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Kara spun through a corkscrew zigzag, throwing off the
golden plasma orbs coming her way from the Scionate Valeries that had broken
off from the transports they were escorting. They missed easily given the
range, then one of the fighters fired its scattergun as
she neared it, catching her shields with a few pieces.


They held, but the Valerie’s did not as Kara delivered
a green/white orb the size of an apple that punched right through and exploded
inside the pointy nose of the fighter. She zipped past it as it began its fall
to the ground, giving the pilot at least a 50/50 chance of surviving the crash.
Had she wanted to, she could have shredded the entire fighter with a larger
orb…which she began summoning up once she was past the Scionate fighter screen,
with the other Valeries circling around to chase her as she angled in towards
the nearest transport as it descended down through the atmosphere heading
towards the surface. 


Checking her power gage and seeing that her Vorch’nas
was nearly full, she unloaded the first orb at range, sending the
watermelon-sized Dre’mo’don glob of energy shooting out from her extended palms
at incredible speed. A split second later it hit the distant transport, sucking
most of the energy out of its shields at the point of impact and Kara could see
the matrix react with her enhanced HUD as energy flowed from other portions to
fill the breach.


With that one test she determined the shield strength
and matrix type of the transport’s shields, which were decent for Alliance
standards but nothing compared to the V’kit’no’sat. As she approached anti-air
fire from both the transport and the fighters trailing her filled the surrounding
area, but very little of it even came close given the wavy approach path she
was taking as she split her hands apart and summoned up two orbs, one in each,
from the small addition the Vorch’nas had made to the armor over either palm.


When Kara got close to ramming the ship she
decelerated a bit and fired the first orb off, hesitated a split second, then
fired the second before decelerating heavily and landing on the burnt hull of
the transport. She ducked down as the Scionate shield reformed over her back,
ironically giving her protection from the fighters as she crawled/flew across
the hull in the 1.3 meter gap between shield and ship. 


Scurrying like an ant, she moved around and blew apart
two anti-air batteries and a conventional plasma cannon before she came across
an airlock and blasted her way inside. From there she tore through the hallways
on foot, mowing down every Scionate she came across with an adjustment to her
forearm weapons. The plasma orb emitters were now gone, retracted into their
holdings as nubs formed on her wrists that shot out pale green stun energy, but
that was Kara’s only consideration for the Scionate as she busted through the
crew and every sealed door she came across enroute to the bridge.


With a stun weapon on both wrists she entered and
unleashed a fury of blasts, some hitting individual Scionate multiple times.
After three seconds the bridge crew was down and she had a moment of peace as
the rest of the crew struggled to figure out what was happening and send
reinforcements to the bridge…for what little good that would do.


Kara ran over to what looked to be the most intricate
control panel on the otherwise unfamiliar bridge and raised her right hand,
fingers spread wide and firm, then rammed it down into the machinery, breaking
through the outer layer and into the guts of the interface. From there she
switched over to a different HUD, setting up a proximity alarm function while
focusing on the specialized hacking program her armor used. 


Little mechanical tendrils, not unlike a regenerator,
extruded from her fingers and created a hardline access to the ship’s computer
system, with Kara mentally controlling the interface without having to do any
manual hacking. The protocols were already in place, she just had to choose
which to use and how, with her Vorch’nas doing all the legwork itself. Within a
number of seconds she had helm control and sensor interface, allowing her to
see from the ship’s perspective as she turned the transport to the left and
accelerated it faster than normal…causing it to close range with the transport
coming down just below it.


With the blue grasslands below them only a few
kilometers away, all the transports were decelerating as they headed towards
the grid that Kara also saw tagged in the navigational computer. Each transport
had already been assigned a position, with the first one just now setting down
on the wide plain that ran north and south for some 170 miles, bisecting two
large forests and several Star Force cities. 


Flying the transport over top the one beneath it, Kara
played bumper cars and rammed the two ships together, forcing the one below her
down faster than it wanted to go as well as heading towards the right and the
one already on the ground, nearly missing another that just managed to veer out
of the way as the tangled pair passed it in their uncoordinated fall.


Kara kept the pace heavy, adjusting the ship as much
as she could to stay on the back of the other as it tried to maneuver aside,
resulting in a partial pancake on the surface. She pulled out of the control
console a couple of seconds before impact, letting physics do the rest, as the
rectangular transport twisted to the left with only the right side coming down
on the other ship.


Both vessels smashed into the ground hard, digging in
and throwing up a huge plume of dirt that rolled out and showered the other
transport, missing a second collision by a mere 148 meters. Hulls bent and
beams burst, but more or less the ships were intact, just buried in the ground
and pinned on top of one another…which Kara made sure would stay that way,
taking a little side trip to the engine room and disabling the gravity drive
before exiting the ship and flying over to the undamaged one as more came down
from above, though relocating around the perimeter of the wreck and off their
original landing pattern.


Kara zipped over low to the ground and came around to
the rear boarding ramp that had not yet lowered. She waited a few seconds, then
got tired of it and flew up to the ‘door’ and started blasting a hole through
it. Half a meter of melted metal later and she slithered inside, dropping in on
a tightly packed army of armored Scionate clustered around and under 18
hovering tanks.


“Killing spree,” she announced, seeing so many closely
packed targets as she popped out her wrist bumps and unloaded hundreds of tiny
Dre’mo’don shots, her own version of a scattergun, on the assembled troops,
blasting through their shields and damaging their armor by the dozens. She
followed that up with stun blasts, now that their shields were down, dropping
them by droves as the bay doors finally started to open. 


A few plasma blasts came up at her, but most of the
troops were too close together to avoid shooting each other, which was why she
kept low and just tore through more than a thousand of them before pivoting
around and chasing after the first tank to get out, with it not even waiting
for the boarding ramp to lower completely. It pushed itself out the moment the
upper gap looked large enough, then got a little distance and spun around, but
not before Kara got up to it. 


Like the transport she knocked down its shields with a
single orb blast, then used the scans of the tanks from yesterday to place
three smaller orbs through its armor and into key internal components before
zipping up into the sky for a quick loop-over, coming down on the next tank as
the first dropped to the ground, its power systems now trashed. 


By now the Scionate commanders knew something was
going terribly wrong, so Valeries from the other landing zones began to
redeploy, crossing the miles in between quickly and filling the sky over the
crash site as they saw a tiny red spec jumping about from tank to tank and
hitting them with some kind of green energy weapon…with very little infantry
resistance around her.


That they used to their advantage, picking open areas
and laying out assault strikes, often firing own on their own tanks’ shields to
try and make a hit, but Kara managed to dodge most of it until a pair of
Valeries flew in and hovered twice the height of the tanks and started blasting
away at her with their scatterguns…no matter that they were also hitting some
of their own infantry in the process.


Those Scionate scattered, losing their shields and
chunks of their armor while Kara ducked behind and underneath a tank, then shot
out like a bullet and came up on one of the Valeries from below. She fired into
the underside, easily penetrating its shields and knocking out its antigrav with the single shot, then zipped out from under
it as it fell. 


The other Valeries swiveled backwards, swinging around
and firing another scattergun blast at the Scionate fighter, knowing it
wouldn’t kill it but hoping to nail the enemy…whatever it was. 


What the Scionate didn’t know was how good Kara’s
shields were, and that she could take several direct hits before they breached,
meaning she took one full scattergun shot face on, with most of it missing
around her tiny form, then she rammed the nose of the Valerie and emitted an
orbit that literally vaporized that section of the hull. As it fell she climbed
forward, pulling open the canopy and ripping the Scionate pilot out of his
bathtub-like cockpit, then flew him down to the ground beside where the fighter
crashed and pinned him there with a forearm as she stared into his muzzle.


“Did not know
who you were messing with,” she said slowly in the trade language before
slapping him half-unconscious and flying off towards the other Valeries
streaking through the air. On her sensors she saw a plume of them rising up
from some of the now grounded transports, coming out of tightly packed racks
and reinforcing the few that had been on escort duty. 


Kara took after the ones above her, knowing that she
only had a slim window of opportunity before the others arrived to take them
down. She tore after one of them, using her superior speed and maneuverability
to get on top of it before it knew what was happening and rip it in half, now
very angry. She’d been deliberately avoiding targeting the cockpits, wanting to
disable the craft rather than kill the pilots, but as more and more transports
came down and began to unload infantry, tanks, and fighters by the hundreds of
thousands she pictured the Star Force troops they were about to go up against,
and some of whom were likely to die…which quickly diminished her compassion.


She took down the next fighter in a similar manner,
then the others began to space themselves out and treat her more like another
fighter than a flying bug, meaning she couldn’t get to them as fast and they
could set up attack runs and blanket the area with scattergun fire that would eventually
wear her down…and as soon as the reinforcements got to her that was almost a
certainty, which made her even more mad, knowing that she needed to take down
as many of the enemy now as she could before they got fully deployed. 


Then a squadron of skeets flew in, taking on the
Valeries and strafing the transports and the ground troops coming out, with
some of them taking hits by the anti-air on the transports. Kara saw one
fighter go down, ramming kamikaze into a transport, but knowing that it had
been a drone controlled by a more heavily armored fighter still in the air.


That was the last straw, now that her own people were
taking hits, and she flew back down to the ground level, letting the fighters
deal with each other. The Scionate shouldn’t have been here and even though
these troops were only following orders she no longer had the luxury of
treating them as misguided allies. They were here as enemies, and if that’s
what they wanted to be…then so be it.


Kara zipped across the ground, barely a meter over the
blue grass all the way up to the nearest intact transport as it unloaded in
excess of 1000 troops, with more still pouring out but no tanks in sight. The
little armored cats were loping along with shallow hops as they ran out and
formed into tendrils that began running across the ground faster than a Human
could move, enroute to what looked like staging points where the tanks were
forming into anti-air groupings and leading the way towards the nearest city,
which was only a 22 mile hike away…but with the way the Scionate moved that
wasn’t very far at all. 


The honorary trailblazer turned into the back of one
of those lines and popped up her Dre’mo’don nubs on either wrist, jacking up
the intensity to 55%, which she calculated would be more than enough to
penetrate their infantry shields, armor and flesh, then she flew directly over
them and fired down one shot into each as she passed, melting through their
armor and wounding/killing them on contact.


She didn’t slow down any more than necessary to maintain
her accuracy, running up the line and mowing them down before swinging around
and over to another line and pushing all the way back to where they were
exiting the transport…all the while moving quick enough that the infantry
couldn’t mount any considerable return fire, though she did take a few lucky
plasma hits on her shields.


The third time through the line finally broke and the
Scionate scattered, followed by a Valerie strike at nearly the same altitude.
Kara took several hits while bringing down two of the fighters that bowled over
more infantry as they crashed, then to recover some shield strength she dropped
down to ground level and flew/ran into a knot of the Scionate, taking it to
them hand to hand so fast that they couldn’t get a shot off at her and their
fighters couldn’t target her without hitting their own.


That little ‘respite’ resulted in dented armor and
several dozen Scionate unconscious on the ground before a pair of tanks
dispersed them and hit her with a wash of their own anti-air…with one of them
managing to land a plasma cannon shot on her.


That shot melted through the armor of the two Scionate
next to her, killing them on contact while her shields, weakened as they were,
canceled out the entire blast, but the anti-air following it got through,
starting to absorb on her armor and actually give her a bit of a recharge…but
doing tiny bits of damage in the process.


Now enraged, Kara shot off towards the nearest tank
and flew underneath it, then put as much thrust up under it as she could,
flipping it over and shoving it onto the other tank, catching it partway across
and pinning it to the ground. Before either could even attempt at righting
themselves she popped out her orb launchers and skewered both of them, hitting
some of the crew in the process and no longer caring.


She ducked underneath the top one as another Valerie
shot by and peppered the area with plasma orbs and scattergun fire, then
blasted into the tank again to make a hole it the armor that she climbed in
through. She punched the toppled Scionate back, knocking them unconscious with
a single blow each, then she tore into the section of the machine that held the
power conduit to the main cannon.


She reached in and grabbed it, siphoning off energy to
recharge her capacitors while giving her shields time to reform their intricate
matrix. She didn’t linger there for long, pulling only a ‘small’ amount of
power from the now wrecked tank before moving back to the hole and dropping
onto the grass underneath her impromptu lean-to and looked out the opening…seeing
a sea of Scionate infantry and tanks moving across the landscape.


She checked her battlemap, seeing that the Star Force
fighters had already pulled back to the city…save for one, which was showing as
having crashed. Kara’s jaw clenched and she shot out from under her cover and
fired indiscriminately into the ground troops underneath her as she flew over
their armored heads towards the fighter, knowing/hoping that the pilot was
still alive inside the protective cocoon.


When she got there enemy infantry were all around the
crash, but not paying it too much attention save for a few that were climbing
on top and trying to figure out  how to
get inside the grey T-shaped craft. Kara killed them on the spot and threw
their bodies off while the plasma fire from the infantry around her increased
rapidly now that she had given them a more or less stable target to fire at.


She ignored them and pried open the canopy, having
felt the pilot inside and given her a telepathic heads up to release the latch.
The top part gave them a bit of cover to hide behind, with Kara wrapping her
shields around the Regular’s flex armor as she grabbed her and flew them both
up and into the sky, accelerating as hard as she could in a curve that brought
them onto a trajectory towards the nearest city. It took less than a minute to
get clear of the Scionate army, with a few Valeries tracking and giving her
trouble, but when she got near to the city defense shield anti-air lachars took
down one of the Valeries, causing the others to fall back and leaving her in
the clear to drop down to the forming rows of mechs and stop just outside the
shield.


Kara dropped the pilot off without a word on the
pavement surrounding the outer ring of buildings, then leapt back into the sky while
searching the battlemap for any weak spots in the Scionate’s developing
formations that she could exploit without getting herself mauled by their now
swarming air cover.
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Outnumbered more than 10 to 1, Paul kept his drones
hitting the edges of the Scionate fleet in coordinated attack groups, picking
on one ship at a time and killing/disabling it before moving onto another, with
damaged drones pulling back to recycle and potentially lure more of the blocky
Scionate ships out away from the orbital zone they were aggressively defending.
Technology wise Star Force’s ships were better, but with their capitol in this
system and six worlds to draw off of the Scionate had more military might to
call on than they thought they needed…though Paul was about to make them
recalculate those numbers.


The Scionate’s strategy was clear…screen for their
transports to get to ground, which was taking a long time considering how many
of them they were bringing into low orbit. Their defensive fleet was holding
position just above the atmosphere, which Paul was currently chewing on, while
escort groups were meeting the transports at their jumppoint and shepherding
them down with a third set of attack groups roaming the perimeter and meeting
up with anything that dared to get close to their vulnerable ground troops. The
Scionate had devoted so many warships to this attack that they appeared
unbeatable…but looks could be deceiving, and speaking candidly the Scionate
naval commanders were rookies.


They were set up for a slugging match, which Paul
denied them. Using the binary drives that his fleet had he chose when and where
to strike, pulling back when he wanted with the enemy unable to match the
curved trajectories down towards the planet, with Paul sending the drones into
the upper atmosphere and underneath the Scionate on more than one occasion to
target some of the bigger ships with pointblank mauler strikes. Already the
Scionate had lost a battleship to those tactics and they weren’t adapting well,
allowing Paul to strike and kill the bigger ships that were out of position.


Meanwhile he had the smaller drones harassing the
Scionate attack groups, outmaneuvering them and nipping away at their shields
until one or more would get wounded, then swarming and eliminating it before
retreating and repeating the process again and again. The remote pilots in the
system were proving quite adept, despite their lack of combat…which Paul could
see via icons describing each one’s current level and combat history at a
glance, with most of them having decent training scores but little real experience.


Training was everything, and Star Force was putting
that point to the Scionate in a very destructive way as their dominate fleet
was getting chewed up and reduced in size while successfully screening for the
ground transports. Paul didn’t like killing so many of their supposed allies,
but this was a fight of their choosing, and should they turn around and run
he’d let them go…but so long as they were attacking one of his worlds and
potentially going to kill his people on the ground he couldn’t afford to cut
them any slack on the naval front. 


Which was why, when their formation split a crack in
response to yet more probing action around the perimeter of their main fleet,
he sent in the most advanced drones he had. Most of the ones in action were
equipped with the standard plasma/mauler/rail gun trio of weapons, with the
heavy cruisers carrying small cleansing beams. A few of the drones were missile
boats, while a handful were special varieties, custom configured by the local
commander into what he’d wanted on deployment.


But one warship in orbit, the one Paul had arrived on,
came equipped with their most recent tech upgrades. Those ships he’d kept back,
hovering behind the others and waiting for the proper moment to send them
in…with his eye on the flagship of the Scionate fleet, a huge Dreadnaught-class warship that was
nearly the size of a jumpship. It was sitting dead center in their formation,
with the incoming transports flying within a few kilometers of it as they moved
down into the atmosphere, insuring that no one was going to follow them from
above.


The dreadnaught was covered with plasma cannons,
nothing special in their design but in sufficient numbers that they would eat
apart any drones that got close to them, meaning Paul couldn’t send in the
mauler-equipped ones without suffering huge losses. That would be a mistake,
for the dreadnaught was so massive that it was going to take a lot of pounding.
The next best option would be to hit it with cleansing beams from the heavy
cruisers at range, but the Scionate fleet was spread out enough to keep those
attacks down to a handful, with very little hull damage being inflicted on the
massive ship.


That said, Paul had already
weakened its shields prior to the formation split occurring. When the moment of
opportunity arrived he sent a single mental command to the remote pilots while
assuming direct control over one of the cruisers. His perspective in the nexus
shifted to the view from that individual drone as he flew it, maintaining control
over the main weapon while leaving two remote pilots to handle the other
weapons and another two for shields and anti-air, for the Scionate were
spitting missiles out like crazy trying to hit and kill the resilient Star
Force drones.


Paul executed a short jump towards the planet, something the Scionate couldn’t do off the
local gravity well, and pulled an atmospheric slide/bounce to redirect
underneath the enemy fleet, coming up the ‘safe’ conduit the transports were
going down with several dozen Scionate ships dropping into the atmosphere to stay
below them and block any run against their boxed-up ground troops. 


Paul ran his cruiser in between those ships and the
main fleet at high speed, avoiding most of their plasma fire before hard
breaking directly underneath the hourglass-shaped dreadnaught as a wave of
yellow plasma came pouring down on his ship while the other advanced drones
followed him in. Mauler blasts shot out immediately, pounding what was left of
the dreadnaught’s shields and penetrating the local areas, doing massive hull
damage on the surface but failing to penetrate very deep.


That said, a swath of plasma cannons got hit and
slagged, reducing the amount of return fire and prompting the dreadnaught to
spin about to get a better firing angle on those ships beneath as the rest of their
fleet repositioned as well, coming down on the sneak attacking drones.


Paul had planned for that was well, signaling a
predetermined attack run up top while he aimed the primary weapon on the
cruiser and fired a translucent shield column up at the dreadnaught. It hit the
hull and crunched a few battle plates, almost like the ship had physically
punched the other, but the damage was superficial and a moment later the
emitter on the cruiser released the Ta’lin’yi energy that crackled like a
fireworks display down the length of the containment shield, sucking energy out
of it enroute to the dreadnaught and unleashing against the hull. 


The white/gold prickles that looked like a billion
tiny fairies gorging themselves on pixie dust blew through the hull armor like
it wasn’t even there and blasted like a torch into the dreadnaught’s interior,
exploding everything they touched on contact. The Ta’lin’yi was so destructive,
in fact, that Star Force had lost several prototype weapons from backfire,
requiring the most advanced shields built to date to hold and channel the
weaponsfire to target…which they now had thanks to the arc elements, with those
shields also temporarily protecting these drones from the dreadnaught’s plasma
fire.


Paul kept the continuous Ta’lin’yi, which they simply
referred to as a ‘Talon Torch,’ or just ‘Torch,’ firing nonstop so that he
could eat well into the interior of the dreadnaught while the other cruisers
and destroyers fired theirs off in short bursts, targeting key points on the
hull that the maulers opened up. Trick of it was, the Ta’lin’yi lost most of
its effectiveness against shields, making it about 3 times effective as plasma
and useful in assaulting shielded ships, but it didn’t get its big bang until
it hit physical matter…which was why the shield disrupting nature of the
maulers was so critical, allowing them to punch at least small holes it the
protective barrier to deliver the torch lances through.


Paul kept his attack up until the drone’s shields
eventually went down and the main weapon was hit and destroyed, but he didn’t
retreat, instead pulling in closer to the dreadnaught and letting the maulers
eat away at surface targets, thinning the plasma cannons that were hitting his
other ships until a coordinated salvo from the other Scionate ships eventually
killed the cruiser and his display reverted back to ‘Admiral’ view…where he saw
the rest of the new drones finishing the work he’d started and tearing the big
ship apart via deep core damage. 


The dreadnaught itself was too big to blow apart, at
least not all at once, but huge conduits of damage were being poked into it
along with the exterior looking like a person that had been burnt so bad they’d
lost all their skin. As the big ship began to list the surviving drones turned
their weaponry on the surrounding ships, with Paul instructing the pilots to
fight it out to the last functioning weapon. He didn’t want to lose them, but
he would gladly spend them in exchange for the damage they were doing…plus the
disruption they were creating in the rest of the Scionate fleet that he began
exploiting with the conventional drones. 


The debris from the destroyed ships on both sides fell
into the atmosphere, given that they were hovering on anti-grav
rather that actually sitting in orbit…or rather a lazy orbit so the Scionate
could remain overtop their ground troops at all times. That was a mistake as
huge chunks of ships fell down into the atmosphere, partially burning up from
the friction but also reigning down meteors on the Scionate’s own troops…most
of which were deflected by the transports’ shields, but some were coming down
as far off as the neighboring cities, making the Star Force personnel there
having to shoot them out of the sky in the case of small ones and run away when
larger ones hit, with the advanced comm system and battlemap they shared
proving invaluable as the meteor strikes were calculated and warning areas were
flashed as no-go zones, allowing the mechs and fighters in the area time to
maneuver out of the way.


The same wasn’t true of the Scionate, who lost several
hundred troops to the meteor strikes…but then came the dreadnaught hulk, unable
to maintain its orbit, and now guided down to the surface with a few Star Force
drones equipped with IDF tugging it on a more preferable course directly down
onto a cluster of transports. 


One managed to lift off and fly away, but even it got
caught in the impact concussion wave and knocked into the ground, skidding in
the dirt before righting itself and gaining altitude again, but once it came up
out of the dust cloud and looked back down on the area with its sensors there
was nothing but sheer destruction in its wake. 19 transports were now gone,
along with thousands of troops and hundreds of tanks, with the airborne tsunami
pushing all the way up to the nearest city’s shields and bouncing off them like
a gentle wave, tugging at the mechs waiting outside for the ground troops to
arrive…but they never did.


Those Scionate around the impact point that survived
redirected and abandoned the attack, now in too few numbers, not to mention
utter shock, to mount an assault. They redeployed towards another of the
multiple landing zones, abandoning their target city to support the assault on
another…with the herding drones staying down in the atmosphere and targeting a
few of the transports before the Scionate warships caught up to them and had a
brief fight over the surface. Three enemy warships fell, then the drones pulled
back damaged towards the nearest city, firing as they fled. 


The Scionate warships, now 8 in number, followed them,
killing one before they got near the city and dropping it to the ground where
it dug out a long furrow, but avoided hitting any ground troops. 


Another kilometer closer and a tiny white beam struck
out from the nearest city, slicing into the Scionate shields and penetrating them
a moment later as the defense turret cleansing beam began providing cover for
the drones. The Scionate pressed the attack a few moments longer, enough to
lose one of their ships to a well-aimed slice from the third cutting beam shot
as it hit the ship’s gravity drive…then the others pulled off as fast as
possible, getting outside the preferred firing range of the small caliber CB
and allowing the surviving drones to get some distance and redeploy back up to
orbit.


Paul didn’t try to drop ships down into the ground
campaign again, needing all he had for the naval fight. As it was he was having
to pull back to more hit and run attacks, for he was losing too many drones
compared to how many ships the Scionate had…and not just the ones involved in
the attack, but the numbers he knew they had on their six worlds insystem, and
if he let his planetary defense fleet get thinned too much he’d be at a
disadvantage, no matter what their technological edge was.


Without any more deep thrusts into the enemy fleet the
transports continued to flow down the ‘safe’ zone to the planet, landing well
away from the dreadnaught wreck and deploying more and more troops to the
assault lines heading out to the nearby cities. Paul brought up side displays
in the nexus of the first ones to engage, seeing that the city defense CBs were
angling down to hit a few tanks at range, but once the troops got within a
certain radius the angle wouldn’t work, leaving it to the mechs and perimeter
defense turrets to fight them off, with the Archons, Knights, and other
commandos waiting to dual it out in the city streets and knowing not to venture
out into what was going to become a massive kill zone. 


Manually tinkering with the raiding drones, Paul
continued to rack up kills along the perimeter, exploiting minor and a few
major tactical miscues on the part of the Scionate, essentially playing ADC and
running in to hit and pulling back out before shield strength went down, doing
the enemy damage while taking none yourself…other than power loss. It was
amazing how much he and the trailblazers had learned from playing video games.
They literally were a form of training, and League of Legends had been one that
he’d cut his teeth on as a youngling. 


It was a winning strategy, given a long duration, and
Paul continued it while the Scionate landed the last of their transports…but
even then they didn’t abandon their orbital position, with Paul suspecting that
they knew of and feared Star Force’s orbital bombardment capability. Pull their
fleet back from the skies overhead and Paul could use his drones to pummel
their landing zones with rail gun slugs, or even reposition the Sentinel in
orbit and attack the surface with cleansing beams.


That would be risky, because it would expose the
orbital infrastructure it was currently defending, but either way he could rack
up considerable damage to the Scionate ground troops while they were clustered
together on the surface. Once they moved into the cities it would be another
matter, assuming their transports didn’t stay on the ground. If they did the
defense fleet would have to stay in orbit and protect their flank, in which
case Paul was going to continue to nibble it to death.


The Scionate could bring in more ships, and probably
would, but the tactical situation would be the same until they started hitting
Star Force positions in orbit or coming out after the drones in swarm tactics.
Paul would make them pay a heavy price if they did that, but knew he couldn’t
afford to lose the drones he had left. If the Scionate forced his hand he’d
have to wait for the reinforcements that he’d already called for, which would
be days away even after the relay network delivered the message to the
neighboring systems. 


Or so he wanted the Scionate to think. In reality he
had a number of warships waiting on the edge of the system outside of sensor
range that he could call in if badly needed. One other thing he’d learned from
video games was that the enemy tailored their assault to the forces they
thought you had, meaning if you held some back or hidden away from their view
you could often turn the tables on them…and even if you didn’t, if you had a
reputation for doing so you’d ward off a number of attacks just because of that
uncertainty. 


Which was why Paul hadn’t called
them in. He was going to fight this battle with what he had in orbit and
wait to see what the Scionate decided to do, but right now all they seemed to
care about was grounding their insane number of troops. Star Force colonies
were far from unprepared for this type of assault, something the lizards had
taught them the hard way, but troopwise the Scionate far outnumbered them, from
infantry to tanks to fighters. 


It was about to start going down heavy, and Paul
wanted to be out there with Kara and Morgan mixing it up hand to hand or at
least in a mech, but he knew the ‘Admiral’ was needed here leading the naval
front, and with the city he was currently in not appearing to come under direct
attack anytime soon, that wasn’t likely to change.


Combat, aside from when dealing with rookies, was a
team affair, and today his role was clear…with him going to press every
advantage he had to take out as many of the Scionate ships as he could. He
didn’t like slaughtering their enemies, but in this case it had to be done. If
they didn’t choose to retreat, well, he couldn’t do anything about that, so he
set himself to the task at hand and kept his attention on orbit, with only an
occasional glance at the status of the emerging ground battles, leaving them to
Morgan to work her magic on.
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When Morgan got to the mech bay half of the walking
machines were already gone, transitioning to the landing field outside where
they were boarding dropships to be taken over to the Scionate invasion zone.
She tagged one of the remaining ones for herself, depossessing a lower ranking
mechwarrior and claiming one of the neos. Once onboard and strapped into the
control harness she followed the others out, assuming command of the cluster
and its 100 mechs. Admat had 2 galaxies of mechs, which totaled 1000 units, but
they were spread out through the various cities, meaning it was going to take
time to redeploy them to where the fighting was going down.


The heavy walkers were another matter, and not
included in the ‘galaxy’ grouping, which had 5 clusters, each of which
contained 20 stars, with a ‘star’ of mechs being a unit of 5 that worked
together to take on/down targets. Already two Mk. 1 Hoths were moving outside
to load up for transport, and Morgan knew the faster they got those into the
field the more trouble the Scionate tanks were going to have. She didn’t know a
lot about the enemy’s fighting tactics, but she’d studied what data files Star
Force had, as well as the combat potential of their tanks, which essentially
operated like the Canderian turtles…heavily armored hovering weapons platforms.



But she knew they only operated with plasma weaponry,
no missiles or beams, meaning that a Hoth at range would eat them up before
they could even get within firing range of the big machines…which were now much
faster over ground than their predecessors had been, not to mention they’d been
upgraded with a cleansing beam, now that the techs had figured out a way to
miniaturize it even further. That said, her neo was still going to be the
fastest mech on the field, but as she walked it out of the enclosed mech bay
she felt the movements to be extremely sluggish, forcing her to reset her mind
to ‘mech’ mode rather than ‘commando.’


She boarded a dragon along with a number of other
mechs, then with fighter escorts they flew out to the
edge of the battle zone, with the Scionate already having reached the target
city’s edge. Battlemap data suggested they were going for at least 5 different
cities, with Morgan opting to tackle the biggest assault she could find.


The dropships landed in a wide grid, giving the mechs
plenty of room to exit several kilometers away from the nearest troops, though
there were already enemy Valeries overhead strafing the dropships as several
squadrons of skeets tried to keep them at bay. As soon as a few anti-air
equipped madcats took to the field and downed a handful of fighters the
Valeries backed off, with the Star Force pilots taking the initiative and
pursuing them, leaving Morgan’s cluster a moment to itself as she handed out
combat assignments. 


She took 9 neos into her personal ‘binary’ and went to
the head of the formation, with it splitting into two stars that kept close to
each other, with Morgan at the point of hers. They ran as quickly as they could
manage, with the other mechs trailing behind in a long column towards the edge
of the engagement zone before splitting up to go after individual targets. On
the march over to the enemy Morgan got a good look at what they were up
against…and she wasn’t disappointed. 


The fields of short blue grass were covered in
Scionate yellow, both from their tanks and their personal armor, with thousands
upon thousands of infantry storming the city’s outer walls and overwhelming the
defense turrets that were chewing up everything within sight with lethal
precision. The defending mechs had been forced to flee to the edges and fight
around the city, drawing off tendrils of the enemy troops in order to avoid
being overwhelmed with plasma…which added to the yellow motif that was drowning
out the blue landscape and now encroaching on the white/greys of the city.


The city gates were raised, matching up with the
underside of the bubble shield that was still holding. Valerie attacks on it
were light, given the anti-air turrets raising up and
popping through tiny holes in the energy barrier. Same with the primary turret
that was roasting distant tanks and infantry with its single cleansing beam,
but most of the enemy hoard were now below its firing angle, up close against
the city walls, which in some cases were only lightly armored building
exteriors.


That said, there was no way for the enemy infantry to
get inside the perimeter without blasting a hold in either a building or the
gates that had risen up to cover the gaps in between the structures, making for
a crude, jerky line rather than a curved exterior, given that this city and
others were constantly expanding. Morgan was glad they’d included the permanent
defense protocol in the colony mandates, giving them a way to shut off access
to the city from the ground at any stage of construction. 


As she was running forward, now about a kilometer away
from the nearest Scionate a pale white beam shot over her mech and hit one of
the tanks ahead, moving down slightly as it fired and bisecting the rectangular
slab with little effort while also vaporizing a few infantry on the far side
where the beam sliced a narrow trench into the ground that erupted with a
backblow of soil and moisture. 


That meant the first hoth was finally unpacked and
into play, something she was grateful for as a large group of tanks and
infantry began turning towards her mechs, with them soon to be overwhelmed. 


“Alright guys, this is it,” she announced to the
cluster. “Don’t dig too deep or you’ll be toast. Hit and fade and pull them
away from the others. Fighting retreat if possible.
They’ve got the numbers, so we have to split them up…and remember to give the
hoths some clear firing lines. Watch my back and shoot targets of opportunity,
we’re about to bust them up and I’m not sure how they’re going to respond. Play
it conservative until we get a feel for them.”


There were no responses from the other mechwarriors,
given that none of them knew her personally. They were all acolytes and lower,
mixed in with a lot of Regulars that also weren’t very experienced. Those that
were were either fighting on the fronts or positioned
to more valuable worlds. Admat was low priority, but per Star Force protocol
they didn’t underdefend any world, meaning these mechwarriors had decent skills
but were nowhere in Morgan’s league and they knew it, preferring to keep a
respectful quiet as they headed into battle…though that wouldn’t last long
before they started chatting at each other coordinating attacks.


Morgan used her superior skill and familiarity with
the neo to goose her speed, running faster than the others could do without
tripping over their own mechanical feet and pulling ahead of her star slightly
as she popped up both mauler cannons on her mech’s arms and started firing at
the nearest tank…completely ignoring the infantry until they got underfoot. She
haphazardly punted one of the armored cats that didn’t move out of her way as
she tore through the shields and armor of one of the tanks that couldn’t quite
manage to keep her in its primary sights, giving her the opportunity to kill it
quickly without having to suffer a main cannon strike to her shields.


Her neo was covered with hundreds of infantry blasts,
which she knew would add up eventually, but right now, at the beginning of
battle, it was the tanks that were the most dangerous so she swerved to her
left and attacked another one from the flank, melting it with her maulers
rather easily, taking only 9 hits before she dropped it to the ground unpowered
with large chunks of the machine dripping in molten globs onto the grass and
setting it on fire. 


Soon there was smoke billowing up in multiple
locations as she and the other mechs hit the tanks, all the while the now two
hoths were sniping more further back in the lines on a regular basis as they
slowly walked forward. Morgan watched her shield strength closely, backing off
twice for a run through open field before circling back at a different point
and hitting a strategically placed tank that further opened up the infantry to
slaughter by some of the heavier armed Type 1s in her cluster. 


The Scionate didn’t blink, pressing their losses by
diverting more troops Morgan’s way, so many in fact that the armored kitties
started jumping at and on her mechs, knocking over several before others came
in to help shoot the cats off. Small as they were, the quadrupeds were heavy
enough in numbers to make it difficult for the mechs to get up and move around,
with her seeing a pair hanging onto the leg of a starbright whose shields had
already gone down. They were latched on and firing their tiny plasma cannons
into the mech at pointblank range before Morgan got to it and latched her
mechanical hands around both and pried them off…then pitched them each baseball
style back into the hoard.


After she threw the second one a few more infantry
tried to jump on her mech…only to get a rude awakening as she maneuvered it
around more like a giant suit of armor than a walking machine, punching and
kicking the Scionate into mangled pulp inside of what felt like tin cans from
the neo’s perspective. 


They were not
back down though. It was as if the more troops they lost the more committed to
winning the Scionate became, with Morgan’s cluster eventually having to retreat
back to the hoths to avoid being overwhelmed. They all made it out, but a few had
taken significant hull damage and had to be rotated to the rear of their ever
changing formation that she kept modifying with the flow of battle. Her own neo
was showing light damage in places but mostly for her it’d been shield damage
that she’d suffered, though she had taken a square hit from one of the tanks
that left a melty patch on her chest.


She’d berated herself for walking into that for some
thirty seconds afterwards before letting it go and adjusting. The Scionate
where now coming after the mechs in tank groups of no less than three, making
assaulting them more difficult because at least one of them would usually land
a direct strike when a neo approached, and multiple ones for the less agile
mechs. Morgan began hunting those personally, with the others supporting her
when she busted up their formation.


With the retreat they’d stretched out the Scionate
lines…but their infantry was actually surging ahead of the tanks and running
suicidally right into the mechs around the hoths’ feet. Morgan knew this was
their chosen tactic, no matter how many they lost they were going to swarm the
mechs, meaning they had to make a stand here or abandon the hoths, which no
matter how heavily armed and armored they were, the hundreds of tanks coming
their way would eat them alive given enough time. 


Morgan ran the numbers through her head, sizing them
up visually rather than trying to count as she considered having to do just
that and evacuating the pilots by some means, perhaps right now before they
were swarmed, but that would mean taking the hoths out of the fight and they
badly needed their firepower…not just the cleansing beam, but the auxiliary
weapons that were only now coming into play and firing own on the infantry with
numerous plasma cannons designed for just this purpose, along with a quartet of
maulers to deal with larger, close-in targets.


It was going to be a tough one, but the more they
killed out here the less there would be for the infantry within the city to
deal with, so Morgan decided to make their stand, sort of.


“Alright, we’re digging in here. Don’t get sloppy and
keep cycling out as needed to recharge shields, but we’re holding position on
the hoths, and the big boys aren’t going to be standing still. You’re going to
position 400 meters apart, side by side, and casually advance. We’re going to
work around you, but we are not going to get stuck in one spot and become
turrets. That’s what the Scionate want, and we’re not
going to give it to them. We’re mobile, so fight mobile. That order goes to everyone.”


“Keep clear of the hoth feet and let them clean up the
infantry that gets to them. We break up the chunks ahead and they sweep, got
it? If we go down, stay down and inside your mech. Don’t
try to evacuate or you’ll be target practice. Anybody with missiles left unload
them now…all of them, hit the isolated tanks. I’m going for the groups,” she said,
running in a long circle to turn around, then accelerating to breakneck speed
and trampling a few Scionate that got in her way, trying to trip her up. 


Morgan shot several with her maulers
enroute, but as she zigzagged heading towards one of the tank groups a white
cleansing beam passed through it and cut two of the five tanks in half, greatly
increasing her odds. She wanted to say thank you but knew there was no time,
firing four shots against one of the intact tanks as a second group not far
away also targeted her. 


Knowing she had to get some cover she dipped her arms
as she ran and popped out the underside sword blades, jumping into the air using
her anti-grav and landing on top of one of the
bisected tanks. She slid off it and skewered one of the intact ones, punching
through its shields and then its armor with the corovon alloy blades. She
wasn’t able to cut sideways, so she pulled them back out, one at a time, and
jabbed them back down in, going for both the cockpit and power core, eventually
hitting which one she wasn’t sure, but the tank suddenly stopped shooting her
with its anti-personnel turrets, signaling to the trailblazer that it was dead.



A plasma shot hit them both, washing against her shields
and taking them down a chunk as the other Scionate tank group fired on its own
in order to hit her, committed to defeating their enemies no matter what the
cost or sacrifice. She knelt the neo down then jumped again, this one mostly
going sideways and got to another of the closest tanks and began hacking it
apart, knowing that properly used the sword blades would kill faster than her
maulers.


Doing her best Optimus Prime impression, she finished
off that tank and ran across the burning ground to the third as another hoth
cleansing beam hit the other group, taking one of their tanks out of the
fight…with hundreds more approaching on the cluttered horizon. 


“Not going to make this easy, are you,” she whispered,
running three steps before soccer-style kicking a Scionate that didn’t move
fast enough. It bowled over three others, which she proceeded to try and step
on as she ran past, managing to put foot to only one and bury it into the
ground on impact heading towards another tank, this one smoking from previous
missile damage but still firing its main weapon.


She took it out with her maulers from range, then
knelt down with its hulk to her back, gaining some cover as she targeted the
nearby infantry behind her with her maulers, resetting them for quicker,
smaller bursts…with the energy expanding rapidly enough to turn the weapon
blasts into mini shotguns at range. Normally that wouldn’t have been effective
against a tank or other heavily armored target, but the infantry was another
matter, with her lining up shots with many targets down the line and hitting
them with ease given the dispersion.


As she fired she also got a visual look at the rest of
her mechs…which were not in good condition. Some still had shields up, but most
were taking some level of armor damage. In the corner of her eye she saw a
madcat with multiple Scionate hanging on it, then under their combined
firepower the left leg broke off, sending the mech to the ground as it was no
longer able to stand. To the pilot’s credit it moved itself around enough with
its stubby arms and remaining leg to get its weapons pointed towards the enemy
so it could still fire in a straight line whenever an enemy crossed it.


Her battlemap tagged the mech as down a moment later,
with the infantry around the area all turning and swarming the injured target. 


Morgan clenched her teeth and sprang up from her
cover, sprinting back towards it as one of its weapons was ‘chewed’ offline by
the tiny yellow plasma blasts. She didn’t dare use her maulers with a friendly
underneath, so she popped her blades back out from underneath her neo’s wrists and went in hacking and kicking as more and
more infantry poured in to replace the ones being lost.


Midway through that frenzy her battlemap pinged a
warning…indicating that one of the city’s gates had been breached.
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When Kara got the breach warning she wasn’t even
fighting in that city, but she knew that was where she had to go and took off
like the flash, flying low to the ground and shooting a few more Scionate
infantry as she got up to speed…then she was over the blur of blue grass below
with a moment of calm that she used to check out the situation on the
battlemap.


It wasn’t good. The sea of Scionate was even larger
around the city that was showing Morgan’s ID tag. The trailblazer was in a neo
and a tough fight herself, but the enemy troops were now pouring through the
breach in one of the city gates, with the surrounding defense turrets all
showing to be offline…meaning they were probably slag by now. That left an
undefended side that the Scionate were grouping around and sending a small, but
constant stream of troops through, including tanks by the look of it. 


She pulled up a side diagram on her HUD that showed
camera footage of the breach with measurements overlaid. It was wide, but
narrow enough that she thought she could clog it up. That wouldn’t prevent the
Scionate from poking another hole elsewhere, but it would buy the city some
time and relieve the ground troops already fighting off the enemy infantry in
the streets. They appeared to have them somewhat contained at the moment,
including a couple of ravens to add firepower, but the Scionate, the big ones
anyway, appeared to be just as strong as the Knights, for she could see some of
them going at it hand to paw in a wrestling match where the enemy had rushed
several defensive barricades and leapt over.


The bodies were starting to pile up too…all Scionate.
They were running right into a Star Force buzz saw and attempting to overcome
it with numbers, armored and very agile numbers, but numbers none the less, and
Kara knew she had to cut off or at least disrupt the flow before the good guys
started to go down.


The back lines of the Scionate hoard became visible
ahead, a growing mass of yellow that Kara didn’t hesitate for nor slow down,
passing over the rear tanks too fast for them to target her and firing down on
the infantry randomly as she made a straight line to the gate breach. When she
neared it she arced upwards and came down on top of those passing through like
a red bullet, landing on the back of one of the Scionate so hard she heard its
armor crunch…then she brought up both arms and fired her Dre’mo’don at those
outside, mowing down a dozen of them before turning around to fend off a
lunge/jump from those just inside the gate.


An easy spin kick sent that one flying backwards, with
her shooting it out of the air and nailing three others below it before it even
hit the paved ground. A cartwheeled roll to the right got her out of the firing
line of one of the tanks that landed a huge plume of plasma on the ground where
she had just been standing, melting the pavement into a brief-lived puddle of
molten goo that resolidified within seconds.


Kara’s palms morphed and produced the orb emitters,
then she summoned up and fired a green/white glob of energy and sent it
directly into the tank, knocking down its shields and melting through the armor
plating before detonating inside and blasting it apart like a child’s toy that
had broken, though the heavy parts didn’t fly far, more like they just fell
apart from the green glow that flashed inside.


Kara shot down another two dozen infantry before
summoning up another large orb and killing a second tank, with the remains of
both now sitting just outside the gate breach and becoming impediments to the
oncoming flow. Doing so was creating a significant power strain on her
Vorch’nas, but she didn’t have time to poke the tanks to death with so many
enemies around her, not to mention the hundreds of plasma blasts coming her way
that her shields had to deal with. 


To ease that burden she retreated a few steps and
swung around behind the edge of the hole in the gate, shooting some more
infantry on the inside then laying in wait for the
next ones to come through…whereupon she mowed them down easily, with the rim of
the breach now superheating as the tanks outside tried to expand the breach and
get to her position.


Kara backed up, then flew/jumped across the gap,
killing two more infantry on the pass and took up refuge on the other side,
simultaneously getting a glimpse of the enemy troops on the interior that Star
Force was managing to thin out and overcome. A line of blue plasma even shot
through the breach and held steady for several long seconds as one of the ravens
took aim at a tank outside, meaning that Kara had succeeded in giving the
troops a breather, even as more Scionate rushed through the gap that she
diligently mowed down into a growing pile of bodies.


A large bolt of yellow plasma came back through and
hit the distant raven, impacting on its shields and not getting through, with
Kara having a moment of epiphany that she thought Paul would be proud of. More
for the sake of the other troops fighting and only a little for her own
amusement, Kara opened her comm for wide broadcast, knowing that everyone would
hear it, and jumped out onto the top of the pile of bodies, ducking as another
blue continuous plasma beam shot by over her head a couple of meters and two
yellow ones returned, also missing her as she summoned up another large orb. 


She held it up over her head like a mage and stared at
the enemy troops outside, picking the closest tank, and yelled with as much
confidence and bravado as she could muster.


“You…shall not…pass!” she said, augmented by the
armor’s vocal programming to sound as close to Gandalf as she could get without
prep work, as she launched the orb and blew apart the tank outside.



 

Standing behind a barricade further back, commando
level 36 Colt Harrison was firing his plasma rifle at the enemy infantry
needing, he guessed, about two or three shots to get through their shields,
then another 10+ to get through their armor, so long as you fired on the same
spot. That meant the Scionate weren’t going down quickly, with him and the
other commandos around him team firing on individual targets that one of the
others were highlighting on the battlemap so they would know who to shoot
without the delay of talking. 


He had a trio of Knights standing behind him that had
four times already taken on Scionate that had leapt over the barricade, leaving
Colt and the others free to keep shooting, but the stupid cats were proving too
tough a challenge and he knew it was just a matter of time before they were
overrun, with him thinking more about where to flee to than holding his
position.


When he saw the red something or other ahead of them
kicking the crap out of the enemy in the brief gaps of vision visible through
the infantry directly ahead that he was having to quickly shoot down, he
wondered who it was and what the hell were they wearing, figuring it was an
Archon of some sort but never having seen that variety of armor. The red was
too deep and the figure too slim, with the Archon helmets being distinctive in
shape and size, while this one looked like he was wearing a skin-tight hat…but
whatever, he had aliens to shoot and keep from getting hit, having already
taken a plasma blast to the face that luckily his armor’s shields held up
against.


Then the enemies in front of him thinned out
considerably, enough for him to see the strange armored fighter climb out on
top of a heap of the dead cats with what looked like a funky plasma orb forming
in his hands. Colt had definitely never seen anything like that before, but
then his comm opened up and he heard a deep, powerful voice bellow out a movie
reference that he hadn’t heard in a very long time, with his HUD tagging the
strange warrior as the one speaking.


He threw the plasma orb at one of the tanks outside
and it exploded on contact, sending a chill down Colt’s spine along with a
resurgence of confidence…along with a laugh. Whoever that was, they had a sense
of humor packed in with those crazy weapons, and suddenly Colt was no longer
thinking about where to flee to. With half an eye on the combat occurring at
the breach, he and the other commandos and Archons took careful aim and killed
the last of the Scionate infantry between them and the wizard they’d seemed to
have picked up.


Colt didn’t have a clue who
he was, but with his assistance it looked like they might be able to hold this
position after all.


“Did you hear that?” one of the other commandos asked.


“Yeah I did,” Colt said,
keeping his sights focused ahead as he reloaded his rifle with a spare clip. 


“Who is it? They’re not showing up on the battlemap.”


“That’s the Queen of Diamonds, you rookies,” one of
the Archons nearby answered. “Otherwise known as Kara-317.”


“What type of armor is she wearing?” Colt asked.


“Something alien that she picked up.
One of a kind. I didn’t even know she was here, but
count yourself lucky. Rarely do you ever see that
amount of badass,” he said as the raven standing a few dozen  meters behind their barricade line
fired another plasma streak out the gap as a wave of infantry ran forward,
which Colt and the others couldn’t see.


“Heads up,” the Archon warned, just before a sea of
Scionate came over the mound of their own dead in lemming fashion…too many for
Kara to shoot down at once, meaning Colt and the others were about to get busy
again.


“You heard her,” the Archon reiterated. “They shall
not pass. First five of you that get killing sprees get 10 credits.”


Despite the wave of powerful aliens running towards
them at superhuman speeds Colt laughed, his fear of them gone, now replaced by
gritty determination as he started placing shots on the leaders tagged in his
HUD. He and four others nearby him took one down within 3 seconds, then moved
onto the next as a few of the Scionate got through the initial plasma fire and
jumped over the barricades with the Knights swarming them instantly.


The raven fired all its weaponry down into the hoard
ahead of them, busting up the wave and giving Colt and the other ground troops
a thinned group of enemies to target.



 

With the Scionate fleet continuing to succumb to
Paul’s hit and fade attacks, they eventually called in reinforcements from
their six worlds insystem, despite the fact that they
already outnumbered the Star Force defense fleet. When more warships began
arriving Paul brought his two warship/jumpships forward and into the fray, both
as bait and to include their bloon launchers in the battle. Previous to now
they had been sitting far back, remotely controlling the drones that had come
from them and assisting with others as their pilots were freed up when their
vessels got taken out.


Paul tagged the remaining battleships for their
attack, with the two big ships heading straight into the enemy fleet and
drawing an immediate response. The enemy fleet pulled up towards them, exposing
a gap between the atmosphere and their fleet that the trailblazer had been
hoping for. As the remaining Star Force drones formed up around the two
warships and took it directly to the enemy fleet, even as its reserves were
pouring into orbit to supplement them, Paul plotted a course diversion for the
Sentinel, time stamped to begin a drop towards lower orbit in a few minutes.


Before that transition could begin, for it would draw
immediate attention from the Scionate, he called for his ace in the hole,
knowing that he had to bust up this fleet before the enemy got majorly
reinforced. As the battle with the two warship/jumpships continued in earnest,
with their massive hulls eating up a lot of weaponsfire that otherwise would
have been targeting the drones, thus extending their battle life, another
warship pulled an insanely difficult jump into the gap between the enemy fleet
and the planet, braking so hard that Paul could see the stress levels on the
ship’s status display when it finally popped up.


That warship immediately began to release drones…new
drones, for it was a new warship, fully equipped with not only bloon launchers
but cleansing beams, maulers, and even its own Ta’lin’yi. The Mk. 32 variety was
the most lethal yet, and some 21% bigger than previous models. That cut down on
its available jump speed, but with progressively better gravity drives being
developed it nulled out the disadvantage, leaving a
‘normal’ warship with a much larger carry capacity.


It disgorged 126 drones in a plume falling behind it
as it too dove into the enemy fleet targeting their battleships, simultaneously
with a second warship jumping into the planet on the topside of the enemy
fleet…a much easier jump to accomplish, with the now four warships bracketing
the Scionate on three sides and putting them in a momentary disadvantage that
Paul pressed. He had more warships to call on if needed, for he’d brought a lot
into the system in case the Scionate didn’t respond well to their diplomatic
complaint, but he didn’t want to show his full hand yet. 


That said, he needed to take
advantage of opportunities when they arose and take as many enemy chess pieces
off the board as possible, which the torch-enhanced drones were beginning to do
in earnest.


The four warships were manned, of course, meaning this
ploy was a bit of a gambit. If those ships were destroyed, tough as that was to
accomplish, he’d be losing people, and that was something that Star Force
abhorred. But with him monitoring the situation on the planet below, he knew he
had to aid the ground troops…which was why as the Scionate were suddenly
getting more resistance than they could handle in orbit he sent a third warship
in to the planet at a location some 1000 miles off, having it brake not far
above the atmosphere and send its drones skimming across the top and over to
the engagement zone.


There they made a dive into the planetary gasses and
headed towards the surface, with only a few Scionate warships moving to
intercept them. Some of the drones pulled back up and intercepted the enemy
warships in a high altitude brawl with the others moving down to surface level.
Paul watched all three fleet engagements closely, but knew that he had to get
to the Scionate ground troops before they got safely inside the cities…with a
tone sounding that informed him that the Sentinel was now repositioning. It
wasn’t a warship, and couldn’t move all that fast, but putting full power into
its gravity drives would allow for some slow jumps between planets.


So with its drives cranked up as high as it could
manage, it sucked itself down towards the planet and put itself on a descending
track that would bring it towards the enemy fleet in approximately 27 minutes. That
was slow compared to what the drones and warships could do, but it was going to
be enough. Now the Scionate had a choice to make…wait and fight until it
arrived, or leave now and try to hit somewhere else in orbit. 


They decided to fight on for several more minutes…then
they took an approach that Paul had thought was of low likelihood, but none the
less effective in the short term. 


With the Scionate fleet beginning to even out its
disadvantage with the influx of a lot more ships, they suddenly broke off…not
leaving to a higher orbit or going after Star Force’s shipyards or other
facilities, but moving down into the atmosphere, passing the warship Paul had
positioned there and moving towards the surface to engage the drones that had
slipped by them.



 

Morgan’s neo was all but trash, having lost her
shields more times than she could count and now down 3 emitters, leaving her
left leg permanently exposed. Her left mauler was gone, with the sword blade in
that arm locked into deployed mode. She could still use it, but couldn’t
retract it, meaning her hand in that arm was now useless for the blade stuck
out from underneath the wrist. 


Her armor had damage everywhere, but none had gotten
below 25% in any spots, though there was a deep cut in her back that was
registering at 34% thickness. She’d gotten that damage running away from a
group of tanks that otherwise would have killed her, given that there had been
some 22 of them that she’d felt like trimming down to 20. Now that kind of
seemed like a bad move, but it had provided a distraction for two trios of
other neos to take down some smaller groups, all the while wading through the
suffocating, self-sacrificing infantry that was constantly trying to slow them
down.


Morgan had stepped on more of them than she cared to
remember, not liking to kill enemies that way but they were giving her no
choice. Even one of the hoths had taken a leg hit that made it unable to walk,
but it was still standing and fighting…forcing her and the others to change
their tactics to fight around it or leave it behind. She’d chosen the later,
pushing forward with the still working one while leaving a pair of madcats
behind to assist the hoth with the infantry that kept trying to overwhelm it.


Morgan hadn’t had time to think about much else, let
alone look at her battlemap, which meant it was a huge surprise and relief when
the sun was suddenly blotted out by a rectangular cloud that started firing
down into the tank formations with mauler blasts that literally melted them on
explosive contact. 


It wasn’t until a bright torch beam swept across the
infantry hoards that she realized it was coming from a warship overhead…with
her amending that sentiment as she checked the battlemap and saw multiple
drones coming down from orbit and beginning to annihilate the enemy troops. She
wondered how in the hell Paul had managed that with the enemy fleet sitting up
there…which was when she also saw on the battlemap that they were coming down
into the atmosphere by the hundreds.


“Oh shit, Paul,” she whisper swore. “You better know
what you’re doing.”
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One of the remote pilots stationed on the planet,
situated in a city that was currently under attack, was flying one of the
drones sent to that location. It was odd for her to see where she was from
above, not to mention he hoard of enemies outside and now in, given that the
city wall had just been breached. Her corvette was descending rapidly through
the atmosphere, now only a handful of kilometers in altitude as she and the
rest of the fleet had been given orders to engage the enemy ground forces
directly.


That was an unusual order, but one that they’d trained
for extensively…and given the current situation one that she agreed with
wholeheartedly. There were Knights guarding their building in order to keep the
enemy from cutting off their control of the drones, and given dire enough
circumstances they would tell them when to evacuate, so Kaleigh didn’t have to
worry about looking over her shoulder, but she was apprehensive and being able
to contribute to her own defense was immensely helpful. That way she could
actually do something rather than sit and wait to be shot or blown up.


“Assuming direct control,” a deep, dark voice said
into her earpiece and suddenly she no longer had helm control of the corvette.
In fact she wasn’t linked to it at all, now pushed into a waiting cue to be
placed somewhere else within the fleet remote systems.


“What the hell?” she asked, feeling like the universe
was just plain being unfair until she saw the ID tag on the top of her primary
screen that had bumped her from priority control. It wasn’t a higher ranking
pilot, nor even an Archon…but the Admiral himself,
bringing a confused frown to her face as her display shifted to a targeting
program for a weapons battery on a cruiser that was just now engaging a trio of
Scionate warships of equal tonnage in the upper atmosphere.


She didn’t have time to think, dropping into her new
role on cue and controlling the single battery, as opposed to the 3 or 4 that a
gunner would usually control. Being given one meant that there were a large
number of pilots to a small number of ships with the duties being split up for
greater efficiency. 


Kaleigh sighted her mauler cannon on the position of a
targeting tag and fired, opening up the enemy shield for another mauler blast
that hit a moment later. Together she and the other unknown gunner chewed a
hole in the side of the cruiser along with a lot of others before the ship
finally lost power and began to fall towards the planet…with Kaleigh mentally
crossing her fingers and hoping that it wasn’t about to come down on her head. 



 

From the command nexus Paul took control of the
closest warship to the second city breach, dipping it into an even steeper nose
dive as he passed out targeting orders to the pilots handling the weapons. He
assumed control over the torch along with the helm, but left the secondary
weapons to the others, knowing they could do a better job with them than him
trying to mentally control them all…which he was capable of doing with ships
far larger than a corvette. 


The Scionate were taking a big gamble bringing their
warships into the atmosphere, and Paul knew that regardless of how that turned
out he had a small window to target the ground troops without immediate
reprisal. He was going to make use of that then turn his attention to the
Scionate warships that, for the most part, were not configured for atmospheric
flight.


But that didn’t matter at this particular moment,
because the second city breach had just occurred and there was only one Queen
of Diamonds around to plug holes with, so as he brought the rectangular cube of
a warship down over the city its knife blade-shaped shields reformed into their
normal blocky configuration and he drifted the corvette down past the curve of
the bubble shield and directly over the heads of the enemy infantry and tanks
outside…with the latter turning their weapons skyward and blasting into the
underside of the warship.


It blasted back, with Paul using the torch as its
namesake implied, targeting the tanks like a painter making long brushstrokes,
punching right through the shields and armor on impact as if they were little
more than plastic toys. With the remote pilots hitting the others with maulers
and the anti-air chewing up the surrounding Valeries, the corvette made its
dominating presence known as more and more tanks turned their weapons on it and
covered its shields with plasma.


Paul watched the shield strength closely,
knowing that with enough hits the tanks would get through, given that the
corvette wasn’t all that much bigger than them. Still, it had superior tech and
could take a beating even after it lost shields, and Paul knew he had to take
pressure off the troops inside the city fighting the enemy infantry…which was
being ravaged by one of the mauler cannons that he had assigned to that task.


It was coating the area outside the breach with its
destructive blue energy, vaporizing the ground and creating huge plumes of
moisture and dirt littered with bits of Scionate. The pilot kept pouring more
mauler blasts on the area, effectively creating a wall of destruction that kept
additional infantry from getting past…though he couldn’t target inside the city
without lowering the bubble shield, and doing either one was fraught with
problems.


With the corvette’s shields near to breaching on the
underside Paul shifted energy from the top to reinforce them, then informed his gunners to target the infantry exclusively
while he continued to pick off tanks with the torch. All the other weapons
onboard, including the anti-air lachars, began picking off the armored cats by
the hundreds, then Paul moved the warship out into the midst of the formation
before drifting left, cutting a path towards the edge were a group of mechs
were fighting.


With the corvette’s shields finally going down the
ship began taking light armor damage, but the weapons batteries themselves were
now exposed, save for small redundant shields covering them when they weren’t
firing. Those shields would delay the weapon strikes but a smart enemy would
shoot the weak points and clip his offensive capability rather than trying to
burn through the thick armor first. Knowing this Paul drifted the ship over the
mechs, helping them out while simultaneously gaining escorts to protect his
underside, though the warship was still the primary target of the tanks.


That took pressure off the damaged mechs, allowing
them to start fighting more effectively as they gradually thinned the enemy
troops…but it wasn’t nearly enough, for more were still coming in from the
grounded transports until more of Paul’s drone warships arrived and started
blasting them to bits as well.


The free shoot didn’t last long, with Paul eventually
relinquishing personal command of the corvette and returning his nexus to fleet
view, seeing that the Scionate had now brought down several thousand warships into the atmosphere to
combat the drones and protect their troops…but Paul knew they could also be
used to hunt his mechs and pound the city shields if uncountered, no matter how
ungainly they were in the atmosphere. 


And that ungainliness is what Paul had to exploit. The
air itself was aiding Star Force, because it wasn’t allowing the Scionate to
maneuver as quickly as normal. They did have their Valeries to aid them, adding
weaponsfire where able, but the anti-air batteries on the drones made such
efforts risky for the pilots who, like all the rest of the Scionate, seemed to
be in a fury that pushed aside reason. That saw swarms of the fighters running
against the smaller drones and laying down considerable plasma, despite the
cost to them in losses.


Those fighters could maneuver quickly in the
atmosphere, but the warships couldn’t. Star Force’s were a bit different,
however, because Paul had designed them for atmospheric combat, though they
didn’t look it. The plain bricks didn’t have a lick of aerodynamic design like
the Hycre had, but they made up for that with shield geometries that did. Invisible
as they were most of the time, the drones became pointy aerodynamic needles or
knife blades when needed, allowing them to outmaneuver or outrun the Scionate
warships, making it almost impossible for the enemy to make a kill if the
drones didn’t stand toe to toe and slug it out.


Which they didn’t. They
employed similar tactics to those used in orbit, cycling in and out of the hot
zones to recharge shields. Problem was that the area was clogged with ships
fighting in a much smaller region than before, meaning Paul had to have his
ships eating away at the perimeter of the Scionate fleet…but he couldn’t, for
they were coming down on top of the ships fighting the ground troops, meaning
that for several minutes all hell broke loose as ships vied for position and
Paul manically reworked their fighting position at a speed no manual interface
could handle.


Using the Ikrid interlink he became the fleet, issuing
orders like pressing buttons on a video game controller and doing so many so
fast that there was a blur of commands coming out of the nexus to the fleet
that 10 controllers out in the main room behind him couldn’t have matched in
volume or skill.


All the while the debris from the fighting was falling
like rain over the ground battles, with many pieces hitting the city shields
and sliding off down to the edges to land in a ring of trash that the mechs,
tanks, and infantry had to dodge.



 

Morgan’s view caught the sight of half a Valerie
smashing into the topside of the hoth she was pacing besides, hitting it on the
head and smashing through its shields. The impact came so fast that it off
balanced the big walker, forcing her to scurry out of the way before it fell on
her…but the driver was good enough to maneuvering the legs around quickly to
catch itself, though the big machine did drop to a knee like a dog taking a
drink of water, only to come up firing its cleansing beam again at a none too
distant tank.


There was debris everywhere, mostly in little bits no
bigger than a trash can, but if those bits were chunks of warship armor they
could do a  lot of damage to the
mechs…not to mention the enemy troops. Morgan didn’t like it one bit and kept
waiting for a ship to fall down on their heads, but there was nothing she could
do about it now so she embraced the moment and tried to use the chaos to her
advantage, as well as assigning a person in each of the hoths to keep an eye on
the sky and mark approximate landing positions for the big pieces coming down
to alert the mechs to stay out of the way just in case the main battlemap controllers
in the cities missed something.


That wouldn’t work for the hoths, for they were too
slow to move much, but it did give the Tier-1 mechs a chance, with Morgan
already having missed three large strikes thanks to the heads up. They
basically had to whistle through the graveyard and hope not to get hit, or at
least hope the hits were survivable, like the broken fighter that had left a
nasty scar on the top of the hoth’s head, digging
into the armor and scraping it up something fierce, but the heavy walker was
still in the game, now pushing far ahead of the other that was pinned in place,
with its two escorts using it as an umbrella and hiding underneath as they shot
incoming infantry.


Those three were far behind the rest, with the
walkable hoth now having pushed far inside the enemy swarm and Morgan’s mechs eventually
meeting up with another group that had originated from within the city outside
the breached gate. They combined what numbers they had left, with Morgan
assuming command of the others, and did not
hold position. They cleared the entrance that Kara was still clogging up with
bodies then turned and headed in the direction of the enemy transports, walking
over the carpet of infantry and fighting their way through with what little
weaponry they had left intact, with the hoth being responsible for most of the carnage.


They got about a third of the way out into the enemy
formation before the tide suddenly turned and the infantry reversed course,
sprinting away from the city with their tanks doing the same on a delay,
forming a rear guard that kept firing at the mechs and covering for the
infantry as they began to retreat towards their distant transports. 


“Morgan?” one of the mechwarriors asked.


“Let them go,” she said, relieved. “Get into the city
through a working gate and see if you can help out with the cleanup. We’re too
chewed up to pursue anyway. Take two stars,” she said, tagging which ones had
the most armor and weaponry still working, not including hers. “The rest are on
recovery op. Let’s get our people inside before the Scionate decide to come
back for a second round.”


A moment after she said that a pair of tiny white
beams struck the surface on the horizon, with barely any longevity. They were
little flashes, like straight line lightning. She adjusted her gaze and
followed them up into the sky, gulping when she saw the thousands of dark
shapes with tiny flashes occurring between them that were the battling fleets.
The cleansing beam strikes weren’t coming from them though, they were coming
from higher up and another small shape, this one looking like a cigar.


Morgan checked her battlemap and blanched, seeing that
the Sentinel had somehow repositioned directly over them, just holding outside
the atmosphere in a geosync pseudo orbit…meaning it
was sitting there mostly on anti-grav, something that
was hard for a mass of that size to do, let alone have enough power left for
weapons.


But firing it was, sending down what appeared to be 6
or 7 different beams in rotating cycles and skewering the enemy warships with
small bits of the energy punching clean through their hulls and falling to the
surface. She hoped like hell the gunners were back checking their targets, not
wanting one of the beams to hit a city…or her, but still the Scionate fleet
didn’t run.


A warning popped up on her display, and she ran her
mech off several hundred meters to the north ahead of a chunk of warship
falling nearby. In fact it was heading very near the hoth, which was
accelerating as much as it could to get some distance, now pointed back towards
the city and nearly galloping, or at least as much as it mechanically could,
with Morgan watching the falling object in its last stages on the battlemap and
visually, guessing that the hoth wasn’t going to make it in time.


But then at the last second the bubble shield that was
still deployed and touching the top of the perimeter wall expanded, maintaining
the shape it was locked into but growing in size and expanding out over top the
hoth like an umbrella at the last moment. The Scionate destroyer, or rather
most of it, hit the shield and deflected, coming down on the ground some 100
meters past the hoth and creating one hell of an earthquake on impact. 


Dust and debris flew everywhere, with a Scionate
corpse bouncing off her neo as the cloud consumed her mech, with her losing her
balance and falling forwards onto the ground. Morgan caught the mech with her
hands forward, digging her stuck blade into the ground like it was hardly even
there and waiting out the torrent while watching the battlemap for more falling
pieces. The bubble shield shrank slowly as the hoth got closer to the city and
Morgan followed it in, glad to have the cover and cursing Paul for his
sloppiness. What the hell was he thinking bringing the orbital fight down into
the atmosphere?


She knew it had been to slaughter the ground troops,
which she was thankful for, but this debris dodging was downright insane, and
she doubted the city shield could take a second hit like that without
breaching.


As she was mentally cussing him out the battlemap saw the
first of the enemy transports begin to lift off, apparently fully loaded. It
wasn’t targeted by Paul’s fleet, which Morgan knew was probably by design. With
the enemy retreating last thing you wanted to do was smoke their getaway car
and force them back into combat against the cities…or at least she hoped that
was his plan, though she didn’t want to interrupt him now to ask what was up,
given the ruckus going on overhead. 


It took a long while for the troops she’d just been
fighting to make it back to their transports, but eventually they lifted off as
well, with the enemy warships, or rather those still left, finally pulling back
to cover the transports…with the Sentinel standing down along with the
remaining drones as they allowed the Scionate survivors to pull out and leave
uncontested.


After finding two of her mechwarriors buried under
debris and recovering them, Morgan brought her mech inside the hold of one of
the dropships that came out to retrieve her and the others, leaving the debris
pickup to different teams. Once inside she tapped into the dropship external
cams and got a good look at the once blue grasslands…now afire in multiple
locations and dotted with what looked like chocolate chips that was ship
debris, or in some cases entire ships. 


It was a ghastly sight, but they’d managed to hold.
Question was how much damage had been done inside the cities and what the
Scionate were going to do now after this ass kicking, for they had far more
troops and ships insystem than they’d deployed here. 

















 

6



 


 

July 19, 2534


Corvio System 


Admat



 

Morgan picked up Paul’s mental signature a couple of
hallways away before she crossed paths with him, her coming back into the
command center and him coming out. 


“We going back?” she asked, with the two of them
stopping for a chat in the middle of the pedestrian traffic flow.


“As soon as you can pack. We
have to take care of this now. We can’t wait on the others.”


“I agree. Just the three of us?”


“No one else can keep up.”


“Unfortunately,” Morgan echoed. “Grab plenty of senzu
beans and I’ll meet you in the hangar in an hour?”


“Deal,” Paul said with the pair splitting and going
their separate ways. He had to find Kara as well as do a little more homework.
He’d already spent a few minutes running through their files on the Scionate,
but he needed backup options and hadn’t gotten enough info for that so he
eventually stopped by his quarters and downloaded what he needed on a datapad
and brought it with him later when he went back to the hangar, this time
allowing Morgan to drive while he read up.



 

“It seems we’ve
greatly underestimated the Humans’ power,” Tem’lan mewed angrily in the
audience chamber from his reclining pedestal as he and the other Chieftans
watched the battle reports coming in via holo, with each using their own
interface and screens to monitor the data streams they wanted with a single
large map of the engagement zone displayed in the center where visitors
normally stood. It was replaying various points of the failed assault as the
Scionate leadership tried to comprehend what had gone wrong.


“You are
repeating yourself,” Pra’nom said dismissively as he studied a personal
display. 


“I am
reiterating the obvious. We cannot and should not launch another attack until
we know the true strength of the Humans, no matter how wounded our pride is.”


“I concur,” Yen’sor said from Pra’nom’s left.
“We lost so many in this attack and their
Sentinel still stands. If we escalate this, even if we win we may suffer
horrible losses.”


“And risk
starting a full scale war with Star Force,” Jasnet
added. “It’s not just the Humans, the
Calavari are allied with them now. Our attempt at teaching them a lesson has failed, let us not make more of a mess of this.”


“What course of
action would you suggest?” Ura’bor asked halfheartedly. 


“I do not know
the temperament of the Humans well enough to answer that.”


“Fairly stated,”
Ura’bor conceded. “They have hidden many
secrets from us, but this supersoldier of theirs concerns me the most,” he
said, shifting his personal display to the main holo, showing crude images
captured from afar of Kara fighting on the ground and attacking the transports
in the air, plus a few images from when she was inside one laying waste to the
troops waiting within.


“Note that,”
Tem’lan interrupted before Ura’bor could continue, “this one stunned the troops initially, much like they did when they
came here. It was we who escalated this to killing. We made a grave mistake in
misreading their intentions. Their hesitancy was not weakness. I believe they
were trying to teach us a lesson that we failed to grasp.”


“Which was?”
Car’sem asked.


“They were
warning us, and delivered the message personally so we would feel the effects
and remember. We struck back like an arrogant child, not knowing who it was we
were dealing with.”


Ura’bor growled. “I
would dispute that if I could.”


“I still dispute
it,” Pra’nom said, unrelenting. “The
Humans are stronger than we thought, but their world is still ours for the
taking if we act before they can draw reinforcements from other systems. We
have far more troops here than they do, we simply need to send them and end
this before it can escalate further. Honor demands that we finish what we
started.”


“No
matter the cost?” Tem’lan countered.


“It would be far
worse not to,” Oru’ven said gravely. “We will lose the respect and fear of the
other races if we walk away from this now.”


“We will lose
millions of soldiers if we press this,” Tem’lan growled. “And I am not confident that we can even take
their world. I believe we have been outplayed, and any further hasty action
will only make the situation worse than it is now.”


“We cannot back
down,” Ura’bor hissed as if Tem’lan was talking treason.


“We need a
victory,” Tem’lan explained. “If we
are unable to achieve one it would be best not to waste resources. What if they
invade here after we bleed our defense fleet dry to take their world?”


“Tem’lan makes a
good point,” Car’sem agreed. “They
only struck us here to send a message. Now we have split their blood, though
very little of it. If they react to that as we would, we may see a Human warfleet
overhead in the coming days. I would not waste our defenses trying to destroy
their Sentinel, which we will if it can move to intercept our ground troops. If
it can hold the Cajdital at bay, we will be blooded taking it down.”


“Then we should
recall more of our fleet to this system, regardless of what transpires,”
Pra’nom suggested.


Several others nodded, seeing the wisdom in that.


“Agreed,”
Ura’bor finalized. “Send courier ships
while we study our new enemy in more detail. Our decision on what we do will
wait until our blood is less hot with the sting of defeat. If we are to defeat
this enemy, we must not underestimate them again.”


“Wise words,”
Tem’lan agreed. “But there’s a
possibility that we might not be able to defeat them at all.”


“We can,” the
elder Scionate said confidently. “It’s
simply a matter of discovering how best to do it.”



 

“A lot of movement,” Kara commented as they quietly
reentered high orbit of Vaadsip, seeing warships moving about with a lot coming
into the planet from the other Scionate worlds in the system.


“They’re not used to losing,” Morgan commented from
the pilot’s seat. “I think we spooked them. Paul, you have a location for us
yet?”


“Somewhere on the large southern
continent.”


“There are no continents,” she said, referencing the
obvious fact that there were no oceans to outline any.


“Look at the city distribution. They’re clumped into
what look like continents.”


“Well that’s something then,” Morgan said, glancing up
at Kara who was once again seated above them. “Is that enough for you to give
me an approach vector?”


“Give me a minute, then I
should have something.”


“Crowded?” Paul asked.


“Very,” Kara emphasized, “but there are always holes.
It’s just a matter of finding them.”


Paul nodded, understanding her challenge as he turned
his attention back to the datapad in his hand. They weren’t returning straight
to the ruling den. Had they been out for blood that would have been the obvious
place to go and just kill all the leaders, but that wasn’t the mission here and
pissing off every single Scionate in the ADZ was a really bad idea. They needed
another option, which Paul was currently searching for.


It took him another half hour but he was finally able
to give Morgan and Kara a destination city situated a third of the distance around
the planet from the capitol and only half as large. It took them a few hours to
get through the traffic and down to it, once again coming down over the
grasslands and creeping up on the perimeter detection sensors, limited as they
were. Kara was able to sneak them inside rather easily, with them finding
another parking space in the cluttered roofline…but even by then Paul wasn’t
finished with his research.


“What’s the holdup?” Morgan asked after they’d set
down.


“I’ve narrowed it down to two bloodlines, both of
which have their central dens here. Picking which one is the problem, along
with finding the right contact.”


“So you’re saying we’re not busting down the door this
time?” Morgan asked sarcastically.


“Knocking gently, then
picking the lock,” Paul responded, still scouring their records on Scionate
society.


“Why not pay a visit to both?” Kara asked, coming down
the ladder from above and standing on the small lower deck behind their seats. 


“Because they’re drastically different, and I’m not
sure which way we should go.”


“Enlighten us,” Morgan said, swiveling her seat around
and leaning back.


Paul sighed. “The first is Wennitan. They’re very
militant and have been at odds with the ruling bloodline over their reluctance
to claim a place on the front lines fighting the lizards, Skarrons, or anyone
else threatening the ADZ. We just killed a whole lot of their kin, so not sure
how happy they’re going to be about that.”


“The second is Grisst. They’re brokers, playing
Davis’s game and playing it well. They’re in agreement with the defensive
assist policy that the ruling den has been using, preferring to wage war in the
ADZ economically and keep their military as an ace in the hole. They’ve been an
ally of Vensiol for several hundred years, but they’re considered to be the
wisest and most farseeing of the bloodlines.”


“And the others?” Morgan
asked.


“Less viable candidates, in my opinion, but you’re
free to look through the data yourself.”


“I’ll take your word for it, but just remember that
our files aren’t going to be the best.”


“I know, we’re going to have
to play this by ear and possibly work through several bloodlines before we find
an acceptable one. I’m just not sure where to start.”


“Start with the ally,” Kara suggested. “That way we
can gage the level of discontent.”


Morgan shrugged. “Sounds fine to me.
I just don’t want to waste time sitting here discussing it.”


Paul set the datapad down and pulled back on his black
armored gloves, clicking them into the arms of his body armor before grabbing
his helmet and sending Morgan and Kara the waypoint he’d already stored. “Let’s
go.”


The three of them left the V’kit’no’sat gunship in the
middle of the city’s night cycle, making it much easier to move around without
attracting notice as they jumped from rooftop to rooftop with Kara keeping pace
with them rather than flying off to do her own thing. The trio quietly made
their way across the city to the location where the Grisst den was
located…which was a good hike away from where they’d landed, for it was located
in the densest part of the city and they’d had to park in a more industrial
section with less eyes around.


The Grisst den was completely different than the
ruling one. Instead of a sprawling, low level facility this one was a thick
tower rising up above all the other buildings…save for three other similar
towers marking rival dens, none of which were built directly next to one
another. There were thousands of Scionate bloodlines, with most having their
central dens on the capitol world, so there were plenty of options for the
Archons to pick from, with Paul knowing they needed to talk to one that had
roots and a powerbase on planet rather than one of the more powerful
rivals/exiles that dominated other worlds in Scionate territory.


“Kara?” Paul asked as they stared at the far building
across the city lights.


“I see several options. My choice would be a window
two thirds of the way up.”


“Not exactly a quiet entrance,” Morgan commented. 


“It will be,” Kara differed, “if you wait here for a
few minutes.”


“Go,” Paul said, with her flying off across the night
directly towards the building with the other two Archons following her with
their HUD. She shrank to a dot that disappeared from view save for the zoom
function that Morgan was using to follow her, though Paul knew Kara’s handiwork
enough that he simply watched her tracking icon while keeping his focus on the
surrounding cityscape. 


“Sneaky little second gen, isn’t she?”


“No need for insults,” Paul countered dryly as he saw
Kara starting to come back towards them. “She knows what she’s doing enough
that I occasionally take notes.”


“High praise.”


“You’re just jealous she’s not part of your Clan,”
Paul teased.


“About that. If you really
want to make her a full trailblazer you need to give her her
own Clan.”


Paul half choked. “Like hell I am. She’s a Saber and
staying a Saber.”


Morgan smiled. “Like I said…second
gen.”


“Alright, shut up. Don’t give her any ideas.”


Morgan laughed. “Has this come up before?”


“Not from her, no. But she’s
too valuable to lose and you’ve got a perfectly legitimate point. So zip it.”


“We’re giving her one eventually then?”


“Honorary status has its limitations.”


“You’re so screwing her…or, are you screwing her?”
Morgan asked curiously.


“Nah…I’m just interested in her jewelry,” he mocked a few
seconds before Kara landed next to them.


“All set,” she reported. “You riding
single or buddy?”


“You can handle both of us?” Morgan asked.


“I can carry a skeet if I
have to. You guys weigh far less than that.”


“Let’s not waste time then,” Morgan said as Kara
turned around and spread her arms out into a ‘T’ with each trailblazer grabbing
hold of one of them at her elbow and reaching around with their other arm to
get a double wrist lock that they held at a 30ish degree angle down, giving
Kara two passengers, one on either side of her that kept her balanced.


“Ready?”


“Good.”


“Good,” Paul echoed, with Kara connecting to both them
via battlemeld to enhance their balance and grip as she lifted up into the air
a meter or so feeling their weight drag her arms down slightly, but her own
strength was supplemented by the powered nature of the Vorch’nas armor,
allowing her to remain in the ‘T’ as she started to fly them across with both
trailblazers holding on with her elbows buried in their chests and their legs
dangling freely.


Kara couldn’t fly nearly as fast, but the trip across
the sky wasn’t painfully long. They got across without drawing any alarm and
came up on the window that Kara had previously cut open with delicate ease,
leaving it in place but still severed. When she got within a dozen meters of it
she reeled back her right arm and threw Morgan towards it, pulling the pane out
telekinetically a moment prior to the striker ducking through it and landing
inside, falling into a somersault and coming up in sentry position, heading for
the nearest door in the empty and unlit room. 


Kara got a bit closer then tossed Paul through, coming
in last herself while hovering the two meter wide circle of clear polymer back
into position, with the seam nearly disappearing given how fine of a cut Kara
had made. She walked up to it and welded it back in place at a couple of spots
to make sure it wouldn’t fall out, leaving their entry point nearly
undetectable…at least until someone came around to wash the windows and saw the
small crack.


“Where to?” Morgan asked when
no new waypoint popped up in her HUD from Paul.


“Kara, find somewhere to hack in. I need you to get a
building layout and search for a few names.”


The red scale-clad Archon looked around, seeing
through the walls with her Pefbar and sighting a fiber bundle. She walked over
to that portion of the wall and punched inside it, grabbing the comm/computer
fiber in her armored hand and linking into it with the tiny hacking tendrils. 


“I’m in.”


Paul responded by rattling off a list of names from
his HUD, with Kara throwing up waypoints for each one as she found them, giving
the trio potential locations for them to be found, some being personal dens and
others work areas. 


“Hold on,” Kara said a moment later. “Number 1 on your
list just logged onto a terminal,” she said, isolating the location within the
building and throwing Paul a priority waypoint marked as 62 levels below them
in the same quadrant of the building.


“There’s timing,” Morgan commented. 


“Best route,” Paul asked, with Kara giving them three
options with one highlighted, indicating a vertical shaft buried within the
walls. 


“Nice,” Morgan said, walking to the door and taking a
look outside with her Pefbar as the trio got ready to move. “Looks clear, but
let’s let the shadow go first just the same.”


“My pleasure,” Kara said, her scales disappearing into
a null void shadow that really did disappear within the dark room, then became
‘visible’ again as she opened the door and walked out into the hall, more optical
illusion than silhouette.
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Ken’slan pawed the button, scrolling to the next
report on the fighting on Admat, limited as they were. He had access to more
information than the news kiosks, but still he was getting an incomplete
picture of what was happening. Suddenly the Scionate had decided to invade the
Star Force world, and from the pieces that he was pulling together the leader
of the Grisst bloodline was coming to the unlikely conclusion that they had
actually lost…and lost badly, but no official reports had made their way to the
public as of yet, which was unusual, for as a race the Scionate fiercely
supported one another. When one went into combat, all did, at least from a
moral standpoint, thus news of battles was not meant to be suppressed.


The news Ken’slan was getting was fresh, but something
of the launch of the attack should have been made public, with all the notice he
got being a copy of the military orders forwarded to him by members of his own
bloodline on the ships and in the ground forces that had been hastily
dispatched.


The quadruped went to step on the button again, but
suddenly his limb froze up, as did the rest of his body as he went stiff and
unable to move. A sickly feeling crept through him as he was paralyzed, then
panic broke out as he saw a biped figure walk into his gaze, recognizing the
tell-tale Archon armor that Star Force used.


“Calm yourself,”
Morgan said, taking off her helmet as she stood in front of him a couple of
meters and stared down into his fixed eyes across the console. “We’re here to talk, not to fight…at least
not yet. I will release you, but if you flee or attempt an alarm I’ll
immobilize you again. Understand?”


Ken’slan couldn’t answer, but a moment later his body
returned to his control and he took an involuntary step back into a combat
crouch…which was when he noticed two more Humans behind him. He half looked
back at them, then eased up slightly, but he was still ready to pounce if
needed. 


“What did you do
to me?” he growled.


“We have
abilities that others do not,” Morgan said evasively. “Get used to it.”


Ken’slan’s eyes narrowed. “Why are you here?”


“Vensiol has to
go, one way or another. We’re offering you the chance to do it yourselves
before we’re forced to do it.”


Ken’slan didn’t reply, but just stared into the
Human’s pale face. “Tell me what has
happened on your world. I only have pieces of information.”


Morgan crossed her arms over her chest, black armor
rubbing against itself with a whisper of a scrape. “The Scionate violated the terms of colonization. Meat farms were
established outside the ADZ and you’ve been smuggling it in trying to avoid
detection. We found out and are even now putting a stop to it on other Scionate
worlds. The three of us came here the other day to deliver a message and a warning
to your leaders that such violations would not be tolerated. We delivered it
personally to the Chieftans, leaving a few injuries as a reminder but killing
no one. I doubt you missed the spectacle?”


Ken’slan growled again, more at what the Human was
saying than as a threat. “I am aware that
there was a disturbance, but nothing has been said of it officially. Our troops
were summoned to battle and little has been mentioned of it since.”


Morgan looked to Paul. “So much for
our big demonstration.”


The other trailblazer sent her a telepathic question,
letting her handle the meet and greet.


“Your troops,”
Morgan continued, “were sent to our world
where they launched an invasion and subsequently got a lot of themselves
killed. We lost some people, which is something we cannot let pass. We’d prefer
not to have to conquer your entire civilization, but we will if we have to.
We’re here to seek another option, one that has your bloodline replacing
Vensiol.”


Ken’slan wanted to hiss in defiance of what would
essentially be treason, but he held his composure and considered what the Human
was saying, still unnerved by its ability to take control of his own body away
from him, but with a growing anger at the leading bloodline if the Human’s
claims were even half true. 


“If you have
slain Scionate blood, you will have blood in return.”


Morgan pointed a finger at his blunt muzzle. “We came here to break bone and flesh, but we
did not kill. We also wanted to show you that we are not incapable of enforcing
the terms of colonization,” she said, hacking into his mind again and
forcing the Scionate to sit on the floor and look up at him, unable to do
anything but watch. “Your leaders didn’t
get the message,” she added, finally releasing him.


Ken’slan stood up again, angry, but wise enough to
continue to listen. “There were rumors
floating around from the incident at the den, but we dismissed them as the
ravings of those who had failed to acquit their duties.”


“Not rumors,”
Morgan said, telekinetically lifting him into the air on her own accord without
having to link with Paul for extra power. Ken’slan’s
eyes went wide with shock and horror at his own helplessness, and Morgan let
him paw the air for several seconds allowing that to sink in.


“If we wanted
you dead, you would be,” she said simply, then lowered him down and
released her grip. “You’re supposed to be
our allies. It’s time you started acting like it. Either you fix your empire or
we will, and we don’t have a lot of time to offer you. We have to deal with
Vensiol quickly before an interstellar war erupts between Star Force and the
Scionate. You would lose that war, but it would be costly enough to us that it
could jeopardize the safety of the ADZ…and if we have to go to those lengths to
rectify the situation, your race will lose your sovereignty as a consequence.”


This time Ken’slan did growl reflexively, then thought
better of it and began thinking…hard and fast. 


“Are you certain
that we spilt blood first?”


“The first blood
was on our world when you invaded it, though technically Scionate died before
Humans did because your people fought stupidly. We were forced to slaughter hundreds
of thousands of them in order to defend ourselves, perhaps millions. The actual
number we are uncertain of, but it was on our world that your people were
assaulting. Your fleet began by destroying a defense platform in orbit. It was
unmanned, though I’m not sure if they knew it or not. We didn’t start this
fight, but we did finish it…and now we have to truly finish it before it
escalates. If your bloodline is unwilling to take the lead then we will find
another, and another, and another until we run out of candidates or simply grow
bored from looking and decide to do things the hard way.”


“You keep
repeating that threat as if it is your preferred choice.”


“No, I keep
repeating it because we said the same thing to your leaders and they ignored
it. This is the Scionate’s last chance to regain their honor and fix their own
problem before we have to do it for them…and on our terms, which I can
guarantee that you will not like. You are independent, and with that privilege comes responsibilities.”


“So it does,”
he finally agreed. “But you will find
that Scionate do not respond well to bullying.”


“Humans don’t
respond well to oathbreakers.”


Ken’slan hissed. “Nor
do we. If your claims are true then there is an
accounting that must take place here, but I will not take your word for it. I
must see it for myself.”


“Kara?”


Ken’slan turned when he heard the faint whisper of
footsteps behind him. The one Human that wasn’t dressed in traditional armor
walked up next to the Scionate, seemingly unphased by the combat threat that he
was, and nudged him aside to get her arm to his console…whereupon it began to
malfunction, shutting off and reactivating with new displays and a wealth of
information.


“See for
yourself then,” Morgan said, pointing down at the images as Kara retreated
back to her waiting position with Paul as the two made sure to keep any
visitors out with subtle Jedi mind tricks being played on anyone that approached
in the exterior hallway to keep them walking past and forgetful of the door
that led to this chamber. “Data from the
meat farm and the interrogation of the pseudo-independent group running them,
their link to the Scionate, and a full copy of the battle data from yesterday.”


“Your
technological edge has been severely underestimated,” he said with
annoyance as he stepped forward and started looking through the images,
statistics, and reports written in the trade language, knowing that this might
be part propaganda as well, but he was curious and the Humans didn’t seem to be
in a mind to take ‘no’ for an answer.


Still on edge with the Humans’ presence, Ken’slan
searched through the records from the farm, seeing that most of the individuals
involved were not Scionate, as the Human had indicated. A few were, but they
were rogues and not part of the empire’s forces…but it was the linkage between
the organization and its employers that was damning, as was the records of
where they had been shipping the meat and to whom. 


The Scionate had not liked the meatless edict that
Star Force had imposed on the ADZ originally, but they had agreed to it like
the others and now their youngest generation had lived their entire lives
without eating meat, which was becoming the norm even for Ken’slan. Though he
still craved the taste of it, even he now admitted it was a dishonorable
practice. That hadn’t always been the case, but since it had been forced on
them he’d gained a new perspective and was now in agreement with Star
Force…though not nearly as passionate about it.


What their records indicated was that the Scionate
leadership had organized special privileges for favored individuals to get the
meat shipments. While the Humans were probably unaware of the significance of
the locations the meat was being shipped to Ken’slan was not, and right then and
there his allegiance to Vensiol ended. Grisst had reluctantly worked with them
in the past because they appeared mostly level headed and honorable, but the
kind of backroom dealing these records implied…and there was no way the Humans
could have faked them without knowing the inner relationships between the
bloodlines…was dishonorable. 


If one had a dispute then one aired it out. Likewise,
if one made a pact, they didn’t do so in secret…let alone say one thing to one
group and say the contrary to others. Truth, forthrightness, and leadership
went hand in hand, with Vensiol now leading the Scionate down the path of
dishonor along with several other bloodlines that Grisst vehemently hated…and
to top it off, they’d offered them the meat and not Ken’slan. Perhaps they knew
he would have objected to it or the betrayal of the oath they took when moving
their race to the ADZ, but regardless these records showed that Vensiol had made
a number of secret pacts, ostensibly to keep themselves
in power when their leadership ability became insufficient.


An honorable bloodline would have stepped aside and
let another with more skill tailored to the present challenges their race faced
take the lead…but this farming activity was incontrovertible proof that they’d
become greedy and disrespectful to the duties of leadership, and for that alone
they had to be removed.


Ken’slan kept that revelation out of his face as he
shifted over to the battle records, seeing the sudden and violent assault on
Admat unedited and reconciling the disparate reports he’d been getting in. He
saw his people attacking with great power and forthrightness, as was proper,
then, like a giant beast waking from its sleep, Star Force rose up to meet the
challenge and slew them with such efficiency and ease that it galled Ken’slan
to be standing next to them now.


What made it worse was that they were in the right.
Many of his brothers and sisters had died in an unjust battle that the Vensiol
had ordered simply to assuage their own pride, which Ken’slan also saw, from
the Human’s perspective, as there was helmet cam video from their ‘warning’ to
the leading bloodline.


The way these two, for he assumed they were the same
pair, had gone about it had been greatly insulting to the Scionate there…and he
wholeheartedly agreed with their approach, and their restraint. Had Ken’slan
done the same there would have been deaths involved, but that was different,
considering it was an internal matter. For the Humans to come here and
physically assault the Scionate leadership, well, they had done so in an
honorable manner. In fact, they’d done it perfectly, given that they were in
the right, and Ken’slan now saw that they’d done so as a favor. 


Star Force was their ally, and they’d dealt with the
Scionate in a friendly manner. Warrior to warrior.
They’d given them a chance to make amends, and what did Vensiol do? They’d
doubled down and increased their dishonor…and in the process had gotten many
loyal Scionate soldiers killed in a battle that should not have happened, and
one where they were in the wrong.


That ate at Ken’slan more than anything, and even
though he hadn’t personally taken part in the battle he felt just as guilty. 


“How many of your
people were killed?”


“A few hundred,”
Morgan answered.


“You have my
deepest apologies,” Ken’slan answered genuinely. “We were in the wrong, and Vensiol is to blame. You are correct, they
must be removed.”


“Glad we’re in
agreement,” Morgan answered, already having known what he was going to say,
having been snooping on his thoughts the entire time he was reviewing the
records. “Now how do we go about doing
it?”


“We shall handle
this ourselves,” the Scionate said with a growl so
deep Morgan could literally feel his shame. “It will be bloody, but that must be our penance. We will make amends
with your people at a later time, if you will allow it.”


“Let’s do so
right now,” Morgan offered. “This is
personal for us as well, in so far as the Chieftans are concerned. We’re going
back there and taking them down personally…and we can do it without a
bloodbath. Same way we did the first time. But we need you to step in and take
over control immediately,” she emphasized.  “And we
don’t need your permission to do so, but you can make amends by giving us your
blessing.”


Ken’slan and Morgan stared at each other for a long
moment, then the middle-aged Scionate bowed his head
respectfully. “Your wisdom is as sharp as
your martial skill. I agree and give you my blessing, but to do so it cannot be
done with a simple word. I must accompany and fight alongside you.”


Morgan frowned. “No
offense, but you’ll slow us down.”


“I
am not helpless,” Ken’slan growled, his pride pricked.


“If you come
with us,” the other Human spoke from behind, “who will lead your bloodline in the takeover that follows?”


Ken’slan turned to face the other in identical armor,
though his helmet still remained on so he couldn’t see his face, but he knew it
from the recording he’d just watched none the less. 


“How much time
can you give me to prepare?”


Paul considered that, discussing it with Morgan
briefly though a telepathic link.


“At most two
days. We have to settle this soon before another attack can be launched.”


“I will not
require more than 5 hours,” Ken’slan said stoically. “You may remain here until then if you wish, as our guests, or go on
your way. I will inform security of your presence and they will shield you
against outside aggression…on their lives if necessary.”


“Kara?” Morgan asked.


“Right, I’ll grab the car keys and be back in a
flash,” she said, walking out the door and disappearing into shadow. 


“We will bring
our small ship here,” Morgan said. “I
assume you have a hangar?”


“I
will make arrangements.”         


“Just make sure
they don’t touch it. It’s kind of sentimental to us,” Morgan warned.


“As
you wish. With your permission
I will leave now?” Ken’slan asked half serious, half sarcasm…with Morgan
appreciating the second. 


“So long as you
are honorable, you have no need to fear us,” she said with double-edged
meaning.


“That I shall
remember,” Ken’slan said, turning around and walking out the door that Kara
had left through quickly, leaving Paul and Morgan behind.


“If he’s faking he’s doing a remarkable job of it,”
Paul commented. 


“We got through to him,” Morgan said confidently. “I
just don’t like the idea of fighting with him alongside. We’re going to have to
protect him, and that’s going to slow us down.”


“Or…” Paul said with a smirk.


Morgan didn’t catch his drift immediately, but when
she did she couldn’t help but smile. “Let Kara do it?”


“Exactly.”


“I like it…but she won’t.”


“I’ll trade off with her when she needs to do some
heavy lifting. Shield boy and all.”


“So I’m free?”


“To constantly kick ass, yes.”


Morgan shrugged. “Works for me then.
Just make sure grampa kitty doesn’t get smoked. He is
going to wear armor, I hope.”


“We’ll insist that he does,” Paul said as he sensed a
flurry of minds approaching, none of them Ken’slan’s.
“Company?”


Morgan stretched out and searched one of their minds.
“Anxious, not angry,” she said a moment before the Scionate security came
through the door, all of which were wearing ceremonial armor in their bloodline
colors, which in the case of Grisst were a combination of orange and yellow,
whereas total yellow was reserved to represent the Scionate as a whole.


Six of the cats came into the room and looked the two
Humans over, half encircling them before respectfully sitting on their hind
legs. “We have been assigned as your
escorts,” one of them said.


Paul glanced over at Morgan. “Nice to
have friends.”

















 

8



 


 

“Are you
certain?”


“Yes,”
Ken’slan said, pressing a button that he’d previously configured to send the
data given to him by the Humans in a single packet form. “You may see for yourself, but there is little time. I have told them
that we will be ready within hours.”


The Scionate on the other end of the private holo
transmission glanced at something off screen, then
looked back at his peer. “I trust your
word, for I do not think this is something you would fabricate. I will have the
data analyzed later, but if what you say is true then there is no dispute from
us. Vensiol must be removed. The question that remains is who is to replace
them?”


“Grisst will not
seek that placement,” Ken’slan said stoically. “We have wronged the Humans greatly, and must pay a penance. They are
honorable warriors, and I concede that we were wrong in not supporting them to
a greater degree. I believe we are honor-bound to do so now and take up a
significant role on the front lines of the ADZ. Since we have been one of those
arguing against such a move, it would be improper for us to lead such an
effort.”


Jen’ton raised his head slightly, clearly taken by
surprise. “That I did not expect to hear
from you. Are the others of your bloodline in concurrence?”


“I have not had
time to inform most of them, but the key members are in agreement. We have
little time and must act quickly, and Grisst will support Wennitan as ruling
bloodline so long as you remain honorable, abide by the Humans’ terms of
colonization, and aid in the defense of the ADZ militarily…much as you’ve
already proposed.”


“I am humbled by
your wisdom, Ken’slan, and your willingness to put the needs of our race above
the ambitions of your bloodline.”


“I expect the
same from Wennitan.”


“And you shall
have it,” their bloodline leader growled anxiously. “But I do not know how many troops I can assemble within hours. I need
at least a day, if not a week, to make the necessary preparations in order to
assure a quick and effective transfer of power. If we move within hours we risk
a failed coup.”


Ken’slan shook his head. “That will not be necessary. The Humans are going to assault the ruling
den, with my blessing. We need only to secure the transition of power.”


Jen’ton seemed taken aback. “This is an internal matter. If blood is to split it must be by our
hands only.”


“They have
assured me that their efforts will be bloodless, much like a similar assault
they mounted the other day. Information about such has been suppressed
considerably. If you look quickly, you will see visual recordings from the
Humans’ armor included in the data packet.”


Jen’ton frowned, pulling up and opening the packet
file and searching for what Ken’slan had mentioned. He’d heard rumors of an
incident at the ruling den, as well as getting a few firsthand accounts from
members of his bloodline that had been highly exaggerated, but this was the
first he had heard of any Human involvement.


“Mother of all youngbloods,” he said, seeing the combat recordings of
the battle in the plaza first. 


“These Humans
with me are far more powerful than we have ever encountered before,”
Ken’slan explained as the other bloodline leader was glued to the footage. “And they demonstrated some of their powers
on me, here, not long ago. They are either concealing abnormally advanced tech
or are some form of witches. I do not know which, but they were able to take
control of my body, imprisoning me within it as they began to explain the
situation. I cannot tell you how they accomplished this, but I am convinced
that they are here for honor’s sake and have the means to breach the ruling
den’s defenses at will.”


“I don’t believe
what I’m hearing…or seeing, but I know that you are no liar. Is this how they
were able to slaughter our people on their world?”


“I do not know,
but I get the feeling that only their advanced warriors have these powers.
Otherwise our ground troops would have been frozen in place unable to
fight…which is a terrifying thought going forward.”


“Unless they can
do this to the Cajdital as well,” Jen’ton commented, thinking of various
applications.


Ken’slan bowed his head. “It is for reasons such as that that your bloodline is better suited to
lead us given the present circumstances.”


“Assume I agree
to the Human assault. What exactly are you asking of us in the coming hours?”


“Both our
bloodlines must have people in place to secure those the Humans’ render
unconscious. I would prefer not to kill them, but we cannot let them rise or
flee to begin a larger conflict. This must be done swiftly and be contained. I
need your security, ours, and as many other bloodlines that we can muster to
surround the ruling den while we fight our way inside and deal with the
Chieftans.”


“You are
personally fighting with the Humans?”


“Just
myself. The rest of my people
will be waiting on the perimeter. As you said, this is a Scionate matter. I
cannot let the Humans act alone, nor will I send a subordinate.”


“I envy you that,”
Jen’ton said candidly. “If my body were
not so weakened with age I would very much like to accompany you. I will send a
surrogate if you will allow it?”


“I will not,”
Ken’slan said firmly. “Our bloodline’s
alliance with Vensiol was a mistake. It is only right that we should be the
ones removing them. That way there can be no rumors suggesting that we are
working on your behalf. Grisst will remove Vensiol with the Humans, then we will step aside for Wennitan to rule.”


“Bold for a
Grisst.”


“We are not so stagnant as you imagine. We simply prefer to make sure a
fight is righteous before we show our claws.”


“Well stated, my
old adversary. I am pleased we are finally in agreement. I will round up as
many of my kin as I can. How long do I have?”


“3
hours before we depart.”


Jen’ton huffed. “Not
much time, but I will not waste a moment of it. We will be ready,” he said,
signing off so he could get to work immediately.


Ken’slan remained at his private comm terminal,
opening up another line to the next honorable bloodline on his short list while
his own people were hastily making preparations for the assault, with Grisst’s other leaders handling the various aspects in his
stead to maximize time. They had been reluctant and even disbelieving two hours
ago when he’d woke them and brought this to their attention, but between his
assurances and the data from the Humans they had consented to the overthrow and
were now working hard to make it happen before Vensiol could discover the plot
and take action to thwart it.



 

Six hours later a Grisst transport rolled up to the
edge of the plaza around the ruling den but stopping short from driving out
onto it. The doors opened up and Ken’slan jumped out, wearing full combat armor,
and sniffed the air through his helmet vents. He drew immediate attention, for
the armor was in Grisst colors and not the yellow of the hundreds of troops
surrounding the den in a permanent, yet relaxed defense deployment amongst the
milling crowds. 


Passersby immediately took notice, then
even more did so as he roared, amplified by the speakers in his armor, drawing
the attention of everyone on the street and those closest on the plaza. He took
three steps forward and stood staring at the ruling den complex ahead as the
three Humans stepped out of the transport behind him…to the dismay of those
around. They walked up and flanked him, one on the left, one on the right, and
the oddly armored one behind, then Ken’slan began
walking forward, with the crowds and other traffic vehicles giving them a very
wide berth, but not willing to take their eyes off them.


The guards around the den immediately went on alert,
for most of them had fought the Humans the other day and knew what threat they
posed…despite the news suppression Vensiol had worked to keep the rest of the
city and planet in the dark as to what had truly happened. Some of the
surrounding denizens also knew the truth and took up safe perches wherever they
could, wanting to stay far away from the Humans but also wanting to know what
was happening…and why one of their own was leading them here, which also
forestalled any attacks from the crowd, futile as those would have been.


When Ken’slan stepped onto the outskirts of the plaza
the onlookers had already pulled back, letting the troops form a solid mass
ahead of the foursome, blocking their way to the den while calling for more
reinforcements. Ken’slan knew not to waste time, so for a brief moment he
retracted his helmet so everyone could see who he was,
then spoke as loud as he could without it becoming a scream.


“I am Ken’slan
of Grisst. Vensiol has acted with dishonor and must be removed!” he said,
running forward as his helmet reformed over his head and dropping into a combat
sprint headed towards the nearest of the troops. 


Morgan and Paul flanked him, with Kara running behind
a few steps before launching herself up into the air and hanging some ten
meters above Ken’slan while traveling in a forward arc, whereupon she opened up
her wrist weapons and rained down two conical jets of tiny Dre’mo’don blasts,
showering the troops ahead of him and ripping off their shields before
switching over to the pale green stun energy and doing the same. 40+ of the
Scionate dropped to the ground unconscious as Ken’slan got to them, with him
lithely hopping over the fallen and heading towards the nearest one still
standing.


Kara zipped forward and repeated the process from the air, mowing down the mass of guards while leaving Paul and
Morgan to pick up the pieces, with Paul sticking close to Ken’slan should he
need assistance. 


Once the large groups were incapacitated Kara dropped
back down to the ground and took it to the scattering of troops hand to hand,
punching/stunning them into submission along with the other two Archons while
Ken’slan seemed content to beat his own kin hand to hand without using his
plasma weapon, and was doing a fair job of it so long as Paul kept them from
ganging up on him.


Within 2 minutes the mass of troops was subdued,
leaving an awkward moment of silence as the surrounding crowds looked on with a
mix of shock, horror, and confusion as Ken’slan roared again and Kara flew up
into the air in front of the main doors, pausing momentarily to summon up a
small green/white orb that she then sent into the seam between them. It melted
a hole straight through, which she flew over to and pried open by hand, finally
using her shoulder and legs to force the doors apart, breaking the repaired
components that were keeping them locked into place as a hail of yellow plasma
blasts hit her from the infantry inside…ineffectually. 


Morgan came through and bowled them aside with a
concussive blast, clearing the way for Paul and Ken’slan to enter while she
pushed ahead. Kara dropped down behind them and pulled the doors back together
as much as she could, leaving a 4 inch gap where she could no longer get a
fingerhold and following Ken’slan from behind as an honor guard while Paul ran
ahead and took down what little Morgan dropped enroute to the first main
intersection in the hallways.


There the two Archons split up and went on a stunning
spree, leaving Kara with Ken’slan as they worked their way through a different
section of the den, taking down all those who they came across with the
Scionate being little more than a tagalong…though Kara did let him beat down
those that weren’t much of a threat to give him something to do.


The three Archons kept in contact via battlemeld and
comm when they were otherwise out of range, intent on keeping the Scionate away
from the exits and confined to the den while they worked through their stun
slaughter, though they did have to rush to various points to head off several
evacuation efforts, forcing the leadership to flee once again to other areas,
trying to avoid the Humans that they knew were coming even as they called for
heavy reinforcements on the outside.


Some of the Vensiol bloodline managed to make it out
of the building through the back entrances, all lower ranking members, who fled
across the plaza ring and ran into a barricade of multi-colored armored
security forces from a number of different bloodlines.


“Stand down and
surrender,” one of them demanded of the three unarmored Scionate skidding
to a halt on the street ahead of them as they met up with the line of armor not
allowing them to pass. One of them froze in place as ordered, but the other two
turned and ran, with four of the armored Scionate jumping out and sprinting
after them, setting up a chase that went across half of the plasma before one
of the armored ones fired a tiny needle/dart into the back of the neck of the
slower of the two. It injected a numbing agent on contact, taking a number of
seconds to enter the bloodstream but almost immediately slowing the fleeing
Vensiol and allowing a takedown to be made.


With one of the armored Scionate standing atop the now
disconcerted one and claiming it as a prisoner, the others tracked down the
second and fired a similar needle/dart with identical consequences. Gripping
either one by the neck, the bloodline security soldiers pulled their captives
over their backs and walked off with them, clearing the plaza and taking them
to nearby transports where the dopey prisoners were properly restrained and
shipped off as soon as each hover vehicle was full, clearing out the Vensiol
opposition a few at a time as their military reinforcements began to arrive.


Those few that came by street were stopped by the
security, resulting in some nasty fighting that ultimately saw the overthrowers winning out, but the bulk of the
reinforcements came by air in the form of transports flying in over the
courtyard and landing hundreds of fresh troops that moved into the den, having
been kept on standby for just this sort of situation after the first attack
that had thoroughly overwhelmed their defenses. 


This time though they had Kara to deal with, which
kept the perimeter guards’ attempted delay at a minimum, meaning that once
again the Humans had managed to get inside and the reinforcements would have to
go in after them. When they landed there was no hesitation, despite what they
knew of the Humans’ capabilities. They eventually managed to pull open the main
doors despite Kara’s handiwork, as well as moving in through the auxiliary
entrances, flooding the den with troops outfitted with heavy weaponry and
accoutrements…basically anything and everything they thought they’d need to counter
the Humans, including grapple nets and other nonlethal gadgets meant to at
least slow them down long enough to shoot them.


That gave Morgan and Paul more than enough targets to
satiate the two Archons, who were both eager for a personalized beatdown after fighting the recent battle from afar…more so
for Paul, but Morgan being confined to a mech cockpit just didn’t have the same
satisfaction as taking it to them commando style. Fueled with plenty of senzu
beans between them and an understanding of the layout and the Scionate combat
preferences from the first assault, the pair wove their way around the complex
solo, mowing down the opposition like they were hunting targets in a videogame
for points, actually going after the reinforcements as they came in rather than
playing defense and trying to avoid them.


All the while Kara stayed with Ken’slan as they did
their own fair share of the takedowns, with her stunning those that he beat
into submission while slowly working their way around a different section of
the den from the other two and eventually ending up at the audience
chamber…which they found empty. The Chieftans had been smart enough not to try
and hide here twice, but Ken’slan suspected he knew where they were and led
Kara across the complex to a ladder shaft that led down to the lowest levels
where a sacred display of relics from Scionate history resided…and a place that
was off limits to combat in any form.


Ken’slan wasn’t about to break with that tradition,
but suspected the cowards were hiding there and led Kara down to it, electing
to stay outside the entrance when the Human told him that there were indeed
people inside, somehow having scanned the interior with her formidable, yet
tiny armor.


“I cannot go in.
There is too much history in that place for combat to occur. No Scionate will
enter, if they have their honor, and risk the relics…or the affront.”


“I’m not
Scionate,” Kara pointed out.


“Exactly,”
Ken’slan said with devious pleasure. “But
please, try not to break anything. Drag them out here and I will deal with the
Chieftans personally.”


“Easy enough,”
Kara said, quietly pulling open and slipping through the doors as if she was a
patron at a museum rather than a goddess of war pursuing enemies.
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When Kara walked inside she saw a long hall with
statues and other displays along the walls, as well as a few running down a
center aisle. She took the left side and walked ahead, sensing where the
various minds where and seeing that they’d split up and were hiding in
different locations, spread around a large ring. That ring turned out to be a
square of hallways that connected to the entrance corridor forming a large key
shape with rooms on the interior and exterior.


It was in those rooms that the Scionate were hiding.
When Kara came up to the first one she opened the door, mentally freezing the
one inside that was ready to pounce and casually shooting it with a stun blast.
She walked over and picked up its limp body, swung the big, unarmored cat over
her shoulders and walked out, made a right, walked
some more, made another right, and headed back up the entry corridor to the
entrance.


She stepped outside and walked over to where Ken’slan
was waiting and dumped Yen’sor at his feet. “One down, 35 to go.”


“35?” he
asked, none too gently poking a paw into the unconscious Scionate’s ribs. 


“I did a quick
head count. There are no other exits, correct?”


“Not that I am
aware of, no.”


“Good,” she
said, turning around. “I’ll be back with
more.”


“Thank you,
Human.”


“My pleasure,”
Kara said from behind her armor’s scales that covered her face as well as the
rest of her body. Then she ducked inside again to fetch another one.


Ken’slan looked down at Yen’sor,
a Vensiol he knew well from previous dealings, and whispered at his unconscious
face. “You are lucky the Humans took you
alive. Had we done this ourselves, you and your kin
would most likely not have survived.”


He reached down as he retracted his own armor’s
helmet, then bit Yen’sor around the neck in a carry
and dragged him over to the side just before Kara brought out another. 


“Place him here,”
he instructed, with her tossing the heavy Scionate to the ground as if he
weighed nothing. How someone so small could exude so much strength was awe
inspiring, though he guessed it had something more to do with technology than
muscle. 


He reached down and bit Har’man,
dragging him over to the position he wanted as Kara retreated inside to get the
next one, which was when the Scionate heard sounds of combat nearby. He
reactivated his helmet, which extended out from his neckline and wrapped around
his face, then he ran backwards a bit to see what was happening and encountered
a pair of soldiers coming his way.


He growled and leapt at them, firing a plasma blast
into one’s shield to weaken it before he head-butted the rest of the defensive
barrier into shambles. With it down and the soldier disoriented he pawed his
face aside so hard that the bigger cat bounced into the wall as he turned on
the other. Those two went at it for several seconds before the other one got
himself on his feet and lunged at Ken’slan, knocking him down and shooting him
in the chest.


The Grisst reactivated his shield just in time to
catch it, then turned it off again so that the paw blows to come wouldn’t drain
energy…and old tactic that these young ones apparently had never been taught. Next
thing they knew Ken’slan was back on his feet, crouched low to the ground, then
he waited for them to move. When one jumped on him he leapt up towards it,
attempting an undercut, but a blur of red passed him and punched both soldiers
back down the hallway so hard and fast that they were immediately stunned and
crumpled on the ground, unresponsive for a long moment.


Kara raised an arm and shot both of them with the stun
energy, letting it sink through their shieldless armor and into their bodies,
putting them out for at least an hour, if not more.


“I am glad we
are not facing off as enemies on the battlefield,” Ken’slan said graciously
as Kara came back to him…then she did a double take and turned the other way
with little more than a nod of response.


She ran around the far corner, turning right and
flying down a few dozen meters to where she kicked into a mass of Scionate
heading their way, sending one of them back like a bowling ball through the
others before going Neo on the rest of them and physically beating their
shields down before landing punch/shots of stun into the 26 of them…with
Ken’slan coming around the corner to witness only the last few before it was
only her remaining standing.


“Come on,”
she said, bypassing him and heading back to the relic chamber. “These guys are just a distraction.”


“For you,
perhaps,” he said, following her back with lopey strides but again refusing
to enter the chamber, instead turning about and playing guard should any more
soldier make their way to them.


When Kara entered again she noticed that some of the
mental positions had changed, and so did she…intending to just stun them all
with one go-around then haul them out one by one. She headed for the closest
one on the left and began to work her way around the square, eventually coming
to a group of five hidden within a small room on the interior 90 degrees around
the square. Freezing five minds at once was tricky, so instead she just hit
them all with a Fornax field and walked in to find them lying on the floor,
maintaining the field while she stunned them all. 


On the way out she paused, noticing a particular relic
that she could have swore
was Cloud’s sword from Final Fantasy VII. She shook off the notion, realizing
that some of these relics must have been trophies from past conquests, for that
sword thing definitely couldn’t have been used by a quadruped with no hands.


Kara made a right and continued around the square,
coming across a pair of armored guards along with one of the Chieftans, all
three of which she left where they lay until she’d finished with the rest. When
she came back to pick them up, she took the unarmored one first and dumped him
outside at Ken’slan’s feet, with the Scionate
recognizing Ura’bor and pulling his counterpart off to the side, separate from
the others. 


Kara eventually finished bringing them all out, with
Ken’slan dismissing a pile of them as not being Chieftans, which the Human then
moved to another area as Paul came up to them.


“Tag,” he said, mentally transmitting an image of
hundreds of troops pouring into the complex.


Kara reached out her hand and fist-bumped Paul as she
passed, knowing that she was better suited to dealing with such large numbers
than he was.


Paul walked over to Ken’slan and inspected the haul of
prisoners. 


“Did we get them
all?”


“There are 2
missing. I do not know if they are in the den or not, but their leader is here,”
Ken’slan said, motioning with his nose to where he had Ura’bor laid. “How long will
they remain unconscious?”


“Depends on how
much stun Kara gave them. I would guess a few hours, but we need to restrain
them before that.”


“We will need my
security for that.”


“They’ll have to
wait a bit,” Paul said, flinching as he sensed another group of soldiers
moving nearby. “There are too many troops
around for them to get through.”


“Can you handle
them?”


“Given
time, yes.”


“Then go…I will
remain with these.”


“Alright, I’ll
go hunting in the immediate area, but I’ll stick close in case a few slip by.”


“I can handle a
few,” Ken’slan said stoically. “Help
the others.”


Paul nodded and ran off, extending his Ikrid range as
far as it could go and keeping it there like his personal radar, striking out
towards the nearest minds while staying close enough to keep a lock on Ken’slan.
It was tricky to do while fighting, but he’d had enough practice in training
that he could now slip into that mode without much conscious effort. 


He didn’t like the limited range he had to fight
within, but it was much better than standing next to his ward while the other
two fought the Scionate troops, though he had to be careful to stay within
sprinting range to get back to shield Ken’slan in time, barely making it twice
and intercepting the enemy infantry before they got to him…both times in which
the troops had approached from the opposite side where his detection range was
shorter.


Paul continued his hunter runs, clogging up the
hallways with stunned troops and nearly running himself out of replacement
clips before Morgan signaled that the counterassault was over. He returned to
Ken’slan, informing him of the temporary cease in fighting, whereupon the
bloodline leader called in his security and those allied with him using the
comm in his armor…with hundreds of multi-colored armored cats arriving and
taking custody of the prisoners, most of which they had to strip out of their
armor.


Paul stuck with Ken’slan the entire time, making sure
nothing happened to him, with Morgan and Kara patrolling the interior of the
ruling den without going outside it for fear of drawing unwanted attention.
Those security inside had been informed of their presence and purpose, but the
rest of the city would still probably consider them to be enemies. 


From there on there was a flurry of activity.
Transports rolled/floated in to take away the soldiers and civilians while
leaving the Chieftans behind, whom they took to the audience chamber in
manacles that only allowed them to walk with short steps, unable to run or
fight. A large number of other Scionate without armor joined them inside, with
Ken’slan eventually deploying guards at the entrance and asking for the Humans
to come inside with him.


The Scionate was still wearing his armor, helmet
retracted, making him the only one in the chamber so adorned. The rest wore
clothing of various colors, most symbolic of their bloodlines, but their feet
were bare, as was normal for Scionate. No one was situated on the lounging
pedestals, which signified the Chieftans of the ruling bloodline, while their
former occupants now sat before them on the stone floor with the others grouped
into clumps representing the various bloodlines, each with 3 or 4 representatives
for those that Grisst and Wennitan were favorable with, and a single individual
for the others that had been fortunate enough to be given invites, most of whom
were powerful rivals, leaving the lesser bloodlines out of the transition
entirely.


“I trust that
all of you have been informed of the facts surrounding this debacle?”
Ken’slan asked the crowd, getting various nods from the bloodline leaders. “Very well. Vensiol has been deposed, bloodlessly so,
for the most part, and I intend to keep it that way. The former Chieftans will
not be harmed, so long as they relinquish their positions within their
bloodline. Their stupidity cannot be left to taint their bloodline any further.
If they refuse, they will remain prisoners of Grisst…or perhaps of the Humans,
given that they have suffered most from their misdeeds. What say you, Ura’bor?”


The deposed bloodline leader looked up from the ground
as Ken’slan walked up to within a handful of meters and glared down at him. “You dishonor us all with your collusion.
They have killed over a million of us, and yet you stand here with them as
allies. I will not grace your treasonous question with a response,” he
said, spitting at Ken’slan and having the sticky liquid fall a meter short. 


Ken’slan turned to face the three Humans. “Do you want him?”


“We’re not in
the habit of taking trophies,” Morgan replied.


“As
you wish. Ura’bor, you will
remain a prisoner of Grisst, and you have the Humans to thank for your life.
Were this overthrow at the expense of great blood, yours would have been spilt
as well. Think on that in your seclusion. You will be released when you choose
to abdicate your leadership. Take him away.”


Two unarmored Scionate walked up next to Ura’bor, but
he wouldn’t move until one of them punched him in the side, prompting him to
lazily get to his feet so he could be nosed ahead towards the door, flanked by
the guards as he was forced to walk through the other bloodline leaders in
shame. When he was gone Ken’slan turned his attention to the other Chieftans. 


“Abdicate or
imprisonment. Which do you choose?”


“I will not
taint my bloodline further with this failure,” Tem’lan said, his pride not
lost. “I rescind my position so that
another more worthy may lead.”


Ken’slan huffed approvingly. “Remove his restraints.”


Tem’lan stood up straight as he could as another
Scionate came forward and unlocked the four tethers from his ankles, allowing
him to move freely and leave the chamber under his own power to return to his
bloodline and disappear from the political arena…with the unspoken ban
preventing him from ever returning to a position of prominence. 


Car’sem and three others followed him but the rest did
not, choosing imprisonment with the hope of being freed by another coup or
through trading, but Ken’slan was going to ensure that the latter did not happen.
These dishonorable traitors could not be permitted to rule again, in any form. 


When the last of them was removed Ken’slan walked up
to the central reclining pedestal and stood beside it, with most of those in
the chamber expecting him to claim leadership for Grisst, but true to his word
he did not.


“What was done
today was necessary, on the grounds of honor, to right a terrible wrong that
has cost us many lives. The Humans are our allies, not our enemies, and they
have proved far more honorable than I had previously given them credit for.
That was my mistake, and I am glad to admit that I have learned from it. While
capable of ruling, Grisst is not the best suited bloodline to that task given
the realities of life within the ADZ. Perhaps someday when war does not cling
at our throats like a constant noose we will lead, but now, when war is upon
us, we must fight the enemies at our doorstep.”


“Prior to now I
believed that meant hoarding our forces here, to defend our own worlds when the
Cajdital broke through into the ADZ. I was wrong in such thoughts, and it is
only proper for those who had more clairvoyance than Grisst to lead. With our
blessing and support, Wennitan will ascend to leadership and make this den their own.”


Paul could clearly feel the shock in the other
Scionate, with a lesser version mirrored in himself.
He hadn’t expected Ken’slan to choose a rival bloodline, but fortunately it was
the one that Paul had guessed to be on par with Grisst. Still, he was seeing
some aspect of the inner workings of Scionate society that he didn’t yet
understand…and that intrigued him. Not to mention the fact that Wennitan were
supporters of front line combat.


Jen’ton walked out of the crowd and stood beside
Ken’slan for a moment, exchanging gestures of respect, then the Grisst stepped
away from the pedestal and Jen’ton climbed up on top of it…with the rest of the
Wennitan leadership doing the same and assuming their positions as the new
Chieftans of the Scionate.


“War Chief Paul,”
Jen’ton called out with a high pitched voice…for a Scionate anyway, “please come
forward.”


Paul raised an eyebrow inside his helmet and walked
through the various cats, who parted to give him a direct line to the front,
whereupon he removed his helmet and stared eye to eye with the Scionate, given
that it sat on a pedestal and that Humans stood taller than the quadrupeds,
giving them an equal eye level and an unexpected symbol of parity, whereas the
other Scionate were lower to the ground, even as they stood.


“On behalf of my
wayward kin, I apologize deeply for the affront we have committed. Not just the
most recent attack and those few lives that it cost your people, but by our
reluctance to do our part in the defense of the ADZ. We have lived in safety
for many years thanks to the efforts of Star Force, the Protovic, and the Hycre
with little in compensation. With your permission, the Scionate would like to
colonize a handful of worlds on the border to further strengthen our perimeter,
as well as to be included in ongoing combat operations effective immediately.”


Paul didn’t smile, though he was pleased with the
turnabout. 


“As you said,
you killed some of my people. That we cannot and will not
forgive. Even though you have deposed those responsible for ordering the
assault, your troops willingly carried it out. Loyalty is valuable, blind
loyalty is dangerous. It is clear that the Scionate do not see Star Force as an
inherent ally, otherwise your troops would have refused the attack order and
spared their own lives in the process.”


“There is a rift
between us that has grown larger,” Paul continued with an even tone. “Words cannot heal the wounds of battle…only
further battle can. Given time, effort, and execution we may one day grow into
true allies, but that is not by any means a certainty. I will, however, grant
you the opportunity to try and forge that bond. Your request for worlds on the
border is granted, with specifics to be arranged later. Your request for
inclusion into ground operations will have to be approved by the Protovic, for
they are leading many of those campaigns, but I grant you permission to fight
in conjunction with Star Force on ours. You will be given the opportunity to
regain your honor and one day call yourself our
ally…if you prove worthy.”


“Stern words,”
Jen’ton said with an equally even tone, “but
those of a warrior who does not have time for games and respects us enough to
give us the blunt truth. We welcome the chance to prove ourselves, and will
atone for our dishonor in Cajdital and Skarron blood…or Nestafar, if we should
get the chance.”


“I believe there
is a line forming on that last count.”


“As there should
be, though your Calavari have priority rights after what they suffered. As for
your loss of lives…that is something we cannot compensate you for. Your ships
and other machines are another matter, and we will supply you with 10 times the
resources necessary to replace them.”


“And
the meat market?”


“I will send out
couriers within the day instructing that it be dismantled and those responsible
apprehended. You need not continue your clandestine attacks. If we do not
locate them all, point out to us what we have missed and we will eradicate them
ourselves. We made a pact with Star Force, and Wennitan will see that it is
honored.”


“So long as you
are true to your word, consider this to be the official end of hostilities on
Star Force’s part.”


“And
likewise for the Scionate, again, with our deepest apologies.”


“Rule wisely,”
Paul said before putting his helmet back on and turning to leave, with Kara and
Morgan falling into step with him and leaving the audience chamber enroute to their
gunship, which they then took back to Admat directly. 
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July 23, 2534


Solar System


Earth



 

Davis sat in his office reviewing the report that Paul
had sent him, detailing the resolution to the Scionate problem with better
results than he had hoped for. Their military, while not as well equipped as
Star Force’s, was far larger and adding them to the front would add another
level of stability to the ADZ. As it was most of the ‘front’ was unoccupied by
either friend or enemy, given that it was a spherical perimeter. The more dots
on that shell that they could fill, the more secure the sphere would become, if
for no other reason than to have secure bases to strike back from should, or
rather when, an invasion occurred.


The Scionate had also agreed to end the meat market
and vigorously pursue any violations that they found or that Star Force pointed
out. Because of that last caveat Davis guessed they were being genuine, which
Paul also echoed, but only time would tell on that point. The teams out
dismantling the meat market through special ops action were being called back
temporarily to allow the Scionate to take care of it themselves, but Paul and a
few of the others were sticking around to make sure the job got done properly.


The other trailblazers were heading off to other
assignments/training as was usual, with Davis’s part of this endeavor now
coming into play. Paul had sent along a copy of both raids on the Scionate den,
along with their own security recordings, detailing the Archons’ strike and how
effective it was in cutting right past their defenses. Those records he was
going to edit a bit, maybe cut out some of their psionics, but otherwise he was
going to distribute them to the various news agencies within the ADZ so
everyone could see what had happened and how Star Force could and would come
after them if they violated the terms of colonization.


There would be a secondary reaction, he knew, to how
powerful the Archons were, but word of that had already begun to spread of its
own accord from various races’ troops that had gone into battle alongside them.
Davis knew well the risks in tipping off the V’kit’no’sat to their existence,
but at this point there was little they could do to stop the information from
spreading…so he might as well use it to his advantage. 


He believed, and hoped, that the V’kit’no’sat were too
far away to notice. There were potentially millions of races within the galaxy,
and if the V’kit’no’sat hadn’t returned to reclaim Earth by now then it was
probably in a region that they cared little for. They were almost outside the
V’kit’no’sat maps anyway, but bottom line was that Star Force had to be Star
Force regardless of what happened…though there were plans in the working
should/when they came back. They were far from complete, but Star Force
couldn’t wait a few centuries to get them established. They had two warfronts
to deal with that could end them before the V’kit’no’sat even glanced this way,
making dealing with those the top priority.


The trailblazers had already set a no-go line on the
edge of Beta Region, which Davis concurred with. Hopefully that would keep word
of Star Force local, but at the end of the day the future was uncertain and
there were no guarantees, no matter what they did or didn’t do. The ADZ was
Davis’s immediate concern, and releasing this information would go a long way
to heading off a list of problems before they arose. Fear of retribution was an
effective weapon when coupled with justice, so that your allies didn’t fear you
but your adversaries did. It was a delicate balance to maintain, but one that
Davis and Star Force had already mastered.


Included in the news release he was compiling was
footage from the assault on Admat…which Davis was furious about. Paul’s calming
wisdom had kept him from going through the roof, but in no way, shape, or form
could killing people ever be construed as a legitimate form of diplomacy or
airing of grievances. By including those data records…which he was going to
leave Kara out of…Davis intended to show everyone else the foolishness and
price of attacking Star Force, for Paul, Morgan, Kara, and the rest of the Star
Force troops there had pulled off a victory that Davis was still having a hard
time understanding given the numbers that had been thrown against them. 


Their losses should have been far worse, but those
people they had lost were still eating at him. He was pleased with the
resolution the trailblazers had managed to accomplish, but something still felt
wrong about the Scionate avoiding responsibility for their actions. Them
joining the warfront was meant as a form of penance, and Davis could appreciate
that, as well as the fact of them losing so many lives in the attack, but still
their empire was intact with only a change of leadership as a result…a tactic
that had been employed in democracies on Earth back in the day to avoid
responsibility, preserving the nation through blaming and discarding a few
individuals.


Paul’s report indicated that wasn’t the case here, and
while Davis trusted his judgement he still had misgivings, though he was going
to let them pass and watch how things played out. The victory on Admat and the
two successful raids into the Scionate capitol gave him plenty of social
ammunition to use in the cultural clash that was ongoing, and putting the
Scionate in their place was going to be part of his efforts. If they were
admitting responsibility and altering from within, so be it, but he wasn’t counting
on that good of luck, so in the news release he made sure to detail the events
truthfully, but with an emphasis on the Scionate biting off more than they could
chew and getting their asses kicked.


That was the message the ADZ needed to hear, along with
various other threads. It also doubled as Davis’s personal jab at the race, for
he could not and would not ever
tolerate his people being killed, and there was no way the Scionate or any
other ADZ race was going to spin this to their favor. He was going to make it
crystal clear what happened and where the blame lay, then let the threat of the
Archons and Star Force’s military might speak for itself. Stating a ‘this is
what will happen to you’ boast would work contrary to the intended point, with
letting the truth work its own magic being, Davis had discovered over the
centuries, to be the most effective way of convincing someone of something.
Push and they got defensive or disbelieving.


Davis was just going to make sure they had more than
enough data to squelch any spinning before it began, as well as to make it
clear that Star Force was capable of defending the ADZ against the lizards,
Skarrons, and others…something that was still very much an active question
floating around. Up until now Star Force had been seen as a tech guru, building
the Sentinels and aiding the Protovic and Hycre in the fighting…but now the
races would see just how much teeth Star Force had for a conventional fight,
given that the Scionate had always been assumed to be the stronger head to
head.


Several hours later, when Davis sent the packet off
for final review by his staff to make sure he hadn’t missed or messed anything
up, he was still fuming over Admat. The equipment destroyed could be replaced,
but the lives lost couldn’t…and they hadn’t been lost fighting an enemy. They’d
been killed by a so-called ally, and that just left Davis with a very wrong
feeling tugging at his gut. 


Unable to shake it, he left his office and went down
to the gym for a workout, hoping the effort would help to clear his head and
feeling the incessant need to hit something.



 

On the planet Rassakatt, far outside the ADZ and on
the very edge of Nestafar space, Sarrew woke to an
alarm, bolting out of his hanging sleep pod and pulling on his clothing before
flying up the ceiling exit and through the narrow tube-like passageway that
curved over into a tunnel that led to a nearby prep room where he and many
others were hastily pulling on combat gear. 


Sarrew grabbed a pair of
hand blades, not expecting to need them but always carrying them in a sheath on
his small belt just in case. He added a pistol and some extra gear in a ready
to go utility harness that he pulled on around his back and clasped in the
front, then headed out another tunnel that lead to the ready bay where he took
to the air and flew across the vast chamber to the waiting transport, ducking
inside a few minutes before it launched through a topside door the size of a
grain field.


As the transport took to the air Sarrew
moved about within the ship, coming to the internal hangar bay and climbing
aboard his walker and joining the other crew assembling inside. Normally they
would have boarded the walker prior to its being put into the hangar, but this
particular military base was for fast response, with the machines being
preloaded so they could leave in a minimum of time. The troops were the same
way, having been kept nearby and on alert, rotating out in cycles, to maintain
constant readiness.


Sarrew had been on call for
some 3 years now after returning from the successful yet bloody Calavari
campaign, but this was the first non-drill call he’d responded to, given that
Rassakatt was a secure world far from what had previously been Calavari
territory. In fact it was on the coreward edge of Nestafar territory, making it
about as safe of a backwater world as you could get.


The planet was well established and boasted a large
population, so it wasn’t some dinky outpost and undefended, but these types of
military positions were for the young soldiers who needed experience and the
old veterans that needed a breather…both serving a purpose in the defense of a
world that probably wouldn’t need defending.


Yet now here he was, being called out to fight who
knew what. Perhaps the Alliance had found them…the thought of which terrified
him. The annihilation of their capitol system and all its worlds still haunted
the Nestafar, and if they had come here with similar intent he could be facing
overwhelming numbers of troops as soon as they dropped out of the transport.


Sarrew didn’t get an
intelligence report until two minutes prior to drop off, with him unable to
read more than ‘unidentified foe’ before he was actively walking the super
dragon out of the transport with smaller walkers skittering out ahead of the
giant machine. He got a heading from the regional military commander and set
the Ho’shemon on its course, forming into the echelon typical of Nestafar
walkers when traveling towards a target. 


Sarrew was piloting the
machine while the rest of the crew were handling weapons and other systems, and
it didn’t take long before their enemy appeared on the horizon…for their own
version of walkers were huge. Never
before had he seen an enemy with something bigger than the Ho’shemon, which
among this region of the galaxy was considered the dominant ground assault
vehicle. 


As they moved forward he could see weaponsfire ahead,
with red plasma exchanging with white amongst many targets. Normally Sarrew would have been tasked with heading towards the
biggest and strongest enemy to counter and usually kill while the smaller
walkers engaged the others, pulling the heat off them and putting it on the
beast that he was driving, but today wasn’t the case, with him being tasked
with heading towards the nearest of the enemy walkers as a hoard of four-legged
Nestafar Urriak were engaging the large, almost
floating masses that moved about on impossibly thin legs.


But there were smaller ones yet,
each bipeds with thick legs that were running forward into flanking positions.
Sarrew saw the main plasma battery fire a spurt of
red at the orb-like top of the enemy walker, splashing over it and impacting
some type of shield before melting into the armor…but it didn’t go down as he
expected. Instead it took three hits before the plasma melted all the way
through and the burnt out hulk came to a rest…then slowly tipped over as its
legs weren’t quite in the proper position to maintain balance. 


From there he kept the super dragon on its original
course, with the targeting head moving independent from his leg motions unless
otherwise directed. He saw one of the big walkers go down ahead under a
coordinated attack from the smaller Nestafar walkers, then
his went into combat with another to its right, with Sarrew
setting them in place and adjusting their standing angle to assist the gunners
in case the spindly-legged thing tried to run.


It didn’t, and the two machines exchanged direct fire,
neither doing as much damage to the other as they expected. Sarrew
knew the Nestafar armor would protect them against all but an overwhelming
onslaught, but the enemy shields and armor were serving them well and kept them
alive and fighting far longer than he was comfortable with. 


Once the big machine collapsed and crushed its own
legs, Sarrew moved them on towards the next one,
taking down three more before they met up with an even larger enemy walker and
the odds became a bit more even…but with time and the assistance of his
escorts, Sarrew’s super dragon downed it as well,
beginning to put some order to the ground battle.


That was when he got orders to travel to another
location as quickly as mechanically possible. He responded appropriately,
turning the super dragon to the right and walking forward as he saw a plume of
missiles streak across the sky and land on another super dragon ahead, blasting
into its armor so badly that when the smoke finally cleared the impact divots
were obvious…meaning significant damage.


That super dragon fired back on its target…only that
wasn’t what had fired the missiles at it. As Sarrew
brought his super dragon into play and assisted the other with the takedown
along with hundreds of plasma orbs and streamers from the smaller walkers, he
finally saw the missile firing target on the horizon, far outside their current
range and to which the military commander was eventually working them.


The machine was monstrous, and for the first time in
his military career Sarrew felt the inferior inside
the Ho’shemon. 


But he pushed the thought aside. The other drivers out
there had less protection than he did, and a lot of them were less experienced.
If he was going to give into panic what hope did they have?


So Sarrew set himself to the
task at hand and continued downing targets all the way up to the Type-2 Skarron
walker that he eventually assaulted along with six other super dragons and
their escorts…with him eventually dying as the wash of plasma eventually burned
through the stubborn Nestafar armor and disabled the Ho’shemon. He and the
other crew attempted to play dead, but the Skarrons didn’t relent and burned
through the interior compartments until the plasma eventually reached the
command cockpit, ending Sarrew’s military career and
life without him even knowing the identity of the attackers.
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