just solid armor
plating with the cockpit hatch blending in seamlessly with the hull.


He saw a few other shurikens launching as well, but
his orders coming through told him to get moving immediately and not wait on
anyone. To that end he spun his forward blades around onto the guide line on
his HUD and accelerated as hard as the gravity drives could, slicing through
the wind and dodging a passing Vitti transport as he headed for the site of an
unexpected reaver incursion. He read through the reports as he flew, seeing
that they’d come up through an unknown subterranean tunnel and were pouring out
behind defense lines...well behind defensive lines, in the range of some 241
miles. 


Updated telemetry was incoming as a naval drone was
diving into the atmosphere like a glowing rock and adding its powerful sensors
to the task of identifying where that tunnel had come from. It was going to be
on site before 1388 was, but it looked like even it wasn’t going to be enough
to stem the tide of what was coming up and out of that tunnel that amazingly
seemed to disappear beneath the depth range of the sensors. 


How could the primitive reavers dig that deep? He might
have just been born recently, but how did they get so far behind the defense
lines without the Archons knowing it was coming? And how could the ship not see
far enough underground to trace the tunnel back to its source? 


Something was definitely wrong here, but his mission
was clear. 


Get on site and shoot as many of the reavers as he
could.


As expected, the drone got there first and began
throwing down a horrendous amount of firepower onto the tunnel exit,
obliterating it and everything nearby, but there were so many reavers already
on the surface and spreading out that it couldn’t stop them. In order to try
and contain the damage, 1388 swung to the left and went after those furthest
out from the epicenter, dropping down low to the ground as he raced forward,
then bringing the shuriken into a drifting hover as he opened up with his heavy
lachars. 


A Type-1 would have had maulers, but the heavy lachars
did more than adequate damage here, allowing him to vaporize chunks of the
reavers’ bodies on contact, maiming or killing them with single hits. They
weren’t big to begin with, but they moved very fast and in erratic patterns,
juking side to side even when there was no one targeting them, but by setting
his weapons to shotgun mode he was able to deliver a cone of damage rather than
a narrow beam. 


That cone sent out numerous smaller beams, and 1388
could usually land a hit with each trigger pull. He’d found that it was quicker
to wound a group with the shotgun mode, then switch over to standard to finish
them off when their agility was diminished, but there were so many here now it
almost didn’t matter. The few he was plucking off the perimeter were
inconsequential to how many more were loose and fanning out in all directions,
killing whatever Vittis they came across.


1388 saw several of the equally fast white furballs running from three reavers and angled towards
them, stitching the ground between them with lachar strikes and causing the
reavers to flinch, then the Paladin brought his fighter to a halt midair and
flipped his two blade-like nose wings down and pummeled the reavers from
pointblank range with as wide a shotgun mode as he could, firing over and over
again until the Vitti group was clear and their immediate pursuit was torn up
into little gooey chunks.


Then as more reavers ran underneath and around his
ship, trying to get after the escaping Vittis, he started to take impacts on
his shields. 1388 didn’t know what to make of it at first, for it was doing no
damage, but he did see different reavers beneath him. They were about the same
size as the normal ones, but these had different body parts and seemed to be
spitting something into the air at his ship.


Knowing that the shuriken was recording everything
that happened, he didn’t worry about it and knew there were analysts that would
later. Right now though his mission was to kill, not study, so he kept his nose
pointing down and got a little more altitude, backing up into the sky and
launching a tiny missile down into the group that was collecting and firing up
on him together. The warhead detonated and killed several hundred while
knocking down others along the perimeter that quickly got back to their feet
and scurried on looking for more targets or just a way to escape the aerial
destruction that was imperviously coming down and out of their clawing range.



 

Back in the grounded cruiser at the center of the
growing Paladin base an Oracle sat in a pod-like station monitoring the feeds
coming from the ships in the field. His body looked exactly the same as that of
the pilots, save for the bar within circle tattoo that marked him as an analyst
and controller. When the new variant of reaver showed up on the fighters’
sensors the Oracle immediately began collecting data on them, noting that they
had a ranged weapon of unknown make that was reaching the shuriken in the air
but not damaging them.


Or at least not damaging the shields. The sensor
packages on the Type-2s weren’t great, but he should still be able to pull some
information from the shield impacts. Digging into the mass of data being
transmitter through the battlemap, he got live feeds from the fighters and a
partial analysis of the gel-like substance hitting the shields. More than
telling him what it was, the Oracle was able to rule out certain possibilities,
and coupled with the sight of the gel dropping onto the ground and its
interaction there, literally dissolving whatever it touched, he speculated that
the weapon was some type of acid.


He knew that would be devastating to a lot of the
Vitti defense lines that had been built to repel melee combat, so he marked his
analysis as ‘speculative’ and shot it off through the network to all those who
needed to know, then began pulling up additional images of the new reavers and
started cataloging their proportions, perceived weaknesses and strengths, and
basically writing the book on the new enemy…all within minutes of making first
contact with them.



 

In the nearby hatchery, situated mostly underground
and growing fast with new construction, an Arbiter worker received a message
from their commander onboard the cruiser, citing the need to start producing the
more advanced Dragoons. They were part of the 3rd Triad and usually reserved
until later, spamming skirmishers at first to get their numbers up, but an
addendum to the message added that a new version of reaver had shown up and
that a counter must be produced.


That wasn’t good news, but the Arbiter wouldn’t be
fighting them himself unless things went horribly wrong and the reavers made it
all the way here. His job was to produce the necessary reinforcements given the
materials supplied to him and the biogel needed to
grow them wasn’t easy to make, but the collection teams were feeding him enough
raw materials to allow him to be birthing a decent amount of new Paladin on a regular
basis. He’d have to delay scheduled allotments to work the larger dragoons in,
and he wouldn’t be able to grow as many because they were patterned off the old
school masterminds and had significantly more muscle mass…which was necessary
to carry around their specialized weaponry.


The Arbiter put in an order for 3rd Triad growth pods
to be assembled and stocked as soon as possible, which he expected would come
online within 2 days. At that point the closely guarded genetic material would
be inserted and the new Paladin would begin their rapid growth, reaching
maturity in 42 days for the dragoons. 1st Triad took 26 days and 2nd took only
18, which was another reason why 3rd Triad wasn’t usually rushed in the
beginning of a seeding mission like this, but you had to adapt to the current
situation and the bigger guys were now needed. The Arbiter just hoped there was
enough time to get them grown and the necessary weapons produced for them…and
that whoever needed them now could hang on long enough for them to get to them.



 

AVN-2712 was rushed to the equipment room as soon as
he passed verification. He geared up with four others, putting on their armor
and exoskeletal racks as easily as if they’d been doing it for 100 years,
though none of them had ever touched one before. In fact none of them had ever
done anything before, having gone straight from their growth pods to
verification and were now here only hours later. They were as green as green
could get, but had the knowledge of veterans and knew exactly what it was they
needed to do.


2712 wore heavy armor colored dark blue, which wasn’t
as dense as what he normally wore because it was also a Type-2 along with
probably everything else the Paladin had on planet so far that they hadn’t
brought in with them. That said, the armor was still incredibly strong and had
built in energy shielding that could recharge whereas armor couldn’t. Given his
8 foot tall size he could carry a lot of it, but that wouldn’t be necessary
with the powered enhancement. He’d wear it, but the armor would carry most of
its own weight for him and on top of it wasn’t just a weapons rack, but a full
exoskeleton of attachment points that ran down his back, arms, and legs.


It was a full body rack, and onto it he added the
weapons that dragoons were known for. His orders were to fill out as a rocket
baby and as he glanced around he saw the others were as well. He grabbed three
launchers and attached them to various spots, then added boxy ammunition
canisters that were extra well protected with both armor and shields of their
own. Having one of those detonate on his back would be a very bad thing, even
with the armor he wore, and should a dragoon go out like that they were
probably going to die, for their rockets were far more powerful than their
small size suggested.


The smaller Paladin used them at times, but they
couldn’t carry very much. Dragoons were built to be the tanks of the infantry
and lived up to that reputation, with 2712’s unit marching out together to
board a droplet in an intimidating line. A few dozen new skirmishers joined
them and took their seats in the hold, but the dragoons simply stood. With
their exoskeletons loaded up they couldn’t sit in the seats anyway.


When the droplet reached their destination point the
ramp opened up onto a massive battlefield just behind friendly lines that were
under assault. The Vittis had established several fort-like bunkers that they
were holding just ahead of a low wall so that when the reavers came they’d
surround the bunkers that would diminish their numbers and break up their ranks
before they got to the weaker wall…behind which 2712 saw was a huge Vitti
settlement. The buildings weren’t tall by Star Force standards, but with the
Vitti being so small they could pack a lot of them into a remarkably small
space, making their interior levels much shorter than normal and meaning there
was an awful lot of people depending upon this line to be held.


The dragoons led the way out and headed straight for
the waypoint on the wall, but the skirmishers quickly passed them by and got
there first, moving the odd little Vittis aside that were standing on their
rear legs and holding small rifles in their front ones. Suddenly targets
appeared on their battlemap, but they weren’t the ones already engaged ahead.
They were further out in the approaching masses of reavers and out of sight…but
that didn’t matter to the rockets.


“Clear the area,” 2712 ordered, with several
skirmishers assisting with shooing the Vittis away from the five heavily armed
Paladin. 


Using battlemap telemetry, 2712 raised his right arm
and aimed the tube-like barrel on the necessary trajectory as indicated by his
HUD, getting it within tolerance before pulling the trigger that released a
flash of glowing red that shot up in a high arc up and over both the wall and
the bunkers, sailing far out beyond the swarms of reavers and illuminating them
slightly in the nighttime conditions.


There were large torch-like lights set up all around
the wall and bunkers, but it was dark further beyond making it hard to see any
reavers save those within firing range. Star Force sensors didn’t have that
limitation, so the rocket that was the size of a Calavari finger guided itself
using the tiny engine inside to track towards a clump of reavers that were not
the melee version. Rather they were the acid spitters raining down their little
attacks on the front wall of the bunkers and slowly chewing through it, after
which the claws of their brethren would be within range of the Vittis when they
jumped through the holes created, but if they got much closer they’d be able to
arc their acid shots up and over the small defense wall and hit the exposed
troops there.


But not the group that this glowing rocket landed on.
It knocked one acid spitter to the ground when it hit, then detonated a split
second later creating a briefly lived expanding ball of burning red light that
ate away at everything within range far faster than the reaver acid would. Even
the ground vaporized in places, and that sudden expansion of solid into gas
created a hurricane-like pressure wave that shot out from the impact, knocking
down all the reavers nearby like dominoes with a few even bouncing off the
bunkers.


But the dragoons didn’t just fire one rocket, they
launched multiple ones and the sea of reavers suddenly turned into a torrent of
air and red flashes, after which the battlemap indicated that the acid spitter
groups had been destroyed, for the most part, but there was no guarantee that
more reinforcements weren’t coming from the subterranean tunnels that they dug
unnaturally fast to avoid air patrols.


There were none here, for this was a lower priority
region and more valuable cities were in need of them, both the Paladin
shurikens and the Vitti craft. This was to be an infantry war here, and as long
as the dragoons had ammunition they were going to keep the reavers to melee
combat, to which end the five of them spread out across the wide northern
defense line and made like turrets at key points while an army of skirmishers
aided the Vittis and mowed down reavers as fast as they could.
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May 23, 3501


Tekin System (Rim
Region)


Plataro



 

AVN-127335 sat on a stool with his large blue tail
hanging off the back as he read through reports at a furious rate, flipping
from one to another and absorbing the first real knowledge of his life. He’d
just come out of verification and was now catching up on the mission for which
he’d been created that was already 8 years in. The planet was Plataro and the native race was called the Vitti, whom Star
Force had declared a ward and sent three Archons and a small group veteran Star
Force personnel in to lead a Paladin seed that was now large enough to begin
producing hatchery batches in decent numbers.


Resources were still an issue and they were consuming
everything they collected with a ravenous appetite, but he’d finally been grown
now that the skills of a master strategist were starting to become needed with
the increased number of Paladin involved and a planet full of natives that
needed guidance as well. According to his reports, the Archons were spending
most of their time on the front lines as combat personnel rather than
organizers, so it was no surprise that they’d called for his birth long before
typically…


The door to his small transitional chamber opened and
a golden clad suit of Archon armor walked in showing considerable battle
damage. 


“Viceroy,” Myra said, pulling her helmet off as the
lizard noted that damage was preventing it from retracting normally. 


“Archon,” he responded.


“Your verification came through cleanly, and now I need
you to get to work immediately.”


“I am already reviewing battle records,” the 3rd Triad
lizard said. His variant was based off the original masterminds but with some
considerable alterations that upped their mental power. It was a far cry from Sav, but the Viceroys could think faster and interface with
certain computer systems to let them monitor and send orders at a lightning
fast rate, as well as do a number of other things that were small upgrades to
the previous masterminds, though that term and its Li’vorkrachnika equivalent
had been scrapped for the Paladin ranks.


“Good. You know the enemy we face?”


“I am beginning to.”


“There is something wrong with them,” Myra said,
leaning against a nearby wall as she talked. “They have a telepathic hive mind,
but they are behaving too smart. They are easy to destroy in small numbers and
difficult in large groups, but our biggest weakness is not being able to be in
the same place at the same time. A mindless hoard wouldn’t know where and when
to hit us, but the reavers do. I believe they have a controller somewhere on
the planet handling strategy, for there’s just no way these fortuitous hits are
random. I need you to look for this influence while you manage the Paladin. I
have to devote my time to combat or we’ll lose additional Vittis.”


“What are our causalities?” he asked, not having
gotten to those numbers yet.


“4% and falling as we increase our numbers. The
reavers are dangerous when they can isolate a target, but we can’t clump
together without leaving other areas undefended. I’m responding to incursions
constantly, and even then we can’t stop them all. There is a continuous retreat
going on and we need to save as many Vittis as we can prior to us forcing the
reavers back. We will win this, but our objective is to claim not just the
planet but the Vittis as well, so there are no acceptable losses, but there are
some that we simply cannot stop from occurring.”


“They do not fight well.”


“They are ill suited for it, though they are trying.”


“Have you noted any offworld influence?”


Myra shook her head. “After we removed the pirates
there hasn’t been any visitors or indication of a link between the reavers
beyond this planet. They appear to be local but usually stay in select areas,
mostly underground, and in much smaller numbers. There are rumors of past
surges like this, but I don’t believe they’re accurate. The Vitti were much
less numerous and technologically viable in the past and at least some of them
survived. Either the previous instances were far less intense or this is something
new.”


“What has happened to your armor?”
the Viceroy asked, referencing the widespread damage.


“Attrition over the past years. I
already used up my other suits.”


“We are not building replacements?”


“Not of this grade, and it is
tactically more viable to use this damaged one now than to make use of a
replacement.”


“The resources on this planet are
not rich enough,” he said, agreeing with her based off the mining reports he’d
been rifling through.


“Not enough for full armor, no, and
we can’t spend the resources we need to build synthesis facilities yet.”


“How long do you want me to wait?”


“Until the defense lines stabilize.
Until then every resource we spend on future production means more Vittis get
overrun. We need maximum growth rate for immediate engagement. There is no time
to prepare.”


“Which is why you are assigning
yourself continuous combat duty.”


“And will continue to do so. You
will oversee coordination efforts from here on out. If there’s somewhere you
think I or the other Archons need to be, don’t hesitate to make a
recommendation.”


“I will maximize your
effectiveness,” the Viceroy promised. “Are we getting any incoming convoys?”


“No. This is a totally isolated
assignment. Local resources only, no personnel transfers.”


“A worthy challenge in its own
right, but we could grow more rapidly even with a small amount of assistance.
Why is none available?”


“Looks like you’ve got some more
reading to do. We’re stretched thin across the Rim Region and normally this
planet is one that we couldn’t help, but with the Paladin’s growth potential it
was decided to send a small team and try to save some of them.”


“Are we in danger from exterior
involvement?”


“Unlikely, but we can never rule it
out. Do not build against that contingency though. Put everything we’ve got
against the reavers and towards securing the Vittis. If there is exterior
contact we’ll have to improvise and we have one warship here to cover us.”


“How are the reavers surviving
against our orbital bombardment?”


“Exclusively through the use of
fast carved tunnels.”


“Can’t our weapons reach them?”


“Some go very deep. Too deep to get
at quickly. These reavers do not act as native lifeforms. They act like weapons.
I want to know why.”


“Curious,” he said, suddenly silent
as he thought with Myra taking a peek into his thoughts.


“There are parallels,” she agreed.
“But do not let them trap us into fighting on their terms.”


“We are Star Force,” the Viceroy
said with a mix of confidence and pride. “We do not fight like the
Li’vorkrachnika.”


“We’ve already lost far too many
people, and most of those were not due to mistakes. They were overrun holding
positions protecting others. I can’t be everywhere at once, so make sure our
troops aren’t overwhelmed again.”


“Have we found their origin point
yet?”


“Nothing that we can hit to stem
the tide. All obvious targets have already been bombarded, but the flow still
continues. The rock of this planet limits sensor range enough that their burrow
depth exceeds it in places.”


“Places to hide. Very well, we will
fight them here for now. If you have further instructions make them. Otherwise
do not let me waste your valuable time.”


Myra held up her right arm and
balled her fist. “KSA.”


The Viceroy repeated the gesture
and touched his larger, scaly blue fist against her armored one. 


“KSA,” he repeated, then the Archon
put her helmet back on and left, leaving the Viceroy in full command and
knowing that he’d take care of everything in her absence…and then some. 



 

6
years later…



 

Paladin Hastati charged into the
tunnel entrance they’d just fought their way up to, backtracking a reaver web
tube that had been seen to be suppling far too many reinforcements to be just a
simple offshoot. Rather than bomb it out of existence from a drone flyover the
Paladin had mounted an attack and pushed their way up to it, with their primary
hand to hand troops diving into the seemingly empty tunnels head first.


They crawled down the steep slope
on all fours, as their armor was built to accommodate, making and sending a
battlemap of the route back to the rest of the forces above ground, expanding
upon the orbital scans as they charged down a straight shaft that led to
several intersections with branching tunnels. They ignored all but one,
following what the scans had told them would lead down below sensor range.


They weren’t alone but they did
ignore all reavers that didn’t come attacking them, and there were plenty of
those. Not in full attack surge mode, but in the small tunnels you couldn’t
fight more than 3 or 4 at once so it didn’t matter aside from ammo reserves and
their pace of descent. When the hastati did come face to face with the reavers
they used forearm gauntlets on all four limbs to stab and shoot at point blank
range. 


The blades themselves were
energized so that they inflicted cauterized cuts, but they could function
without power as well, meaning that the hastati would never be completely
unarmed. The weapons worked well enough on the reavers, and with just as many
or more hastati coming down the tunnels and piling up on top of each other they
quickly killed any opposition that crossed their path.


They continued lower and lower,
eventually coming to tunnels that zigzagged back and forth to get more depth,
passing below sensor scans and into uncharted territory. They added onto their
map with every meter they crossed and kept a signal line all the way back up to
the surface with Paladin stationed at intervals to act as transmitters through
the rock and dirt.


The Viceroy watched them live from
his command center, for this wasn’t an assault mission. Rather it was
reconnaissance intended on giving him the information he needed as to what was
down there and potentially where the reavers were spawning so many
reinforcements. The riddle of their food supply alone had to involve some
subterranean supplements, for there simply wasn’t enough on the surface to
sustain the numbers they were producing despite the fact that they ate both the
Vittis and their own dead. 


What was down there? An enclosed
ecosystem full of plants or their own version of livestock? Nothing seemed to
make sense and it was time to get some answers, risky as this was. Without
knowing where the reinforcements were coming from he could be unwittingly
sending his hastati into a trap, but knowing their affinity for tunnel fighting
he was fairly confident they could fight their way out of it if needed so long
as they weren’t flanked, thus he was keeping pockets of troops all the way down
the line to act as reserve flankers of this own should any of the comm relay
posts report a counterattack against their position.


So far there was nothing but small
incidents, but he kept pouring troops down and extending the scouts out a bit
around the main tunnel to give their lifeline a bit more width as the lead
group continued to push farther and farther underground…so far in fact that
heat levels began to rise to uncomfortable levels for those unarmored. The
reavers were apparently immune, or at least resistant, to it, for the tunnel
walls were not insulated and little more than carved rock with many cracks and
vents hissing steam and various liquids out into the confined atmosphere,
though it was still breathable despite there being no sign of life support
systems to recycle it.


More and more waves of reavers kept
arriving in their path and getting mowed down, but no huge surge appeared and
the hastati eventually came down to a new tunnel branch after a very long time
in one descending tunnel. They split up, sending scouts both ways while the
bulk of their forces stayed put and waited for what seemed like a very long
time for the Viceroy to give the order.


He was watching all the expansions
from the point of view of the hastati’s armor camera
when one suddenly exited the tunnel shaft into open air…for that’s what it
looked like. He could see a few hundred meters before mist cut out the view and
there was nothing solid in sight save for a descending cliff face that was
scalable at about a sharp 30 degree angle with lots of little handholds carved
into the rock. 


A switching of the hastati’s HUD revealed what was inside that fog and the
Viceroy’s eyes widened. This was no chamber. This was a pocket geodome miles wide and containing thick vegetation…


No, this couldn’t be right. The
vegetation wasn’t random when viewed from the big picture vantage point. There
were clusters of various types of plants set into geometric patterns meaning
that this was all designed, not naturally occurring.


He gave the order for his troops to
move there, securing the entrance and the line back up, then pushing out in
force to search the area without getting front heavy. 


That last caveat was what saved his
hastati when pores on the geodome’s floor opened up
and thousands of reavers came crawling out at lightning fast pace. The Paladin
fought through an organized retreat despite the fact that it looked like they
could win, but the Viceroy knew that there was no way to ascertain their true
numbers. They obviously didn’t want them here and that meant there could be a
lot more on the way. The hastati had got him some valuable intel,
but pushing on now could be unwise. He hated giving up the foothold that he
had, but launching a full invasion right now was a gamble that his competitive
drive wanted to take, but his Star Force memories told him that letting go one
possible win was often the path to setting up many more future ones.


Heeding that advice he ordered them
to pull back up the narrow tunnels as fast as possible while sending now more
hastati at the same time to thicken the numbers in the side branches in order
to push them out to keep the main shaft clear. Not soon after he did that there
was no less than three heavy flanking attacks that the hastati stopped cold,
though the fighting at those locations was so intense the hastati had to rotate
out with fresh troops coming in as their armor and strength was shredded under
the power of so many claws and thrashing limbs hitting you minute after minute
with no pause or end.


The flanking units held the shaft
long enough for the main body to make it back up to them, then they all merged
together with the Viceroy watching the local commanders coordinate the
withdrawal, ensuring that no tendril of their formation got caught out and
ready to intervene if necessary. The few casualties that they had were already
being passed back up the line and carried to the surface and the medics waiting
there. If their wounds weren’t too severe they would probably survive and be
back into fighting shape within a month even if new limbs had to be regrown,
but he was getting fatality counts already in some sparse numbers.


The Viceroy growled. Each one lost
was a defeat, but it could have been far worse if they’d acted with a bit less
caution. Not satisfied with that counterpoint, he pulled up the logs from the
medics that were treating the first ones up to identify how his hastati were
being killed.


Neck and head wounds…with missing
helmets. 


The Viceroy frowned momentarily,
then his ire spiked as he suspected the cause. He compared additional reports
and found an alarming trend. It was rare compared to how many troops were involved,
but those dying seemed to have been losing their helmets not due to damage, but
to them being removed intact.


There was an external release latch
that the hastati could use if the internal retraction mechanisms didn’t
function.  If they did they’d pull the
helmet back into a lump behind the neck, but if the manual was used it came off
entirely. 


He had his analysts do some quick
checks of camera data stored from all the hastati involved in the attack and
they eventually came back with visuals of the reavers intentionally reaching
for the latches when they got a hastati on the ground. Not all of them would.
Mostly they clawed at their armor doing a little damage with each strike and
wearing them down for the others to come, but some were going for the latches.
When they were almost randomly successful they would then try and pry the loose
helmets off and get to the hastati’s exposed necks.


“Hive mind,” he said with distaste.
Someone, probably at random, had hit a latch and they saw that the helmet
popped off. Then they or the theoretical controllers saw it and passed that
knowledge through the group…and they were hiding the fact by not having all of
them go for the same tactic.


That worried the Viceroy more than
anything, for it meant the reavers were far more cunning than their sheer
brutality suggested. A ravenous horde didn’t do anything more than claw their
way forward, but one that utilized tactics in proportional numbers was a foe to
respect no matter what their combat ratings were. 


As the medical reports started to
shift to ‘they will live’ markers a lot of casualties began to fade from the
list. Those that were still in danger or not yet untreated glowed active…along
with those that had already died, though in Star Force’s case that didn’t mean
they were permanently dead. The Paladin had technology that could revive you
shortly after damage incurred, and despite their lack of adequate resources
some of that regenerator tech was available to them.


The Viceroy saw a few hastati that
were marked ‘dead’ switch to ‘active,’ which was a small relief, but not all of
them did. Some were too badly damage with the head wounds, though those with
only neck damage were recoverable if they could get to them fast enough, and
passing the casualties back up the link as soon as they were damaged meant some
were saved while others didn’t last to the end of that journey.


Final count after a full retreat
was executed came to 78 casualties, meaning dead and injured, with the final
deceased count falling to 12. Their loss wasn’t worth the information, for none
of his Paladin were expendable, but at least they hadn’t died for nothing. Now
the Viceroy had a location and a lot of information for his analysts to digest,
but for the moment he linked in with the Clan warship in orbit and arranged for
two drones to fly into position over that tunnel site.


At which point they began to unload
their beam weaponry on it and did not relent, gradually coring further and
further underground through the rock for hours until they finally penetrated
through to the geodome…at which point other weaponry
was fired down through the very narrow corridor that had been carved out and
went to work killing everything that it could touch with splash damage. 


Another drone came in that was
carrying missiles, which it sent down into the open area beneath at a slow
enough velocity that they could arc away from the crater at the bottom of the
shaft and turn to target and hit everything around it.


And with the naval rain dripping
down the pipe, everything in that geodome was
eventually destroyed.
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February 12, 3518


Tekin System (Rim
Region)


Plataro



 

Ten shurikens flew in formation up
and over a mountain ridge, coming into view of a huge throng of reavers
hundreds of thousands strong. They were appearing out of numerous subterranean
exits and flowing like a river across the ground towards a nearby Vitti
stronghold at the precise moment when all naval drones were occupied with
anti-surface activities elsewhere. The tunnels carved up to the surface were freshly
cut minutes ago and the army was skittering across the ground as fast as it
could to get to the emplacements before any naval assets could be repositioned.


But the shurikens had gotten here
in time and lobbed tiny bloons down onto the reavers, each of which mushroomed
out and killed hundreds of them…but there were so many in play it didn’t seem
to matter. The Paladin squadron strafed them multiple times until their
ammunition was depleted, then they just hovered over them, noses pointed down,
and targeted individual reavers with their heavy lachars.


When the fighters stopped moving a
mass of acid attacks shot up at them, blanketing their shields in goo that
should have done little to affect them, but this time was different. The pilots
saw their shield levels drop slowly, but it stacked with additional acid hits
on them until the drain was so furious that the squadron had to break off. They
flew towards the southern mountain ridge but not all of them made it. The acid
penetrated their shields then fell onto the hull, burning into and scarring it
on most of them, but a few suffered more damage.


Two of the fighters had actually
gotten more than 8 inches of acid built up on the shields, and when that fell
onto the shuriken it slowly began to eat through the resistant armor. A few
patches from previous battle damage where an explosion had torn gashes into the
hull dissolved faster than the regular armor and exposed the innards to it. The
pilots were fine inside their internal armored cocoons but the rest of the shuriken
was not.


One of the pilots tried to roll and
throw the clinging goo off via centrifugal force but the tactic came too late
and he still lost power. Both shurikens rammed into the northern-facing
mountainside while the others managed to survive thanks to their armor
consuming all of the acid and still retaining a bit of protection. 


The fighters immediately circled
around and confirmed that the pilots were alive, but the reavers had seen them
go down and a large tendril of them were diverting and heading their way. It’d
take half an hour or more for them to get there, but if they didn’t get the
pilots out they’d be sitting ducks. Given enough time the reavers’ sharp claws
could chew through the armor, though it looked like the acid splitters were staying
with the main group to provide aerial cover.


Two of the fighters went to ground
while the other 6 hugged low to the terrain and accelerated towards the reavers
again, intent on staying out of range of the acid spitters but shooting some of
the approaching melee versions and extending the window of rescue, for the downed
pilots were still reporting acid on their craft that had yet to be neutralized.


AVN-449218 landed some 140 meters
away from one of the downed shurikens and popped the hatch carefully. He stood
up on his pommel seat and looked at his own craft, seeing the acid damage and
assuming that little bits of it were still dangerous even if the bulk had
completed its chemical reactions and created the ghostly white residue that
looked like tiny soap suds or bloated sand. He knew better than to touch it even
in his pilot’s armor, but he realized if he jumped out and onto the ground he
would have no way of climbing back onboard.


He looked all around the topside of
the craft, seeing no areas free of the white residue. The reavers had literally
coated the whole thing and he wondered how they didn’t get killed by their own
attacks, for every shot that missed had to have fallen on their own troops. 


Each acid shot was small, but he’d
been hit with so many it was mindboggling. He knew the reavers’ numbers were
insane, but this was the first blanketing he’d ever gotten from acid…let alone
acid that could weaken shields. He didn’t know if this was a new upgrade or
just an accumulation of hits, but the white residue was new. They’d never
managed to hit Paladin armor before, but where they hit Vittis’ tech it fizzled
into clear goop most of the time.


The pilot sat back down but kept
the cockpit open, then he altered the life support controls and turned up the gravity
as much as he could stand. His feet, legs, and tail were squashed against the
pommel as he fought to stand up, poking his head out above the shuriken. Then
from there he reached down and leaned on the controls, pulling his fighter up a
bit before rotating it over.


Suddenly he was upside down but
only his head felt it. The rest of him was being sucked firmly to the ship as
the two different gravities literally pulled him apart, stretching his neck
between the two as he coasted over to the downed shuriken that was partially
imbedded into the soil. He got right up next to it, grabbed a set of tools from
beneath the pommel, and jumped as hard as he could, getting his torso out of
the high grav bubble but it wasn’t enough. His heavy
legs pulled him back inside, then he dialed it back enough that his second jump
broke him free and he fell headfirst to the ground a meter below.


He landed on all fours and crawled
away from the sprinkling of white goo coming down with a few drops hitting his
shields and rolling off. When he got clear he ran up onto the part of the
crashed shuriken that was visible and hopped from piece to piece that wasn’t
showing residue, for it looked like most of it had been thrown off during the
sudden impact. The area around the half buried hull was sizzling with leftover
acid, but he was able to step through it and around the still smoking patches
of the hull as he was talking on his comm with the pilot inside. 


He started cutting or bending
various components out of the way and making sure to avoid any acid remaining
inside the breached hull plates. It took a very long time to expose the inner
protective cocoon with him periodically watching the battlemap as the reavers
got closer and closer despite the fighter cover thinning them down. With the
main hatch buried, he eventually got an emergency route cut through to the
bottom as the Paladin inside did the same thing and released emergency locks
that allowed the cocoon to be opened from any direction if needed, though the
process wasn’t a quick one.


“Be cautious,” AVN-449218 said as
he offered his fellow pilot a thin hand. “Acid residue is everywhere.”


“How is your shuriken?”


“No full breaches,” he said as he
pulled the other Paladin clear of the cocoon and they both carefully tiptoed
their way back over the acid spots on the surrounding ground. 


They got underneath his fighter as
he jumped up, with the higher gravity field catching him and pulling him inside
the upside down floating shuriken. He pressed a few buttons but they failed to
work.


“Extension is disabled,” he said,
offering his hand and yanking the other pilot up to him as he let the gravity
pull him to the ride side of the already cramped cockpit. “We’re going to have
to ride open air.”


“Thank you for coming for me,” he
said as the approaching carpet of reavers was trailing behind a rain of blue
lachar blasts that were getting very loud and near.


“What Paladin wouldn’t?” he asked
as he awkwardly reached his arms into the controls and the other pilot just as
awkwardly tried to scrunch his body out of the way without touching the acid
residue on the outer hull. 


They made it work and soon the
shuriken was flipping over again and the two pilots were staring at the sight
of the other fighter and the rescue attempt there. Rather than leaving they
moved in front of that crashed ship and began to fire on the approaching
reavers like a turret, seeing no acid spitters within the group. They held
position until the ground suddenly opened up nearby and a new tunnel entrance
was formed.


They had a few seconds to react
before the material was cleared and the pilot spun his shuriken around and shot
the mound of dirt pushing up, killing the burrowing unit and momentarily
plugging the hole, but the reavers behind it just pushed it out of the way and
began spilling out as the other 6 fighters suddenly realized what was happening
and turned around to assist, flying the short distance up to the location and
pouring all their lachars onto the single exit and vaporizing anything that
came up.


As they redirected their sensors
down into the ground they saw two more tendrils rising up nearby, then one of
the other pilots made a rash decision. He warned off the rescuing one before
opening fire on the downed shuriken, blasting through the damaged craft and exposing
the cocoon. Had this been a Type-1 shuriken the tiny tractor beam would have
come in handy, but given the lack of necessary components the Type-2s weren’t
built to hold them, meaning the Paladin were going to have to improvise.


The pilot continued to blast away
until the now melty cocoon was free of the rest of the craft, then he flew one
of the shuriken’s four wing-like blades underneath the cocoon and expertly
popped it free. The sphere rolled a bit then came to rest against a bit of
debris with the hatch popping almost immediately as it stopped. The surviving
pilot climbed out and ran to the other on the ground as the lachar fire
continued to fall nearby and the second tunnel pushed a dirt mushroom up above
the surface.


The two pilots climbed back onboard
and got some elevation immediately as a few acid spitters came out and were
missed by the lachars that now had to target two locations. A few random shots
flew out before they were eventually destroyed, but the flow of reavers was
getting to be too much to handle and the main wave was less than a minute away.
The fighters without open cockpits flew in to give shield cover as the two
doubled-occupied ones gained altitude and flew up over the mountains, narrowly
escaping yet another diversionary tactic. That main body had been meant to pull
the fighter cover off while the tunnelers did their thing and got right up on
them.


But even as the fighters fled the
reavers could be seen swarming the remains of the two downed shurikens…and
pulling bits and pieces of it apart and carrying them back down the tunnels.



 

Upon return to base the damaged
fighters were sent back out immediately save for one, and that one ended up in
the hands of the Alchemists. There were very few produced on the planet to
date, but the 2nd Triad Paladin were the ones responsible for studying the
reaver corpses. Their interest here was the acid residue and hopefully any
droplets of the pure form they could recover as the battle with the acid
spitters who had done the damage still continued on and those corpses weren’t
yet available for study.


The thin lizards were identical to
the pilots, but had a distinctive trio of bars tattooed on their heads that
wasn’t visible through the protective suits they wore while dissecting the
fighter. The alchemists would take and analyze whatever samples they found, but
unlike their kin they were more focused on developing a countermeasure than
simply identifying and cataloging what it was. 


Fortunately Star Force knowledge
was so advanced that the fix was relatively simple. A shield matrix alteration
was needed, but it was something that could be altered without having to build
new equipment. The new specs for that were completed within 2 days of the
alchemists getting their hands on the samples, and by the end of the third day
all shurikens, tanks, and mechs had been suitably
reset, though doing the same with each suit of armor was going to take a lot
more time.


The pilots though could now return
to aerial bombardment with impunity, and coupled with constant subterranean
sensor scans beneath major fortifications and cities, Star Force had now almost
completely stopped the reaver advance with only a few exceptions across the
planet. They hadn’t won this fight, not by far, but the Vittis that were behind
the defense lines were more or less safe now, though the reavers disagreed.
They continued to launch constant assaults and force the defenders to bleed
them dry…all the while weakening them via attrition.


And that attrition was primarily
suffered by the Vitti forces. There were enough Paladin now to support them on
all fronts, but not enough to replace them. Until that happened there were
going to be more Vitti losses in combat troops, but at least the wholesale
slaughter of their civilian population had been stopped and those incursions
that were still succeeding were seeing quick evacuation efforts.


It had been a quarter of a century
in the making, but the Archons and Paladin had been able to save an estimated
42% of the Vitti population. The losses that number implied were disgustingly
huge, but had Star Force not come it would have reached 100% by now, and
everyone on the planet knew it.


But the fight was still ongoing and
the number of reavers wasn’t diminishing. It was still increasing and making
this fight harder and harder, but the Paladin had so many tech advantages and
now a return to total air superiority that the reavers didn’t really stand a
chance in the long run. The Paladin would continue to grow in numbers as well,
and when a tipping point was reached they’d go on the offensive and start
hunting down and clearing out the reavers on the surface that the drones hadn’t
smoked yet, then they’d start the much harder battle underground where air
power would do them no good.


The Viceroy knew that was going to
be the real war to come, but saving as many of the Vitti as possible had been
their primary goal and that was nearly wrapped up. Taking full possession of
this planet and exacting vengeance on behalf of the locals was the second part
of this mission, but the lingering fact that the reavers had actively collected
and spirited away samples of Star Force tech was disturbing. What could they
possibly use it for? Or were they a lot more advanced than they appeared to be.
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January 31, 3531


Tekin System (Rim
Region)


Plataro



 

The Viceroy watched numerous
holograms around his command center simultaneously as Paladin armies were
invading the subterranean geodomes that the reavers
lived in beneath sensor range. It’d taken a long time to finally construct a
sophisticated enough sensor array to be able to penetrate that far down, and
had involved decommissioning and tearing apart three naval drones to get the
necessary solari to do it, but now he had a single aerial platform with which
he had been meticulously scanning the planet and identifying where these geodomes were.


And they were everywhere.
Literally, they were spread across the entire planet like a network of roadways
with connecting tunnels between them, but it was the heavy clusters that truly
surprised the Viceroy. For not having access to any technology, these reavers
had managed to carve out some 62,000 geodomes in the
piece of the northern hemisphere that had been scanned to date, and there was
more than twice that amount of territory left to investigate.


Winning the surface war had been
easy in comparison, but now he had to send the Paladin down inside the planet
to these geodomes that may or may not be all that
stable. Rather than use the reaver’s own tunnels the Paladin were drilling and
building their own access shafts directly into the top of the geodomes where the melee minions couldn’t reach, then they
were bombing the hell out of those stupid enough to congregate below before
sending in the ground troops to start cleaning up and pushing out through the
surrounding tunnels.


Fortunately the Viceroy had enough
personnel to leave behind in each geodome so it
couldn’t be reoccupied, and one in particular had been taken intact. Archon
Myra had led that assault personally and now the Viceroy’s alchemists were
swarming the place and feeding him a lot of interesting information, first of
which was how they were feeding so many reavers when the surface wasn’t
supplying them any more victims or vegetation to scavenge. 


They had farms down here with high
volume vegetation that could be both eaten and used to bear dense and high
calorie fruit. He assumed eating the vegetation was a backup plan, but the
growth rate was apparently enough to allow for it since some geodomes they were assaulting had patches that were clear
cut. He suspected those were where massive birthing swarms were held before
being sent up to the surface to fight and die as expendable ammunition, but in
order for them to grow to maturity they needed a lot of foodstuffs and it
looked like these fields were meant to both sustain a stable population as well
as to be consumed by a surge of population when needed.


And they’d come across some of
those surges in the making. They were being grown in adjacent chambers carved
into hot rock and consisted of gelatinous sacks that had larvae inside that ate
the gel until partially mature, then they’d be released to feast on the fields
in a geodome until they were full grown…at which
point the swarm would be released, for they couldn’t sustain that amount of
population down here for long.


So the massive reaver population
was a ‘fire and forget’ weapon being led by a telepathic hive mind hinged on
several elusive points that the Archons had managed to identify using their own
telepathy, but those points never allowed them to get close. They were always
moved out well before Paladin arrived and would have been kept safety anonymous
if not for the Archons’ abilities and the strategic fingerprint they left
behind.


But the Viceroy still hadn’t been
able to pin them down and the number of Paladin needed to secure just the geodomes that had been detected thus far was still years
away. The operation here was already in snowball mode, but he wasn’t going to
produce more population than he had food and equipment for and both of those
were lagging behind hatchery potential…which was deliberate. He always wanted
the ability to produce more population than needed rather than facing the
reverse, but his legions of factories, bioharvest facilities, and mining sites
across the planet were still insufficient to give him the numbers needed to
quickly eradicate the reavers.


It was coming though, and in the
meantime his current Paladin were getting part of the job done while gaining a
lot of badly needed experience. When they left this world they would all be
classified as Arbiters, himself included, and with victory seemingly all but
ensured the Viceroy was worried. Something wasn’t adding up here. There were
too many instances of actions that did not fit the reaver profile. Stealing
bits of Star Force technology, for one. So far none of it had been recovered in
raids and where it had gone to was unable to be determined. 


The Archons had told him that
trying to get information out of the hive mind itself was useless. They could
interrogate individual reavers but they didn’t have access through them to the
others in any useful way. Whoever these mystery overlords were they were
playing a very good, clandestine game and the Viceroy didn’t think it was over
yet. He kept waiting for an ambush to occur, but so far nothing had gone down.


There were a scattering of
casualties continuing to dribble in, but rarely any deaths now that the Paladin
had learned how to handle the reavers. Keep them from getting into too large a
group and they were easy to kill, and within the tunnels they were always
confined to few dozen reavers against a handful of Paladin at the front of
whatever columns of troops either side had…and that basic engagement was not a
fair fight for the reavers so long as the Paladin continued playing tag team
and didn’t let themselves get worn down.


Tunnel breaches were a greater
concern and had happened on 9 occasions to date, 6 of which had seen magma
flows come surging in. The shields and armor on his troops would only protect
them from so much heat, and if they got caught in one of those molten rivers
they wouldn’t last long. Fortunately no one had suffered that fate yet, but it
was always a constant on his mind. Why the reavers burrowed down so far he
wasn’t sure, for how could they even begin to guess at what sensor range was?


And Star Force sensor range was far
superior to other races’, meaning that if they were doing it intentionally they
were going extra deep. While the reavers were impervious to most of the heat
they didn’t actually need it. The alchemists said they could survive in a cold
weather environment just as easily, so why burrow down so far you put
yourselves at risk of magma leakage or compression cave-ins when you didn’t
have the ability to construct retainment walls?


Furthermore was the planetary
history. According to Vitti records and lore the reavers had attacked multiple
times in the past but never on a scale this large. Why was now different? He
was certain the limited military the Vittis had would have been enough to
easily defeat one of the earlier swarms in their history, and if they were
following some cyclical event why was this one so much bigger?


Something wasn’t right here and it
was bugging the Viceroy thoroughly. They appeared to be on the path to
inevitable victory against an opponent that made no sense and was fighting
above their means, and down in the confines of the planet’s crust where naval
power couldn’t reach without a lot of shoveling first…


Well, if he was going to ambush
himself, he’d do it down there. He just hoped these reavers weren’t that
capable.



 

It took a lot of guesswork and
preplanning, but eventually John and Tia were able to find one of the reaver
overlords. They’d had to determine the approximate range of their telepathy,
then find and study the lines of reavers they used as relays to stay in
communication, guestimate their preferred transmission range and margins of
safety, then ring the probable location with assaults on distant geodomes slowly isolating a pocket of them in the center
and cutting off their lines of retreat save for a few…


The two Archons had hidden
themselves in the tunnels, passing through reaver-held areas using their
psionics to avoid detection. They spent days down there alone, studying the
movement patterns and bouncing from tunnel to tunnel as a surge of evacuees
began to be funneled through their area. They weren’t a massive army, for those
were staying to fight the incursions, but rather these were workers carrying
plants and other forms of cargo. When troops finally showed themselves it was a
telltale sign of an escort, and before long a powerful mind came within the
Archons’ Ikrid range.


They were in the wrong tunnel,
however, so they just observed from a distance where the mind was and what
direction it was moving while trying to pull what bits of information from it
that they could. It was too large to take full control of, and neither of them
wanted to try for fear of giving away their advantage. This far down their
comms wouldn’t work, meaning they were literally on their own against the
entire reaver army. They could fight through it, but the idea of the reavers
blowing out certain tunnels to isolate and trap them wasn’t appealing so they
were going to stay as stealthy as possible and that meant not running out into
view of the moving convoys.


Fortunately they’d mapped out this
area beforehand and they had a few routes around the overlord’s procession to
take, but they were a long detour and the rate at which these guys were moving
meant they might lose them entirely, and if they tried to push through a
crowded tunnel they’d be spotted and the hive mind would send out an alarm so
fast that everything within miles would be instantly warned. 


With the escort this overlord had
there was no way to get to it unless it came directly to them…and it wasn’t. It
was missing them by several tunnels and there wasn’t a damn thing they could do
about it, so the master/apprentice pair decided to shadow the group as well as
they could, following the flow after it had passed and staying with the
rearmost units even when the overlord’s mind got out of range to follow itself.


Then they observed a changing of
the guard when they got to a particular geodome. The
convoy stopped briefly, taking several hours rest presumably, for the military
escort and even the workers seemed to change out with the tired ones taking up
duties in this geodome while replacements formed a
new convoy and headed out after the respite…which they assumed was for the
overlord, else there would have been no need to delay.


When they started moving again John
studied the tunnels ahead and made the decision to try and get ahead of them
before they got outside the assault ring that was pinning them into this area.
To do that they’d have to lose contact with them entirely, but there wasn’t a
lot of places for them to go. They’d risk losing them, but aside from trying to
fight their way through all these reavers that he was sure would just buy time
while the overlord escaped, the best chance they had was to guess where they
were going and try to wait on them again.


It wasn’t a good plan, but it was
the best they had and the remaining time before this convoy got out beyond the
assault ring and had a lot more tunnel options to choose from meant the Archons
had to act now. 


To that end they broke away from
their pursuit and headed off through far less packed tunnels, still having to
be careful not to be seen by any reavers that they didn’t have an active mental
block on, for even a single glimpse would betray them to the hive mind as they
raced to get ahead of the overlord and hopefully find a spot where it would
come to them.



 

They’d guessed wrong again, but
this time by only half a mile. Unfortunately it wasn’t a straight shot to get
there, and the tunnels around it, including the one they were perched in a side
nook on, were full of escorts flowing through and literally blocking any path
to the overlord with their bodies as the river of reavers moved onward.


Well,
what do you think? he asked Tia telepathically as
she clung to the ceiling of their little cutout as the reavers passed by
underneath them a few meters away.


I’m
sick of missing workouts. Let’s bust some heads and get out of here, with or
without the overlord.


Agreed,
but we need speed more than anything. Save the head busting until we get
closer.


Following
your lead.


“Let’s go,” he said aloud as he
released his hold on the rocky walls and dropped down on top of the reavers,
hitting them with a Fornax field that made Tia a bit wobbly too, but she was
still able to function as both of them stepped on and jumped over the disabled enemies
and headed up the tunnel with the Archons switching off to maintain the Fornax
field so they wouldn’t have to fight and be slowed down. They couldn’t do that
forever, and only a few minutes later they were both too tired to risk
continuing with Fornax so they switched to using other psionics to trick or
disable the reavers enough to jump over or squeeze past them.


They moved parallel to the
overlord, who suddenly started moving even faster than before, until they got
to a cross tunnel and got over to the route it was taking…but they were now
well behind it and there was an army of reavers turning around and blocking the
tunnel with their bodies. They formed a wall, linking arms and claws as they
stood on each other’s backs so that if they fell they wouldn’t open up any gaps
as the reavers behind the Archons caught up and tried to attack them.


“Get behind me!” John yelled as he send
her a battlemeld prompt, summoning up his half of a Jini and charging the mental energy as Tia shot multiple
reavers coming from behind them.


“Switch,” he called out
unnecessarily, holding his energy intact as she took a knee and began to charge
hers in a tradeoff they’d practiced many times before. John shot several more
reavers but there were too many coming to stop, so his attacks only slowed the
wave in the tunnel as the leaders went down and the others had to climb over
their bodies, but it gained them a few more seconds.


When Tia was ready he sensed it
through their battlemeld and they both pooled their
energy together and went through the final linked charging process as the
reavers swarmed on top of them…


A moment later all of them dropped
to the ground unconscious with the Ikrid bomb effect traveling down the tunnel
in both directions as if it was electricity chaining from one to another. The
Archons didn’t know how many they’d rendered unconscious, but the wall ahead of
them should have been taken down.


Both of them pushed the sleeping
reavers off them and climbed to the top of the pile only to see the short
section of open tunnel ahead and the still standing reaver wall on the other
side.


“Son of a bitch,” Tia complained.


“It’s soft. Punch through,” John
ordered as he sprinted forward and dove headfirst into the reavers as he
telekinetically sent a wedge of energy ahead to spilt them. When he hit he
squeezed through the first row and into the second, but after that he had to
wiggle and shove his way forward while Tia followed inches behind him in the
gap he made through the sleeping, living wall that seemed to go on forever.


More than 20 layers later they came
out the other side into a carpet of sleeping reavers with visible active ones
further up ahead that began to group together to form another wall as soon as
the Archons were spotted.


“Oh no you don’t,” Tia said as she
hopped over a sleeping reaver and shoved a telekinetic wall forward that
knocked one of them trying to interlink arms with the others out of position.
The much larger telekinetic shove that followed from John knocked several more
askew as the Archons ran up and dove through the hole, then punched and kicked
a few more aside before John released several directed Fornax blasts, saving
energy as opposed to a full field, and took down individual reavers
momentarily.


They weren’t asleep, but their
twitching bodies fell to the ground as the pair dove over them and continued
running forward and fighting their way through the seemingly endless escorts until
the overlord’s mind glowed brightly just ahead, though they couldn’t see it
through the reaver walls they kept trying to make to block their progress as
the ones preceding the overlord cycled back to intercede.


The Archons noticed this as well,
meaning they had to punch through now or face truly endless opposition with limited
psionic energy to combat them with. To that end they fought to a standstill and
huddled up beneath bioshields as the reavers piled
onto them, hacking away with their razor-sharp claws as the pair charged
another Jini. When they released it they dug themselves
back out of the pile and raced ahead as fast as they could to try and catch up
with the overlord.


This time they saw it, but there
were still reavers awake between them and it with more spilling back from ahead
to increase the number of blockers. Through their battlemeld
John sensed what Tia wanted him to do, so he made a telekinetic wall and shoved
it ahead of them a few meters, making a brief clear area into which Tia jumped,
then John shoved her forward with all his available Lachka power while also
forming a Bataf conduit between them that both of
them put full power into as Tia tucked her knees to her chest midair.


The result was the padawan being thrown down the tunnel like a cannon ball and
knocking aside everything between her and the overload. Her body ping ponged
around the tunnel with the impacts, eventually bumping into the tank-sized
overload and bouncing back a couple meters. The dizzy Archon unfurled and
released the largest Fornax field she could manage in her weakened state and
the dozens of skittering legs underneath the huge grub-like reaver stopped
moving and it fell to the ground along with the escorts around it. 


Tia turned around and planted her
feet, connecting another Bataf back to John and
causing it to pull rather than push, bringing him up to her where they both
started playing King of the Hill and assembling a wall of dead reaver bodies on
either side of their captive, not wanting to kill it just yet but keeping that
as a backup plan in case they couldn’t hold this position.
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“We’ve been discovered.”


The head Ionvan
turned and looked at his subordinate. “Explain.”


“One of the superwarriors is progressing
through the tunnel network and appears to be on a direct line here. This entire
project has been a waste.”


“How many are with him?”


“He is coming alone.”


“Then collapse the tunnels, you fool. And do not lecture me again.”


The walrus-like alien huffed in
disgust but said nothing more, turning around on its two thick legs and
waddling off to carry out the order.


The project leader watched him go
then turned and walked himself over to a control panel where he put on an
interface collar that allowed him to see into and through the bioweapon’s hive
mind. There was so much of it that it was difficult to navigate, but starting
at their own concealed position and moving outward he was able to identify the
nearest area of combat.


The thoughts, sounds, smells, and
vision of the bioweapon there all came through to him, leaving him to sort out
what he wanted to see and disregard. He flinched when the sight of the golden
clad superwarrior came into view and shot him in the face, but another
perspective replaced it, and another and another as the interloper pushed
through their defenses.


His subordinate had been correct.
Somehow they had discovered the Ionvan presence. He
did not know what could have given them away, but this attack was coming
directly for them while the other combat areas were thousands of miles away. 


When this operation had begun there
wasn’t any outside interference expected. The arrival of some looters was of no
consequence, but this fast growing army of superiorly armored and armed
soldiers was the very pinnacle of what the Ionvan had
sent them here to develop the native race into. Upgrading them into a proper
bioweapon and using them to destroy every inhabitant on this planet as a test
run had been the goal, but what this ally of the natives possessed was far
greater. As impressive as the bioweapon had performed against them, it was
nothing compared to these troops. They had landed a single ship on the surface
and out of it they had spawned a massive army that only continued to expand in
count.


And it wasn’t just numbers. They
were building formidable technology and adding to it as time went on. The
planet’s surface had been lost to the interlopers, due in no small part to
their naval bombardment. That was a necessary weakness, for the bioweapon had
never been intended to fight in such a way. What little aerial power the
natives had was supposed to be a challenge to overcome using the ground-only
forces and the Ionvan had succeeded in that, but
there was no stopping low flying warships from blasting everything visible into
oblivion.


But their ability to core down deep
into the planetary crust with those weapons and reach the cradles was something
that had not been anticipated, nor was this fast growing race’s ability to
fight so well in the tunnels where the bioweapon should have an advantage. This
entire mission was in jeopardy, but on the flip side it was also far more
successful than could be imagined as far as the data collected, not just on the
bioweapon’s effectiveness but on this new enemy. They had what the Ionvan sought, and even simple observations of their methods,
tactics, and equipment were important.


But the greatest prize was the
genetic sample they’d been able to claim from a single corpse…or actually not
even that. These interlopers recovered their dead quickly, and only a single
severed arm had been recovered along with bits and pieces of their unfathomable
technology. The genetic coding for this enemy was now in their grasp and the
insights already gained from the study of it had advanced their research by
decades. 


But there was no way to get it off
the planet with their ships in orbit. The Ionvan ship
that had brought them here was still intact and hidden on the surface, but to
avoid leading the interlopers to it they had concealed themselves far from it,
repositioning their command and control center deep below sensor level, yet
somehow they’d still been discovered.


If it was due to the loss of a
control unit then their ability to backtrack the telepathic signals was in
question. Already it had been noted that the superwarriors
had some sort of powers that could interfere with the bioweapon, though not on
a permanent basis. They always recovered, if they were left alive, and right
now the local units were all being shifted to counter this superwarrior’s
approach and at least delay him getting here.


To that end he saw the bioweapon
digging around the tunnels that were endangered and weakening their structure.
The individual units didn’t care about their own safety, only obeying the will
of the hive mind, and they either died or were trapped when the rock began to
shift. Many were crushed, but the five entrances to the section of tunnels
where the superwarrior was were sealed off, hopefully trapping it there as
well. 


He could still see through the eyes
of those bioweapons inside the area, though their connective signals were
weaker. He immediately dispatched others to the area to strengthen the
connection and watched as they were quickly destroyed by the superwarrior. When
the last one died he still didn’t know what it would try to do, for there had
been no sign of its reaction to the cave-ins. In preparation for the worst, he
had bioweapon hordes assembled at all five entry points and other digging teams
coring in parallel to those tunnels in order to try and cause a collapse on top
of the superwarrior. That would take time, but he didn’t want to leave it alive
in there given its unknown depth of abilities.


For the moment they were secure and
if they truly had neutralized this superwarrior it would be a great
achievement, for there were only a handful known to be on the planet and this
one was the most deadly of them all. The fact that it had come after them alone
concerned him, and the fact that it had known where they were meant others
might as well. He needed eyes on the surface, for if there was a warship
incoming to blast down to this depth he needed as much advance warning as
possible.


But how were they going to get this
information back to the others? This entire mission would be wasted if they
didn’t. 


Running wasn’t possible, for the
naval forces of the interlopers were superior. There would only be a tiny
chance of evasion if they could arrange distractions. Multiple surface attacks
to draw orbital bombardment to certain areas? Yes, that cold work, but the math
involved to get to orbit and then to the star was not favorable. There was a
chance of success, but it was far too much a gamble, especially when they
didn’t know the full engine power of the interlopers. They might catch them
before they even made it away from the planet.


Bury themselves away somewhere while
they let the bioweapon fight to its death then leave when it was over? That
assumed that these interlopers were actually going to leave, and from the signs
of construction on the surface it looked like they had not only come here to
help the natives but to upgrade them as well. Did he dare risk waiting that
long in the hopes of getting a window for escape?


Was there any other choice? They
couldn’t fight their way out and the bioweapon was almost useless against this
enemy. Underground was their only chance and they were still losing territory.
There was a lot of delaying actions that could be undertaken, but there was no
way to conquer this planet or even fight effectively on the surface.


But one thing that was certain
above all else was the need to make sure this information did not fall into the
interlopers’ hands, and more importantly, they had to get what they’d learned
of their superior army back to the other Ionvan. Even
if it took a century to accomplish, they must make it out.


No. The information had to make it
out, not them. Could he seal it away in a capsule to be recovered later while
they allowed themselves to be killed as a distraction? But how would the Ionvan know to come get it? There was no way to communicate
with them, so if he buried the data away somewhere it’d stay lost and
useless…but at least it’d still exist.


No, no…one of them had to get it
back, so they either chanced a doomed orbital run or played dead and waited
these interlopers out, for he only had one ship to use.


This information had to survive,
which meant there was only one reasonable course of action.


They had to disappear and wait
until this storm blew over, then hope the interlopers would leave when there
was no one left to fight.


To that end he began giving orders
to create a new command center far away on the planet and accessible via
surface caves so the subterranean ones wouldn’t lead the interlopers to them.
Actually, they needed to build inside the taken territory where the enemy
wouldn’t look, for if they could track their tunnels now they could track the
new ones as well. 


Or should they try and hide on the
surface in plain sight? 


No. If their guesses were right,
the interlopers couldn’t detect their smallest tunnels, for they had missed
many of them. If they only expanded via those they could hopefully escape and
bury themselves away somewhere deep. Very deep. And hope to ride this out.


But building tunnels barely the
width of two bioweapons over the course of thousands of miles was extremely
difficult. They’d have to pass the ore back slowly…


“The superwarrior is not dead,” his
subordinate said upon returning in a flush of indignation. “He is digging out!”


“How?”


“Who cares how? He is coming here
and the bioweapon will not be able to stop him.”


“Then delay him by collapsing more
tunnels.”


“We are doomed and you know it.”


“So be it,” the leader said,
pulling out a small sidearm and shooting his subordinate three times in his
thick head. 


He looked around at the other Ionvans who had frozen stiff with fear that they’d be next.


“Do your duty and this will not
happen to you. We are not defeat yet, but we must delay the superwarrior’s
approach. Collapse all tunnels between him and us and get all the necessary
data replicated into redundant storage devices. We’re leaving to protect the
data and destroying this facility. The superwarrior hasn’t seen us yet. Make
sure that he doesn’t.”


When the leader stopped talking the
other subordinates took that as the cue to get to work. Orders were sent out
through the hive mind overriding those coming from the control units, one of
which was nearby. With any luck the superwarrior would be heading towards it,
so he ordered it to move off a different direction as bait while they packed up
shop.


More and more of the bioweapon
signals went out as they worked, and more tunnels came crushing down to the
point where the current location of the superwarrior was lost. More and more
were taken down and the remaining bioweapons in the area were clustered between
the Ionvan and the caved-in tunnels as the masters
finished their packing and set the detonators that would destroy their own
equipment and keep it from being discovered. Better to give the interlopers no
confirmation of their existence and leave whatever deduction they’d made to
rumors and imagination, thus an incineration weapon was being used that would
destroy any bodies caught in it completely.


Suddenly an alarm sounded and a few
seconds later another Ionvan came flying back into
the now nearly empty command center through the air and landed on a clean
table. The leader heard his back snap as he hit the edge. A few pistol shots sounded
outside, but they quickly disappeared. 


Grabbing the primary data cell, the
leader turned and ran for the opposite exit but never made it all the way
there. An invisible force plucked him off his feet and held him midair,
spinning him around so he could see the golden superwarrior standing before him
with cracked armor and streaks of what looked to be blood, though they were a
sickly red unlike anything he’d seen before.


Another Ionvan
came in behind the superwarrior and tried to quietly shoot it in the back, but
a raised fist sent out some type of shockwave that knocked it across the room
where it hit something hard and slumped to the ground out of vision. No shots
came, so the leader didn’t think it was still alive, or perhaps not awake, but
it didn’t matter. If this superwarrior could survive the cave-ins then what
would a pistol shot do?


And what was it doing now? Just
holding him in the air with its terrifying powers? It didn’t say anything at
all. Didn’t do anything at all. It just stood there looking up at him as he
remember the trigger in his pocket. The strain of constriction was around his
chest, not his arms, so he darted his flipper-like hand inside and grabbed for
it…but the trigger device flew out of his grasp and into the air between the
two of them and the superwarrior raised a hand and single finger, then waved it
back and forth.


“You die with us,” another Ionvan’s voice
said from out of view, then the leader heard the blissful sound of the planned
countdown as he was suddenly dropped. He hit a table feet first and rolled off
it, slamming his head into the ground and knocking him dizzy for a moment. The
other Ionvan lay nearby, his legs inoperable, but
he’d managed to climb up onto a console and trigger the self-destruct that only
had seconds left on the aborted countdown.


“Good,” he told him as the last few numbers ticked off, then
everything disappeared in a painful flash.



 

The heat was what woke Myra, for it
was burning into her arm enough to clear her dazed head. She woke pinned inside
her armor with a flurry of warnings flashing on her HUD that quickly told her
that there was magma seeping in through the rocks.


A spike of fear flashed through her
as she realized her armor was melting on her right elbow, which was the lowest
portion of her body, but she couldn’t move it away. Flashing her Pefbar and
getting an even bigger headache for it, she saw the rocks pinning her in place
as well as the gaps between them. Using her telekinesis she managed to move one
aside enough to free her left leg, then hooked her foot around a crack and
pulled…but it was no good. 


She felt the heat start to actually
sear her skin, meaning there couldn’t be much left to her armor, and did the
only thing she could do. She put up a Rensiek barrier and tried to block the
heat, knowing it was but a stopgap…


“Shit,” she said, mentally causing
the armor on her other arm to disengage and peel apart. The heat in the air was
unbearable, but she flashed up Rensiek shields across her body as her clothing
caught on fire. She only had a few seconds left and nothing else to do, so she
channeled as much of the heat that she was catching on her shields to her bare
hand…then pushed it into the rock on top of her chest. 


Her fingers soaked into it, melting
through but at a slow rate. As more of the heat hit her she kept it flowing
across her body, burning the inside of her armor but there was no other way.
She tried to leverage the rocks off her as the main one melted, but her
telekinesis wasn’t strong enough. Summoning one last effort before her heat
shields failed and she was cooked, she released a Jumat blast out from the
chest of her body and pushed against both her armor and the rock above.


Myra didn’t know what happened,
because her Pefbar was gone and her head was swirling, but suddenly she was
able to slide an inch as she continued to melt away the rock with her hand. It
fell even lower, pinching her armor, but she had enough leverage to push her
body out the other side, prying her armor off telekinetically where it wouldn’t
release. Myra had to break the neck of her helmet apart to get her head out,
but she was able to slide her entire body out of her armor and up between two
rocks.


The air was so hot she couldn’t
breathe, but putting all her energy into her Rensiek she pressed now bare feet
against the scolding rocks and climbed up through the gaps as bright light
flared where her armor had magma soaked up through and consuming it.


Forcing her Pefbar back again she
found crack after crack and continued to move up, having to rely mostly on her Hamne for oxygen until she got far enough up through the
rubble to be able to filter the heat out of the air, choking in the searing
breaths and burning her lungs, but it was better than suffocating.


Her clothes were burnt tatters now,
but most of her skin remained intact, protected by the Rensiek that she didn’t
know how much longer would last, so she kept climbing and avoiding dead ends by
scouting ahead with her Pefbar and being so grateful that there was a way up. 


Eventually she came to a large
chamber, being where the rock from above had come down on the control center.
It was now a hollow with thin air, but it was far less hot and a single beacon
of hope held out near the top…the sign of a small tunnel as the room suddenly
caught a bit of light in the otherwise pitch black environment.


The magma was still rising and a
bit of it was showing through cracks deep below her. 


With her body shaking from the
effort and the adrenaline coursing through her, she leapt from one rough rock
to another, landing on bare feet that cut on the jagged edges but not caring so
long as she could keep up her heat shields. When she eventually got underneath
the tunnel entrance she gathered herself and jumped…coming up a couple feet
short and falling back down.


Her foot hit something very sharp
and it sliced into her small toe, but she caught her fall and looked around.
There was nothing higher to climb on and she’d jumped as hard as she could…but
there were loose rocks, so she telekinetically grabbed the biggest one she
could and hauled it over, then another and another as the golden light rose
along with the heat, meaning the magma wasn’t far behind.


When she picked up another rock and
found she didn’t have the strength to move it, Myra decided it was now or
never. Perching on top of her pile and on a tiny flat spot she’d arranged, she
knelt down on her cut up feet in a crouch then surged her Yetu,
letting her Rensiek drop just a little in the process in order to juggle all
the psionics. Her feet burnt before they left the rock, but that didn’t matter.
She shot straight up like a Jedi jump and came even head level with the top of
the tunnel. 


Myra shot her arms inside and
clawed for leverage, burning her hands and forearms yet still falling backward.
A last second Lachka wall put beneath her legs and centered off her head tossed
her lower half higher in the air while forcing her torso down, burning her now
exposed nipples on the stone but giving her enough weight on the rocky tunnel
to keep her legs from dragging her back out.


Myra surged her heat shields again
as she crawled forward a few meters, then stood up into a hunched position
touching only with her feet. Ignoring the screaming pain she stood there for a
moment, focusing most of her Rensiek on her feet while the rest of her was not
touching anything other than the hot air. She couldn’t stand up all the way in
the tunnel for it wasn’t that big, but the direct heat lines coming from below
were now blocked and each step that she took forward saw less and less. 


With multiple spots on her body billowing
with the pain, she focused solely on moving forward until the air cooled enough
to actually make her feel chilled, at which point she stopped and sat down on
her butt…one of the few places on her body that wasn’t burned. The rock beneath
was rough and warm but otherwise not damaging. Looking at her right arm and the
skin and muscle missing from her elbow her mind started to unnumb a bit and the
pain began to consume her.


She knew her passive Uzti healing rate would keep her alive if she could just
hang on, but the damage was so bad that she tried to use her Haemra and do some minor repairs by forcing tissue to regrow
faster than normal. Myra did that on her arm and all the other burned spots on
her body, including her left breast that no longer had much of a nipple left. 


She didn’t try to regenerate any of
it save for the skin, covering up the seeping wounds and conserving her
remaining blood as she cried…and cried long and hard throughout the process. 


Myra was a basket case and for good
reason, but so long as she was even with it a little bit she’d pull herself out
of the downward spiral and push on…though for now all she could do was focus on
one thing at a time while the rest of her screamed in frantic, painful protest
at nearly being burnt alive.
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July 20, 3534


Tekin System (Rim
Region)


Plataro



 

A group of Paladin Constructors
were digging into and removing rock from one of the collapsed tunnels while
hastati and skirmishers were clearing the open ones when a single word entered
their minds.


Help.


The exoskeleton-wearing
builders/demolishers hesitated briefly, but most didn’t recognize the word for
what it was with all the surrounding noise. The rock wasn’t just laying here
easy to pick up…they were having to essentially carve out a new tunnel through
it and that meant a lot of grinding and repurposing of the bits and pieces into
supports to build a proper tunnel that wouldn’t collapse again, though they
were pretty sure the reavers had collapsed this one intentionally.


One of the constructors, a variant
of the generic ‘worker’ class, stopped his arm-mounted cutting tool and tried
to listen, but the other sounds were too loud to make anything out.


Help.


The word repeated again, but it
wasn’t coming from outside his helmet. It was coming from inside his head. 


“Stop,” he told the others, some of
which had already shut down their machines. The rest followed suit at his
command, looking at him through clear faceplates at the center of the
exoskeletons that surrounded their working armor. “Be silent and listen.”


The noise in the tunnel fell off,
with those workers up the line complying as news spread. It didn’t take more
than a few seconds before the word repeated a second time and they all heard
it. 


“It’s telepathic,” someone else
said. “It must be the Archon.”


“But where is she?”


“Their range isn’t unlimited. She
must be close.”


Help.


“What do we do?” another asked.
There were no Humans nearby to get orders from, and none of the Paladin were
telepathic. “She’s not showing up on the battlemap.”


“If she’s using telepathy maybe her
comms are damaged or she’s too deep to get a signal through, but she has to be
close.”


Up.


The word changed, and with it came
a pulsating beacon. Not on their suit’s HUDS, but in their minds, and they all
craned their necks up in the same general direction.


“Priority redirect,” the most
senior constructor on site ordered. “We tunnel up and fast. No braces. Clear
removal.”


With that order the standing
Paladin started to move in a frenzy and word was spread to the others via comm.
The constructors that had been hauling material out and back up the open tunnel
started moving quickly with many more of them coming from another branch some
300 meters back. Everyone in the project started to come here, passing by one
another in the small tunnel in organized fashion with a row coming in and a row
coming out.


Both sported bins for carrying the
rock shards that the drillers were now cutting off fast and not caring how much
more dropped as they did. Two in the front had extra heavy exoskeletons that
could survive cave-ins and they started cutting into the ceiling as fast as
possible, dropping chunks of rock down in as controlled a manner as they could
that the others then cut up and pulled away for the excavation train to carry to
a transit station further back where a mechanical line would take the debris
the rest of the way to the surface.


Help.


The word kept repeating along with
the telepathic impulse every so often, but the voice in their heads didn’t say
anything else. That was odd, as was the fact that the call was for ‘help’ and
not an order being given. It’d been more than two days since the Archon had
snuck her way ahead of the combat lines to infiltrate the reaver base and
they’d lost contact with her. When the tunnels had been collapsed it was
speculated that she might be stuck on the other side or maybe buried alive.


Given how powerful Archons are you
never knew what they could or couldn’t survive, but regardless she had gone out
of comm and tracking range and they hadn’t heard back from her so they’d continued
with their standing orders. They were to clear the tunnels and secure any and
all reaver territory. That meant digging through the collapsed tunnels while fighting
around the blocks into adjacent areas. The constructors had been summoned from
the surface to take care of the former with hastati waiting nearby in case they
broke through into areas with live reavers.


The constructors themselves could
fight, as all Paladin had the memories for, but they weren’t armed in the
typical fashion with their digging exoskeletons on. They weren’t exactly
vulnerable to the claws of the reavers unless they had time to gradually scrape
through once they piled on top of you, hence there needed to be armed hastati
nearby to push back that pile if and when they made contact.


But the troops could do nothing to
help the diggers, so they stayed back in the nearest chamber wide enough to
hold them so to not block tunnel access for the workers who, bit by bit, dug
upwards clearing far more than a tunnel width as more chunks of rock fell down.
Rather than try to brace them with new construction they just broke them down
into smaller bits and removed them up the ant-like line, excavating a large
chamber that had a ramp for a floor. 


It looked like a small mountainside
by the time they broke through into an airspace at the top, which they quickly
recognized as the remains of a detonation tunnel the reavers must have carved
over the main ones in order to drop the rock down and seal them. 


The constructors sent word back for
the hastati, but they didn’t wait for the troops and crawled up into the long
wide cave, seeing huge chunks of rock poking up at jagged angles and a very
dirty and armorless Human
lying on an angled slab and barely moving. She had no clothing at all on, but
there were visible scabs on various parts of her body and her hair was missing
in several places, though there was no mistaking the image of that pale Human
skin no matter how much dust was covering it.


The Paladin scurried over to her on
all fours, careful not to dislodge more rocks as they came up to her, not sure
what her condition was, especially when she didn’t speak and her face didn’t
look quite right.


Water.


“Dehydration,” one of them said,
cracking open his exoskeleton and walking out of it before taking his helmet
off and feeling a wash of hot air on his face. “I don’t have much left, give
her yours too.”


The other Paladin began taking off
their helmets while the first constructor pulled out a short tube from the neck
of his armor as he carefully crawled up next to her. 


The Archon’s hand came up in a
cupped position and he triggered the water release with a pinch of the mouth
nub he normally bit to bring up the liquid from a small pouch in his armor that
they used to extend their working hours without having to cycle back for supply
or relief, and all the Paladin knew better than to gorge themselves on it, else
they’d have to break off their work duties to empty their bladders.


That meant between all of the
Paladin there they had a decent amount of water left, but when the first of
them squeezed a bit of water into her hand she didn’t put it in her mouth.
Rather she just held there like a statue, her eyes glazed over and barely
moving, until one of them noticed that the water in her hand was disappearing.


“Is that evaporating?”


“I don’t think so. I think she’s
absorbing it.”


Water,
she repeated when it was gone.


“Give her as much as she’ll take. I
think this Archon is damaged. Get the closest medic here immediately.”


The little tube only stretched a
foot and a half at max out from the neck of their armor, but it was enough to
get another few drops into her hand that likewise soaked in far faster than
they should have, but the Paladin kept supplying her with water until his ran
out, then another took his place and kept filling her up as the first of the
hastati arrived. 


“Your orders, Archon?” one of them
asked as the others crawled further down the rough cave in order to establish a
perimeter once seeing that she was without armor and vulnerable.


Water,
was the only word she’d speak, and not physically. It was always telepathic.


“She is near death from dehydration,”
one of the hastati said, looking at her closely. “Her tongue is probably
swollen and blocking her throat. I don’t know how she’s taking the water
through her hand, but keep giving it to her until a medic arrives. Do not try and move her.”


“She’s been burnt in multiple
places.”


“Not from here. It’s hot, but these
rocks aren’t scorching. Any chance that’s acid damage?”


“I can smell burnt flesh,” the
constructor with his helmet off and slowly feeding her water said.


“Magma burns,” another guessed.
“Archons can survive intense heat. I think her armor and clothes didn’t.”


“What else can we do?”


“Stand beside her and make sure no
rocks fall,” one of the hastati said. “We’ll make sure no reavers can get here,
but we do need an assessment of the chamber and any connecting tunnels. This
entire area looks unstable.”


The constructors quickly split up
their responsibilities with several creeping around her on all fours with their
bulky exoskeletons, ready to form an arc over her if necessary if any shifts in
the rock occurred. How she’d gotten here or where she’d come from they didn’t
know, but without her telepathic call for help they would have tunneled right
under her and missed this makeshift shaft entirely.


It took a long time for a medic to
get to her, for there were none within miles given the length of the tunnels,
and when a group of them did come, carrying all sorts of portable gear, they
found her in the same statuesque pose…lying naked on an angled slap with her
right hand perched in the air and her elbow resting on the edge of the rock,
with the constructors still dripping water into her hand.


“We are here, Archon,” the new
Paladin said as he crawled up to and replaced one of the constructors in the
inner ring around her. He attached a small circular device to the side of her
head and suddenly got a plethora of readings on his helmet’s HUD indicating how
and where she was damaged. 


“Massive nutrient depletion,” he
said, with another medic digging into a pack of supplies. “I think she
cannibalized parts of her body to partially repair these wounds. Her tongue is
swollen, so she can’t eat. We’re going to have to inject.”


“She’s been taking water through
the hand,” a constructor said.


“The hand?” he said, seeing a newly
placed puddle disappearing. “I…don’t know how that’s possible.”


A canister was passed up to him and
he put his confusion aside as he placed the pointed end of it against her neck
as gently as he could and emptied its contents directly into her blood stream,
with her stats jumping almost immediately as the nutrients were spread
throughout her body.


“She’s low on blood,” he said, with
another canister already being passed to him, for the other medics were seeing
the same stats on their helmets as he was. He went to inject the synthetic
blood supplement but the Archon moved, shocking everyone. Her hand fell to the
ground and her body curled up in obvious pain.


“Shock release. We need to knock
you out, Archon. With your permission?”


Myra didn’t say anything. Not even
a telepathic peep for nearly thirty seconds before the medic made the decision.
The next injection caused her to pass out, and it didn’t even take the whole
vial to do it. 


“She needs to be carried back by
someone out of armor. Her body has taken enough damage as it is.”


“I will,” one of the constructors
who had already donated his water said, pulling apart his own armor and walking
out into the hot, dry air and feeling the rough rocks on his feet. “Strap her
on.”


The medic looked at him oddly, then
understood. 


“Good idea,” he said, getting all
sorts of things handed to him that he used to attach a medical cloak to the
Paladin’s back like a saddle, putting as much stuff under it as they could to
make a mostly flat platform onto which they picked up and laid her body.
Another cloak was spread over top of her like a blanket that would shield her
from the excessive heat, then that cloak was strapped down with her body in
between the two layers and her head resting on a pad placed on the back of the
Paladin’s neck.


“She’s secure. Follow us.”


The medics moved back to the
ramp-like incline that the other constructors had been working to smooth out in
preparation for her move with her carrier crawling in quadruped mode with her
body strapped to his back and only her head being visible. He moved carefully
down the incline, trying to keep her from sliding out of position on his back,
but when he got to the bottom of the rock pile and onto the smooth floors of
the recently reconstructed tunnel he picked up the pace, finding a way to run
with the awkward pack as the medics led the way with hastati preceding them to
make sure the path was clear.


Then the impromptu honor guard
started making their way back through the long tunnels and up towards the
surface, some 28 miles distance just to get to the nearest Paladin subsurface
outpost that held a full medical station.
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July 24, 3534


Tekin System (Rim
Region)


Plataro



 

Myra was posed in a shaky handstand
when John and Tia found her onboard the warship’s sanctum, her burns gone and
her muscles rebuilt, but clearly her composure was off after her near death
experience. None the less, she’d called for them and they’d delayed their
underground campaign until they could get back, not wanting the Paladin to go
up against the toughest resistance without their assistance, though lesser
assaults were still ongoing.


“Myra,” Tia finally said when she
didn’t notice their arrival outside the meditation chamber. 


The word knocked the titan off
balance and it took a sharp leg kick to pull her back in alignment, which she
held a few more seconds before rolling her legs down in a controlled manner and
standing up. She sucked in a deep breath and blew it out slowly as her fellow
Archons waited for whatever it was she wanted them for.


“The reavers were acting under
orders.”


John frowned. “Meaning?”


“Not the hive mind,” Myra
clarified. “I found the people manipulating them and they blew up themselves
and their facility with me still inside it.”


“Who?” Tia asked.


“They’re called the Ionvan and they’re very powerful. Not on our level, but
this entire attempted extinction of the Vitti was an experiment. A weapons
test. They found the reavers and upgraded them, using the hive mind to add
additional commands lost in the mess of signals that hid their presence. A lot
of the reavers’ tactical skill was coming from them, and now that they’re gone
we shouldn’t face as much resistance but we’re still going to have to take them
out. I got the feeling they wound them up so tight there’s no coexisting with
them, and whatever means they were using to influence them were destroyed.”


“That explains the block in the
overlord,” John said, finally connecting the dots. When he and Tia had captured
and then killed their 7 overlords to date, they’d never been able to take full
control of their minds in order to likewise control the other reavers through
them, and it was due to an impulse in the overlords that fought the Archon’s
orders. They’d tell it to do something but it would deny them, for there was a
greater influence inside them, and it having been designed rather than naturally
occurring made a hell of a lot of sense. The overlords had two ropes pulling on
them and cancelling each other out, and if that other rope still existed, bred
into them, then they weren’t going to be able to change anything with further
attempts.


“Who are they?” Tia asked again.


Myra shook her head. “I didn’t get
much, but they’re a very widespread race that keeps to the shadows. There
wasn’t a colony here, only a research team. They have a ship hidden elsewhere
on the planet and I need you to find and capture it if possible. I think it’ll
be empty.”


“How are you doing?”


“Shaky.”


“We could see that.”


“I can fight if needed, but I’m
weak.”


“We’re winning,” Tia commented.
“How fast we win is up to us. Take your time. Did you learn anything else about
these guys?”


“They’re basically Spectre.”


“What’s that?”


“Bond movies,” Myra said, seeing
that John caught the reference. “They don’t have visible territory to go after,
not much anyway, but they’re working behind the scenes to exert their power. I
don’t know how much, but they’re definitely a region-wide power with tendrils
going out to a lot of different places and conflicts. They’re not someone we
can take lightly.”


“How big a threat?” John asked.


“We’ll know more when we find their
ship, but their biotech is significant and their lair was well built. I don’t
think we have to worry about them here anymore, but elsewhere they’re going to
be a problem and not in a direct way. I think they’ll work around us rather
than punch us in the nose, and that’s going to make Randy’s efforts that much
harder.”


“What do they look like?”


Myra sent visuals into their minds
with Tia cringing. 


“Ugly mothers. Don’t look too
tough.”


“They had a self-destruct that did
all the damage.”


“We should try to get another
overlord,” John suggested, “and confirm whether or not their influence over
them has been weakened.”


“If you want to try, go ahead. But
get their ship first.”


“Do you know where it is?”


“Hidden on the surface. I’ve got an
orbital sensor scan going, but so far nothing obvious is showing up.”


“We’ll find it,” John promised.
“Now, tell us what happened down there?”


Myra shrugged. “I moved out ahead
of the Paladin, snuck into their lair, then found their leader and had him
Vader-choked in the air asking him a few questions when he tried to use a
self-destruct trigger in his pocket. I got it away from him, but another one of
them used a control panel that started a short countdown. I ran, but didn’t get
far enough away and the whole place came down. I was trapped in the rubble with
magma seeping in and barely wiggled out, losing my armor in the process.
Luckily I found a maintenance tunnel, or whatever it was, and worked my way
back towards the Paladin. When I got within Ikrid range I called to them and
they dug me out.”


“And?” John pressed.


“And I was hurt pretty bad, but I
nearly died of dehydration. That’s not a pleasant way to go.”


“How close?”


“Too close. I’ll admit, I’m still
rattled from it. I keep thinking through what I did wrong, and the only
conclusion I can come up with is that the Ionvan were
planning to blow the place before I got there to cover their tracks. They
didn’t set that up for me. I got in cleanly and then…” she said, trailing off
with her vexation showing on her features. “Never let anyone tell you that
Rensiek is overrated. It let me survive when my armor didn’t.”


“Noted,” John said, not wanting to
have to find that out for himself someday. 


“So you think the reavers will just
keep attacking even without someone prodding them on?” Tia asked.


“I do. I got the impression they
were designed to fight autonomously. Release and kill without any oversight
needed, but with a backdoor control mechanism to protect the owners and to
allow for modifications if things didn’t go according to plan, such as our
arrival here.”


“A quiet little backwater world
with a high population to practice on,” John said with a hint of anger. 


“Why’d they come looking here
anyway?” Tia asked. “If the stories of the reavers are true, then the Ionvan didn’t bring them here. How’d they find them?”


“I don’t know,” Myra admitted. “My
interrogation of them didn’t last very long.”



 

2
years later…



 

Randy sat on a swampy plain, his
armored butt resting on a half rotted log as he ran through status reports in
the field as his Clan Star Fox troops were finishing rounding up wounded Jadshiga and taking them prisoner. The fighting hadn’t been
intense, but there had been a lot of it and he hadn’t been able to sleep in the
past 32 hours and wouldn’t be able to for several more, needing to stay on
station in case more of their burrow worms were still nearby. The biological
tanks had a habit of pushing up through the muck right beneath your feet and
took a lot of firepower to take down.


Right now Randy’s psionics were the
best early warning against them they had, so while he kept his Ikrid peeled he
rested on the log and reviewed updates coming down through the battlemap and
into his armor’s HUD, including reports from a variety of worlds that were still
off the growing Clan comm grid. Patrols would go around to them, checking in
periodically and exchanging information packets that he was now reviewing,
including one from Tekin that was disturbing.


What had been a natural disaster in
the making with the reaver uprising had since been determined to be a weapons
test by a previously unknown race not native to the planet. Their research team
had killed themselves with a self-destruct along with the Archon that he’d sent
to lead the planetary rescue effort, though somehow she’d been able to pull
herself back from the brink of death. An addendum indicated that she’d been off
combat duty for 8 months afterwards but had returned to the fight for the final
3 month push that had eradicated the reavers entirely from the planet.


Well that was good news…the latter
part anyway. As he read through the mass of data he saw that they’d found the
ship the Ionvan had left behind. It hadn’t been
destroyed in their base’s self-destruct because it was on the surface, not
buried deep within the crushing rock of the planet where orbital sensors
couldn’t find these guys. The camouflage technology of the hangar was
disturbing, but nothing that Star Force hadn’t encountered before. An
adjustment to the standard Star Force sensor package was included with the data
along with the recommendation that it be implemented fleet-wide in order to
detect hidden Ionvan assets.


Why that would be necessary Randy
wasn’t sure until he got through the full report, having to remind himself to
keep on the lookout for burrow worms as he found his split concentration
fading. From the brief telepathic interrogation Myra had managed before she got
her ass blown up she’d identified the Ionvan and
their modus operandi…they worked with and manipulated other races across a
large region without having defined territory of their own. They were a shadow
player, and the Spectre metaphor included seemed to
fit aptly. 


“Son of a bitch,” he whispered,
pulling up a tiny starmap on his HUD and starting to
highlight systems where he’d already encountered unusual resistance and
problems. He didn’t know for sure if this was due to the Ionvan,
but in his spare time he’d been studying reports from the other 2s and had
started to think he’d gotten a tougher region to handle than most of them…yet
he didn’t have any obvious cause for the bulk of the instability arising.
Opportunists were there, certainly, but it seemed like worlds that should be
stable enough were getting enflamed and going after each other without cause.


If there was a silent player
involved it explained a lot, and the fact that they were using the Vitti race
as cannon fodder to test their reaver bioweapon suggested they intended to use
it elsewhere if it proved successful, and that was one headache Randy was glad
his team had prevented, for there were enough worlds dying as it was that he
couldn’t save for lack of resources. Some were being exterminated, others
conquered or enslaved, while a great many others were simply unknown to him. He
had scouts everywhere, but there was simply too much territory to keep watch
over with the limited number of ships that he had and that wasn’t going to
change anytime soon.


He was winning the battles that his
Clan was engaged in and creating small ‘safe’ pockets within his assigned
region in addition to holding onto all of Teowan and Neenan territory. Those two had been headaches initially,
but since he’d got them locked down and able to hold their own defenses for the
most part, his Clan was somewhat free to troubleshoot in other areas while most
of his Paladin were gathering resources to feed all concerned. 


If there was a shadow player
involved, and a major one according to his report, then he didn’t have vision
on all the enemies capable of doing his two major races damage. These Ionvan could even be operating inside Teowan
or Neenan borders, and that worried him. He had
things hanging together by a thread right now, knowing that the longer they did
the more stable they’d become, and the more noise he could cause with his Clan the
better, for it would distract or intimidate others from attacking the other
races, but if there were…


Something clicked in his mind and
he suddenly stood up, dismissing the reports from his HUD and getting on the
comm to his ships in orbit. As soon as he was finished fighting burrow worms
here and the prisoners were secured, he was bugging out and heading for his
Clan command center in Neenan territory.



 

“I have never seen tis before,” the hulking Neenan
General told Randy when the Archon showed him an approximation of what they
looked like, “but tis ship is familiar. Several were captured from black market
dealers who claimed to have salvaged them from an orbital battlefield.”


“Yes,” Randy agreed. “That was what
caught my attention. Those ships were not part of either side of the battle and
were found destroyed, but empty in the aftermath. What does that suggest?”


“They were stripped by salvagers.”


“And no bodies?”


“Not all salvagers desire
technology,” the General said gravely.


“A fair point,” Randy conceded.
“But given the camouflage technology that we recovered in their intact ship, they
could get within close sensor range and not show up on either of those two races’
screens.”


“You are suggesting they got caught
in the crossfire?”


“I think so, then their surviving
buddies cleaned out the ships of everything they could without being able to
tow them away.”


“And the significance of tis?”


“If they were in that close
proximity to the battle it had to be for a reason.”


“They were attempting to manipulate
the outcome…”


“How many missing ships do you
have?” Randy asked the Thing-like General whose skin looked more like green
rock than flesh and stood twice the Archon’s height. “How many unexplained
losses of power, vanished supplies, dead personnel? How many instances of
things going wrong in supposed ‘safe’ areas that remain unexplained?”


The massive triped
ground his three fists down into his three hips. “You are saying we are already
under attack by a foe that refused to show their face?”


“It’s a significant possibility,
and if these Ionvan aren’t responsible directly they
may be aiding others who are. There is definitely a shadow war going on, and I
am worried that it may be designed to weaken the Neenan
from the interior enough to allow for a major overt attack from the outside to
be successful.”


“Sabotage?”


“There are many different forms,
but yes, and looking at the map there are three big possibilities.”


Randy adjusted the Star Force
hologram that the General and six other Neenan were
standing around looking like trolls with the tiny Humans and Kiritas clustered and moving around their feet. 


“The Traae,
Miplekwe, and Sbiv are not
strong enough to take you…not on their own and definitely not with Star Fox
assistance, but if several of these border worlds are weakened they could
penetrate quite far individually. Two of them could do significant damage if
they attacked without worry of their own future. If all three coordinated…”


“We could hold the line,” the Neenan said firmly, “but not if we’re compromised from
within, and without knowing who our enemy truly is we can’t calculate where to
reinforce and in what quantities. We either overcommit and
bring your Star Force troops back out of fear or we risk spreading ourselves
too thin, sufficient to guard against the visible threats, but perhaps leaving
us vulnerable to the hidden ones.”


“Well said, General. That is
exactly my concern.”


“How do we counter tis threat?”


“To start with, we’re going to
quietly upgrade your sensors to be able to detect these Ionvan
ships. If we have time to work with, and I really hope these guys are patient
enough to give it to us, then we watch and see where they are going. We do not
intercept them and tip our hand. We watch and learn as much as possible.”


“To see the strength of the
hidden.”


“And where they are probing. If we
learn that, then we can quietly start moving against them while making
preparations for a major invasion…or whatever else might be coming our way.”


“How do we fight those who hide in
the shadows and refuse a traditional fight?”


“With Archons,” Randy said simply.
“A lot of Archons.”
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