
        
            
                
            
        

    



1



 


 

May 18, 3560


Twan System
(Expanded Region)


Heffen



 

Nero-22834 stood on the bridge of one of the four Clan
Scorpion Invader-class jumpships that
had just entered planetary orbit having blown by the Mendz defense ships around
the system’s star. Their naval fleet was pathetic compared to Star Force
technology, as were most in the Expanded Region, but the forces in this system
and on the planet below were definitely hostile despite the lack of initial
combat. Plus the Mendz weren’t stupid, thus their defense ships here were keeping
their distance, for they knew that Star Force had enough weaponry to blow apart
anything they had.


“Contact the planetary capitol,” Nero said, standing
in a comm circle that would transmit his full body image to the planet below
when contact was made rather than just a torso or headshot. He was prepared to
wait upwards of half an hour to get a reply, but there was no hesitation on the
part of the Mendz, for their representative appeared before the Archon in a
simulated vid screen into which Nero’s hologram was being translated, for the
primitive planet didn’t have hologram technology…nor much else save for a
signature natural strength that had allowed them to conquer 4 other nearby
systems.


“State your purpose,” the snarling, cat-like face said
in a loosely diplomatic tone.


“You are in violation of the treaty of Adorez. Per
stipulations agreed to 53 years ago, your planet is now forfeit and Clan
Scorpion is here to claim it.”


“We no longer acknowledge that treaty or your legitimacy.
The Mendz will do as they please and will not be beholden to others, including
your Star Force.”


“This is not a negotiation,” Nero said without missing
a beat. “We are here to take possession of the planet. I expect to fight, but
am obligated to give you a chance to surrender.”


“You know that we will not.”


“Of course, but protocol must be followed and your
deaths chosen by you. We’re not the murdering butchers, after all.”


“Your offer is dismissed. While we cannot match you in
orbit, but you cannot take this world. Our planetary shields will not fall and
our Tabers cannot be overcome beneath them. The idea that we would surrender to
4 of your vessels is insulting. If you wish to do battle bring a bigger army,
otherwise do not waste our time.”


“These are all we’re using, and I’ll grant your space
forces immunity from attack so long as they reciprocate and do not attempt to
assist the forces on the ground…where we both know this will be settled.”


“Settled? If we defeat you, you will send another
larger force to try again.”


“That’s always an option, but our forces have better
things to do than overwhelm you. My four ships are sufficient to defeat you,
though it will be something of a challenge. If we get sloppy, you might
prevail.”


“And a warrior deserves a challenge.”


“You wouldn’t know,” Nero said icily. “You kill the
helpless and gang up on the weak. When have you ever fought a fair fight?”


“Is it our fault they don’t oppose us more?”


“It’s your fault in your choice of targets. We gave
you a chance with the treaty and now you’ve wasted it. People who don’t learn
will be conquered, and now you fall into that category.”


“Then let us broker one more deal. One which we cannot
back out of.”


“The time for deals is over. This world will be ours
one way or another. Surrender or fight.”


“We intend to fight, but we have something you want
and I’m willing to trade.”


“And that is?”


“Hostages.”


Nero’s face turned grim. “Who?”


“Slaves taken from Vishaw and Belni, numbering
somewhere around 230,000. I will trade you all of them in exchange for your
word.”


“My word?”


“That this invasion that you have chosen will settle
the matter between us. Your four ships vs our entire planet. If you truly
believe you can defeat us with so little, swear to it. If we win, Star Force
will never enter this system again. If you win, we will be dead but you will
have your hostages as well.”


“And if I don’t agree, you’ll do what with them?”


“Whatever we please, but you will not be allowed to
retrieve them. Star Force’s word is good, and there are some neutral observers
here that can witness. We agree to fight with what we have in this system and
it will settle the outcome between us. Our word you do not have to trust…”


“Nor would I.”


“…but yours is trusted. Should you break it here
others would know. I challenge you to fight for this world with the forces you
have brought and to live with the permanent outcome.”


“And your other worlds?”


“Irrelevant. I want immunity for this one.”


“So you can base out of here to hunt in others as much
as you want with a sanctuary to return to that we won’t hit?”


“I see we understand one another.”


“And you think the hostages are worth that?”


“What I think doesn’t matter. It’s what you think and
if you are sufficiently ranked to make a promise that others will hold to.”


“I have the rank,” the ViLord promised. “So surrender
is totally off the table?”


“It is.”


“Even for your civilians?”


“What becomes of them after I am dead is not my
concern. The military will fight to the death.”


“Then let us make this a military fight,” Nero said,
entertaining his unusual willingness to negotiate terms of battle. Usually most
people negotiated to avoid battle, but the Mendz had a fighter mentality that
the Archon was already well aware of having led a few Clan Scorpion units in support
of the local defense forces on the worlds that the Mendz had expanded to. With
his help they’d pushed them back from some planets and continents, but this was
their homeworld and he’d successfully argued for 4 full Invaders to take these
guys out…otherwise no one would have, for the entire Expanded Region was too
large and too wild to control save for a sprinkling of Star Force worlds and a
few roaming patrols that Nero was a part of. 


“Meaning?” the Mendz asked.


“If we take cities and regions from you, your
civilians will not attempt sabotage or suicide after the combat has subsided.
They become the property of the victor along with the buildings and other
assets at those locations. There will also be no destruction of such assets in
order to avoid the enemy capturing them. I am referring to non-military
assets.”


“You want our people alive?”


“If I wanted you dead I’d just bombard the planet.”


“You don’t have the firepower to get past our
shields.”


“After I took your shields down through a ground
assault,” Nero clarified.


“Warrior vs warrior then?”


“I don’t consider you warriors, but your point is
taken. Yes, military to military only, though your civilians can assist you
during combat if they wish. But afterwards, they must behave as property. Do
you have the rank to achieve that?”


“Those who do are listening.”


“Compliance of your civilians would be required for us
to hold to the agreement. Should they not behave as instructed during the
battle and we should lose, their misbehavior negates the immunity agreement.”


“Interesting. So you are comfortable with the basic
arrangement?”


“We can beat you with 4 ships, so yes, I’m comfortable
with the basic arrangement.”


“One moment please,” the Mendz said, with the screen
turning to oscillating static. 


“What are you doing?” an Archon ranger asked him, standing
a few steps out of view.


“I didn’t expect this, so I’m just going with it.”


“We’d really promise to never come back?”


“If I made the deal Star Force would honor
it…especially since nobody cares about what’s happening out here with all the
combat going down in the Rim Region and the possibility of more on the lizard
border.”


“But they don’t know that?” she asked deviously.


“No, they don’t,” Nero said with a smirk. “Do you
think we can win?”


Before she could answer the comm line returned and the
same Mendz appeared with a bit of movement coming into view from the right from
wherever he had just been. 


“Civilians will behave as property of the owner of
each city and geographical region. Planetary defense assets will not be targeted,
and in return we will allow you an immune surface base in a variety of possible
locations that we stipulate and you will choose from. Access to and from the
surface will be available from that point continuously, but the remainder of
the defense shields will remain raised.”


“Accepted.”


“We also want a time limit so you cannot stall inside
your base. How long do you believe you will need to conquer the planet?”


Nero glanced to the side and used some telepathic
controls to bring up planetary data he’d already become familiar with. “There
are 853 major cities on the planet. We will complete conquest within 20 years.”


“Too long.”


“18, but once a city has been held for 2 continuous
years it become immune to counterattack.”


The Mendz’s eyes focused off screen for a moment. 


“10 years.”


Nero shook his head. “No. We do not have the troops to
spread out in defensive allotments across the planet. In exchange for
preserving your shield generators and planetary defense batteries for use
against non-Star Force units in the eventuality that we fail and leave, we have
to be granted the ability to fight and claim territory without the burden of
excessive defensive measures. If you wish less than 18 years then the timeframe
for immunity has to be lower than 2 years. You may be in a hurry to gain your
immunity, but do you fear we will have an advantage in the long term?”


“15 and 1.8, with reconquest resetting the immunity
timer.”


“Contingent on every individual brought here from
other worlds be released to us. If we find evidence that even one wasn’t turned
over, it nullifies the agreement.”


“You want our other slaves as well?”


“Slaves, prisoners, anyone who was brought here. Let’s
just clear the battlefield of everyone but your people.”


“1.9 in exchange for that caveat.”


“Agreed, with an immunity for any craft we arrange to
visit the system to evacuate the people being turned over to us. We won’t have
enough room on our ships, so we’ll have to contract out with others and I want
them untouched.”


“And the same will hold to our ships coming and
leaving the system?”


“The fight will only be on the surface and in
atmosphere, and transports coming up and down from our immune base will also be
immune with a geographical corridor established to denote proper boundaries.”


“Then we are in accord. Even one city possessed by us
at the end of 15 years will result in our victory and you will leave to never
return?”


“Yes…contingent that you hold to all agreed upon
terms.”


“We will.”


“Base locations?”


“We will designate regions to choose from soon, then
come to an accord for the exact parameters of the immune base.”


“And you want to think it through carefully?”


“We will not take long,” the Mendz said, cutting the
comm enroute to conferring with the other vermin on how best to work their
strategy. Possession of the planet had just become a war game and he expected
them to work every advantage they could manufacture.


“I hope you know what you’re doing,” the ranger said
as other bridge crew were giving him odd looks. “Orbital bombardment was our
most potent weapon.”


“And it bought us hostages that we otherwise would
have tried to rescue or seen thrown up in front of us as living shields. We
should have a clean battlefield now, and access to the surface.”


“But we can’t snipe their mechs from orbit…and they
have far more than we do.”


“Their Tabers are junk. If we’re good, we can work
through them over time.”


“They’re going to play for time.”


“Of course they are, but this is a challenge worthy of
our Clan rather than an automatic win…and I’m not disappointed with that when
it’s what enables us to secure hostages.”


“Are you sure we can do this with the numbers we have
and the timeframe? Attrition alone…”


“We’ve got our work cut out for us,” Nero said,
turning to an Archon striker on the other side of him. “Assemble all
mechwarriors in the pit and link in the other three ships.”


“What about the pilots and infantry?”


“Key them in through relays, but keep them in separate
locations. In fact, key in everyone on the ships no matter where they are.”


“How long?”


“Half hour.”


“Going,” the striker said, disappearing from the
bridge as Nero sat back down in his command chair and began pulling up some
data. They all had a lot of work to do, for he’d given the Mendz a significant
advantage in order to get the deal…but he knew his Clan could still pull this
off.



 

“Plans have changed,” Nero said as he stood on a small
platform in the middle of a circular briefing room with tiered seats ringing
him on all sides in which sat the mechwarriors assigned to this ship whether
they be Archons or Regulars. A few small screens on the podium in front of Nero
showed the other pits holding the mechwarriors on the other three ships who
would be seeing a hologram of the Archon so detailed it would look like he was
actually there. 


All four ships were sitting in orbit alongside one
another so lag wasn’t an issue, but unlike typical Warship-class jumpships the Invaders only carried 12-20 drones each
as opposed to the standard 60-100. The rest of the interior of the Invaders was
made up of cargo and living space meant to accommodate the mechs onboard. Clan
Scorpion was a mech-centered civilization and as such they and several others
used the Invader-class jumpships to
ferry around ground assault teams with a mech-heavy focus. The naval drones
were meant for ship defense and limited offensive options necessary to get the
mechs to ground and support them.


The same went for the limited aerial and infantry, who
on the Invaders were meant purely for support operations. The mechs were the
combat method of choice and as such the Invaders carried a lot of them. Each
ship carried between 1000-1800 mechs, but typically only had 500 mechwarriors…a
full galaxy each, meaning a total of 2000 for this invasion with multiple mechs
available to them along with repair facilities that were capable of fabricating
entirely new machines given the right materials, though he didn’t have the
resource gathering teams for that. Clan Scorpion was going to have to conserve
their battle machines, otherwise the Mendz could win just by damaging them in
losing battles.


“The mission we came here to accomplish has changed,”
Nero began, addressing those seated in front of him and those behind his back,
but he wouldn’t be rotating around to give everyone a look at his face. Such
juvenile techniques were for speech makers and Nero was a warrior along with
everyone else in this room. They could hear just fine looking at his back, but
a hologram of the planet popped up above his head that gave them something that
everyone could see as it slowly spun around.


“We are still going to conquer this world, but in
order to get a large number of hostages that the Mendz have taken from other
worlds we have negotiated the terms of battle. We only have the four ships we
brought without the option of reinforcement and 15 years to take every city on
this planet without the help of orbital bombardment. If we cannot do that then
we lose, withdraw, and never return. The Mendz want a planet of their own that Star
Force will not touch, and I’ve accepted their offer in order to get the
hostages out.”


“That means we have a tough fight ahead of us rather
than a cleanup mission. We knew we were outnumbered coming here, but the Mendz
were never really a threat to beat us. Now they are, because we can’t take our
time. Their Tabers are crap, but if they can take out or even damage one of our
mechs for every 100 we kill they will win by attrition. This cannot be a battle
for kills. It has to be for cities. We take one and hold it for 1.9 years and
it becomes ours permanently. We won’t have to defend it after that point. If
the Mendz try anything devious then they break the deal, at which point we’ll
already have the hostages so they lose out…which is why I think they’ll hold to
the terms.”


“We have to fight, kill, and keep from taking
damage…with an emphasis on the latter. If we get too cautious we will take
ground too slowly. There are 853 cities, which means we have to take a city
every 6.4 days on average to conquer the planet in 15 years. That is doable,
but difficult without letting the attrition eat us away. I’ll be arranging for
shipments of food to supplement our supplies, but we will not be getting any
replacement war material per the terms of this deal. We will be salvaging as
many damaged or destroyed mechs as we can, so if at all possible defend the
debris and don’t let the Mendz take it or destroy it further.”


“I can’t over emphasize this point. Time and attrition
are our enemies as much as the Mendz are, and expect them to be smart enough to
use them against us at every turn. We can’t afford to be better than the enemy
this time. If we are, we lose. We have to be way better to pull this off, and I want input from all of you on
any possible advantage or disadvantage you spot over the next 15 years. Do not
assume anything is frivolous. We have a supply cap people. And if you don’t
know what that means I suggest you take to the video game archives and learn
how much of a bitch it can be...”
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August 11, 3560


Twan System
(Expanded Region)
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Sarah Averdy climbed into the cockpit of a waiting Nova Cat-class mech, sliding in through
the back hatch then sealing herself inside with heavy armor plates covering the
entrance. Stripping down to her underwear, she stowed her clothing and shoes in
an optional side compartment before stepping down into the control sphere. Once
inside, the mech began scanning her mind and allowed her to interface with its
controls remotely with her prompting several hatches nearby to open and extrude
mechanical arms that came up next to her body.


The mechwarrior went old school and began strapping
herself into the manual controls for the mech just in case the neural link went
down in battle. Such things were rare with all the redundancies, but she didn’t
want to be in a pitched battle only to have to sit and take fire while strapping
into the manual controls if the neural interface died, so she was doing it now
and getting movement matching arm and leg flaps secured to her body along with
the foot pads and finger controls that always felt better against bare flesh.


When she was strapped in to her liking she triggered
the restraining field that would have held her body in an upright standing
position if she hadn’t had the manual equipment deployed, but she still wanted
herself in what the mech pilots referred to as ‘statue’ mode so her limbs
didn’t flop around while her mind was mostly disconnected from them, for when
she fully engaged the piloting program her senses were 95% replaced with those
of the mech, with her mind essentially being transplanted into the new
mechanical body.


She saw through its sensors, felt its movements and
restrictions, and knew the power charge and ammo levels of every piece of
equipment as if it were different parts of her body. Light pain stimuluses
would even register damage to the mech, but nothing so extreme that it would
distract her. Just a little prickling here and there to get her attention and
such levels had been programmed into her profile long ago so whatever mech she
hopped into would identify her and reconfigure itself to her settings based off
a neural scan or a seldom used physical pin attached to her uniform should she
find herself in a mech that wasn’t part of her unit and didn’t have her
settings preloaded.


That pin would also act as a data recorder linked in
with the mech’s own systems. Should her steed be destroyed she could carry
information of how that defeat had occurred with her assuming she lived through
the ordeal, but it would work just as well from the bin as it would on her
body, and if she needed to evacuate the mech her clothing wasn’t going to offer
much protection. Better to be a little more efficient with the manual controls
if they were needed, but the stripping down was also a fad that seemed to
increase one’s connection to their machine. It was mostly psychological mind
games, but there was just enough truth in it that the practice hadn’t
disappeared with the advent of the neural interface technology.


The Archons had had the ability to mentally control
their mechs long before the Regulars did, but now they were on par and the
specialists like Sarah were back to having an advantage. She’d never make the
mistake of underestimating an Archon, but they had so many different duties and
skills to train for that they’d never be as good as a mechwarrior that spent
all their time focusing on their specific skillset. The Archons knew this too,
which was why most of Clan Scorpion’s mechwarriors were Regulars and the Archons that fought alongside them had to be
damn good just in order to keep up.


The leadership of the Clan was still Archons that
could do everything better than Sarah. Cora-005 had founded the Clan and
basically wrote the book on mech warfare, and the trailblazer’s skills were far
beyond hers…and when you were dealing with mechs that usually meant little
variations and subtleties in combat, for most of their damage potential came
from the raw machines themselves. It was up to a good mechwarrior to get more
out of their machines and avoid simple, straight throw downs of weapons against
one another…and that’s exactly what she couldn’t afford today as they started
their first attack on the Mendz.


When her mind connected to the Nova Cat she was also
linked into the battlemap so that she didn’t just see it, but could feel all
the units around her. Not just those in the mechbay, but all across the base
and even those units already in the field assaulting two nearby cities. They
were a few hours ahead of her and trying to draw out whatever Mendz strategy
might be in play, with her and the others not yet released into combat studying
the battlemap data live as they got their first good look at the Tabers here.


Most matched the mechs that the Mendz had been using
on other worlds but they also had a few new varieties…all heavies that
contained a decent amount of firepower. The Tabers had armor, shields, and a
decent movement package but where woefully inferior to the Clan Scorpion mechs,
especially in firepower. The Tabers were armed with plasma weapons, particle
slugs, and some better than average missiles. Those would be the most dangerous
threat to Sarah and her Clansmen today, and from the look of it the Mendz weren’t
holding back their ammunition.


“Damn they’re getting lit up,” Zander Ironwood said
from the Madcat-class mech that was
walking out of its berth beside her as Sarah stepped out herself and turned to
the right to follow him and the other three members of her support star. “They
can’t even get close to the cities without their shields going down.”


“They don’t have an infinite supply of missiles,” she
pointed out. “We just have to weather the storm until we get a break.”


“There won’t be one,” their star leader, Michael
Tanison countered. “They have factories across this planet pumping out more
round the clock. If they stall us long enough they win, so don’t expect a let
up. We’re going to have to punch our way in.”


“We’ll take damage,” Zander objected as the five mechs
walked outside into the daylight of the base as other mech bays were also
releasing 5-group ‘stars’ of mechs to meet up with Ryan-93888, who would be
leading the assault on a third nearby city currently choked with aerial
fighters that would make any hot drops difficult, thus they were going to march
overland to get there and dare the fighters to come within their anti-air
range. 


“That’s what they’re going to try and force,” Tanison
agreed. “We have to make it less than they want but avoid a standoff.”


“And how do we do that?” Swittni asked, the lone
Urik’kadel along with the four Humans in their star. 


“I have some ideas, but it’s Ryan’s call.”


“Not much terrain to work with,” Sarah pointed out as
the two madcats, her nova cat, and two starbursts ran in a single file line
across the prefab deck plates until they passed out through one of four gates
and onto the soft brown/green soil of the Mendz capitol planet. The little
plants squishing beneath her mech’s feet were only inches tall and covering most
of the area around the base, with very little in the way of hills or other line
of sight blockers between them and their distant target…meaning they’d be out
in the open for the Mendz to strike at will.


“That’s why we make our own,” Tanison said as he led
his star out behind a huge Donatello-class
walker that already had a head start on them.


“Geez,” Sarah said, seeing the six-legged behemoth had
been heavily retrofitted. “It doesn’t have any weapons left.”


“Those extra shield generators are going to cover the
lead thrust while we snipe support, so we’re just going to ride in the back for
now.”


“Copy that,” Swittni confirmed, bringing his Starbright-class mech around on Sarah’s
left and forming the traditional ‘2 ahead of 3’ double line that their star
typically traveled in when terrain wasn’t an issue. All around them other mechs
were walking or running into place and forming up with their units. A lot of
them were Neo-class frontline mechs
designed with less weaponry but by far more agility. They fought like giant
infantry, punching and kicking as much as shooting, while the traditional
‘stiff’ mechs like Sarah’s star was using carried the bigger guns.


What followed was several hours of walking, during
part of which Sarah disconnected and let the autopilot keep her on route while
she stretched out and grabbed some water. Mech cockpits weren’t huge, but they
did double as tiny living compartments given how much time a person could spend
in one in the field. After all, having to send a mech back to base so you could
relieve yourself wasn’t viable on extended distance missions like this.


Sarah made sure to keep appraised of the situation
when she took her break, then was back with her mind resuming control of the
toe-running mech when the Tabers showed up on her visuals. She’d been
monitoring them via the battlemap and other people’s points of view, but now
hers was full of tiny little figures on the horizon…and they were numbering in
the tens of thousands.


When the mech army that Sarah was part of got within
missile range the Tabers generated a cloud of wash above them as it looked like
every one of them fired at the same time. There were so many missiles in play
she couldn’t even guess at the number herself, but the mech’s onboard
computer/sensors could count so she knew exactly how many of them were coming
into the sky and her specific region…and the fact that it was a constantly
changing figure as the Tabers launched more than one salvo.


Sarah got a waypoint change and she sprinted her mech
for a few steps to the right as her star got closer together with each other and
the other 17 stars alongside them. Coupled with another 6 quadruped Porcupine-class walkers, the 96 mechs
held as close together as they could around the refitted heavy walker with it
shrinking its shield radius slightly before the first of the missile waves hit.


Primitive as the Mendz tech was, it wasn’t that primitive and the impacts on the
umbrella-like shield over her gave her a wave of goosebumps that pushed through
her mech senses and took prominence for a moment. She could see the shield
level readings from the donatello drop considerably, and even with Star Force’s
impressive recharge rate the protective barrier was getting chewed down
alarmingly fast as sometimes over a thousand missiles hit within a second.


Sarah didn’t receive the order, but apparently Ryan
realized the same thing as part of the still walking formation broke and made
way for the porcupines to head to the edge of the donatello’s shields. They all
kept moving forward, she knew, to help make them harder to hit and the dirt
hurricane behind, and to a lesser extent in front of them testified to the lack
of accuracy involved. Spoofing gear was preventing easy lock-ons, so it was
probably the result of the Taber pilots having to manually aim and fire their
missiles to predetermined locations, given the arcs they were flying
through…and a moving target was always harder to anticipate and hit.


But even with the numerous misses it was clear that
they weren’t going to be able to hide under here long enough to get to the
enemy. They could be firing back even now with their long range weapons but
Ryan hadn’t given the attack order yet. Why they didn’t snipe down a few mechs
and eliminate some missiles coming at them was curious, but she did know the reason the porcupines were
moving out to the edges of the formation. 


When they got there they walked underneath the gap
between ground and overhead shield and began firing their anti-air weaponry up
into the missile swarm, but not without cost. Several missiles hit them at
first, deflecting off their own much weaker shields, but then the area directly
above each porcupine became a torrent of tiny energy blasts that shredded
everything coming in at them. Eventually that torrent rose up higher and higher
until more than a third of the incoming missiles were going down before they
could land on target.


Sarah checked the stats and saw the estimated time to shield
failure extend greatly. If they pushed the donatello to its limit then they
could get within medium weapons range…but no. The stupid Mendz began falling
back in groups, with some remaining to continue firing and others turning
around to run a kilometer back and form another line. They fired again while
the front line retreated, thinking to extend the barrage before the Clan mechs
could get too close.


“Are you serious?” someone in another star asked,
laughing.


“They just gave us our window, people,” Ryan said,
addressing everyone in his attack group. “When I give the order, break by stars
and poke hard. The donatello will be holding a creeping position and provide cover
for cycling mechs. Don’t get greedy or hesitant. We have to eat up a lot of
these guys here and now before they learn from their mistakes, but there’s no
way we’re taking all of them down today. Get what you can and fall back when
needed.”


“And if they fall back inside the city?” another
Archon on the other side of the donatello from Sarah asked.


“Then expect traps. If it comes to that we’ll regroup
and probe accordingly, but these guys know they need to mass fire on us to be
effective and they can’t do that with buildings in the way. Break order in 25,”
he said, with a countdown immediately popping up on Sarah’s mental stats. 


“Here we go,” Tanison said over their star’s private
channel. “Sarah, you have lead.”


“On it,” she said, holding to their cruising formation
until the countdown finally expired. When it did all the bipedal mechs took off
running at maximum speed, looking like a bee hive had just got whacked and
suddenly started stinging back at the guy with the big stick. In this case that
meant the sea of Tabers ahead that were still firing missiles, but fewer of
them now, offset with ranged projectiles launched from crude railguns. 


Sarah accelerated her nova cat and poked out ahead of
her star while making sure not to run into other mechs as they all fanned out.
She immediately fired the two cleansing beams in her big right arm in sequence,
the first of which hit a Taber in its chest and punched all the way through the
forward plate, but missed hitting anything vital as the machine continued to
fire from a stationary position along with the others beside it.


A hail of projectiles hit her mech, bouncing off its
shields and draining them with each hit. There were so many Tabers in front of
them that there was literally nowhere to go without taking fire, for they were
lined up shoulder to shoulder and firing what looked like invisible ammunition
until her nova cat peeked into plasma range and drew a green curtain of blasts as
she swung her mech to the side and ran laterally, just getting kissed with the dying
flames of the plasma as she returned fire with the four mauler cannons in her
other arm.


Her mech walked sideways while her top torso rotated
to stay on target, pummeling two Tabers so badly that the armor was literally
melting off and falling like water to the ground. She added in a sweep with
both cleansing beams that hit some six mechs in total, then combined with the
damage from the rest of her star the front line of 26 Tabers near their
position all went down…only to have those behind them step up and begin firing
in their place on the line that stretched to both sides further than Sarah
could see, though there was a bit of a flanking curl starting to develop in it.


Then the two madcats in her star launched their own
missiles. At first it was a small salvo of individuals, meant to do damage if
they hit but also to proc any anti-air defenses the Tabers might have. A few of
them were taken down prior to impact, but the others punched through the
Tabers’ shields like they were popping soap bubbles, then proceeded to eat away
chunks of armor…but that was only the cover fire for the much fatter missiles
that followed a split second later. 


They landed with a thud, not exploding, and dropped to
the ground spread out in a predetermined pattern. Sarah recognized them as
‘birthday presents’ and saw that they were sitting some 6-14 rows back in the
Taber line a moment before they detonated, sending additional munitions out
laterally and obliterating everything around them in a radius of 230 meters.
Additional concussion damage was racked up after that, and oh so quickly the
precisely formed Mendz lines now had huge holes filled with debris in them for
the Clan mechs to jump into.


And Sarah did literally jump…following a nearby neo in
and running her mech up near to pointblank range and knocking down four more
Tabers with her maulers before hitting her jump jets and launching up and over
their intact lines to land in one of those craters. She fired throughout the
flight arc, then began running around evasively inside and daring the Mendz to
shoot at her and not hit each other all the while distracting them away from
the neos that were going to work hand to hand with the front liners.


As it turned out they didn’t care, firing on her with
the intent to destroy no matter how many of their own they hit. Her shields
dropped below 50% quickly, but there was so much additional weaponsfire hitting
friendly targets that it was worth it as she got closer to some of them to use
as blockers, leaving them intact rather than shooting them down and opening up
firing lines for three or more enemy mechs further out. 


Not long after, the rest of her star joined her
jumping in over the other Tabers and forming up into their star pattern in a
rotating circle that kept them moving at all times and mowing down the enemy
with so many weapon cycles that Sarah couldn’t guess at a count, but when all
of their shields were getting perilously low her star leader signaled for a
retreat and they fought their way back through what remained of the front lines
where the neos were still busy at work building a debris field as the Mendz
fired at her star in retreat.


They also followed them past the neos, not being able
to run as fast but clearly not wanting the weak mechs to get away. They made
the mistake of getting the attention of the donatello by pushing too far out
and it lowered a section of shield directly in front of them…with the Tabers
running into it and bouncing backwards, falling to the ground where they had a
hard time getting back up.


Sarah’s star never gave them that chance. They
momentarily halted their retreat and turned around to unleash hell on the
fallen Tabers, then they moved out far behind the donatello and watched the
fireworks as their shield counters slowly climbed back up. Once they all hit
full they’d go back in and add to the carnage being unleashed for a few more
rounds then it’d be a full retreat, for the distant flanks were filling up with
the sight of approaching Tabers and they did not want to get caught in a
crossfire from three directions.


There’d be time to evaluate and keep score afterwards,
but right now it was all about doing as much damage as they could while keeping
their own mechs intact and so far Sarah’s nova cat didn’t have a scratch on her
armor…but neither did the city that was their actual goal. Dying as they were,
the Mendz were delaying its capture and there was a time limit to this
invasion, odd as that sounded, but the enemy had given up their hostages so
Star Force was going to honor the terms.


15 years and over 800 cities to capture and hold…and
right now they couldn’t even get inside one of them.
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August 13, 3573


Zordon System
(Ninja Monkey territory)


Alpha



 


 

“Five here,” Peter-493 said, pointing to the
holographic map around which Morgan and her Clan leaders were assembled for yet
another troubleshooting session, “and two more on the edge of this nebula.”


“No,” Jenna-732 said with a wave of her hand as if
erasing his invisible markings. “We need a scattering along the base. Stop
thinking 2 dimensionally.”


“I’m not. I’m thinking of what’s on the most direct
line of attack.”


“We don’t know where they will come through,” Gary-933
pointed out, for the Skarrons’ Crusade had barely begun hammering back the
lizards, though the records coming back from the scouts made for interesting
entertainment as their overpowering spamming ability was getting schooled in
what ‘spamming’ truly meant. 


“Which is why we need to focus on a spherical defense
perimeter,” Jenna reiterated.


“We’re the shield and we need to make it as strong as
possible,” Peter said firmly. “They won’t take any roundabouts when they think
they can just bowl us over. They’ll hit along here,” he said, drawing a line
around a small region in the floating map. 


“We can’t gamble on where we think they’ll hit us,”
Morgan said, her arms across her chest as she stood beside her four most
trusted Ninja Monkeys…the four that ran the Clan for the most part. Peter
oversaw their infrastructure development and logistics, essentially doing part
of the duties their current Marquis Devon handled and giving the Ninja Monkeys
some stability in that department as various Marquises came and went. Davis
still used the Clans as practice for his Monarchs, but Morgan had grown to hate
the turnover and had put Peter in charge of keeping the Marquis on track and in
line so not to make any rookie mistakes that could hurt the Clan when it was
needed the most.


Jenna was their ‘Admiral,’ not as good as Paul, Roger,
or Liam, but she had higher naval marks than Morgan did while the rest of her
skills didn’t match up with the trailblazer. Morgan liked/hated having someone
better than her in the Clan, but Jenna’s skills were too valuable to ignore and
she’d become a leading pillar of stability that didn’t clash with their
trailblazer founder at all. The two were solid on the naval front and where
Morgan couldn’t figure something out Jenna usually would…and vice versa.


Andre-155 was the head of their mech division, to
which the Ninja Monkeys had put a heavy priority…not just for use against
Skarron walkers, but because she knew that the only way to effectively fight
V’kit’no’sat on the ground was with mechs. Sending infantry against Era’tran or
Brat’mar was effectively suicide, for the V’kit’no’sat in their armor literally
were walking, agile, and very smart tanks…and the best way to counter tanks was
with mechs, with some special prototypes that the Ninja Monkeys had been field
testing for the past century designed specifically for that task, though they
still needed a lot of refinement against actual targets.


Last of the four was Gary, who headed up their aerial
division. He did not have a higher
rating than Morgan in that division, but he was semi-specialized in it and that
was something she could not afford to do. She was head of the Clan and had to
oversee everything, and having Gary and others working to develop new
strategies and equipment to battle the Skarrons from the air absent naval
firepower was a burden that she’d gladly taken off her shoulders. 


Like it or not, Clan Ninja Monkey had grown into a
small empire of its own at this point and there was literally too much going on
for her to micromanage…thus she’d learned to delegate responsibility to those
she could trust, and these four were it. 


“Our skirmisher outposts have to be located where it’s
convenient for us,” she continued. “Then we’ll adapt to them.”


“We don’t know what numbers we need to prepare for,”
Peter complained, “and that makes it difficult to plan.”


“I know, but you’re thinking more along the lines of
playing these dumb bastards for fools and baiting them in. We can’t take the
chance that they’ll get smart to it or accidentally pick another invasion
corridor. We have to be solid on all fronts.”


“Then I suggest locations that will cause frustration
and higher levels of attrition. If they choose to bypass them because of that
it’ll give us bases behind their lines.”


“If they pass by…” Gary added with incredulity. “Based
off what we’ve seen so far, they’re obliterating everything in sight like a
starving Archon in a donut shop.”


“And we don’t know how much attrition they’ll suffer
going through the lizards,” Andre added, “so guessing is pointless. We need to
be prepared to get hit hard, no matter what we’re expecting.”


“We still need a front line,” Peter argued. “If not
here, then where?”


Before anyone could answer, the door to their private
planning center opened and another Archon entered.


“Ever learn to knock?” Jenna asked, mildly perturbed. 


“New data,” Ira-151882 said, holding up a datachip.


“Why didn’t you just send it?”


“Because this will take some narrating,” she said,
looking at Morgan. “With your permission?”


“If it’s not good, Jenna gets to beat you up,” she
said deadpan.


“It comes from the Voku,” Ira said, sliding the chip
into a slot on the holoprojector and overriding their map. “The Skarrons aren’t
just fighting the lizards.”


“Who else are they hitting this early?” Peter asked.


“Someone that neither us nor the Voku knew about,” she
said, bringing up a much larger map and highlighting a small area near the
growing Crusade front. “They’ve got at least 3 systems to their name, but
speculation goes much higher. Two are currently under attack and they’re doing
a better job of holding off the Skarrons than the lizards are.”


“Higher tech?” Jenna asked.


“Much. Similar to some of the new races in the Rim
Region. They’re getting hit hard, but they’re also preemptively hitting the
Skarrons in addition to defending their own turf. The Voku estimate they’re not
going to be able to hold those two systems, but a curious thing about it is
this…”


Ira brought up visuals from the system not currently
under attack, which showed both this new race’s ships mingling around a star
with the lizards’ and not exchanging weaponsfire. 


“They’ve found another dupe of an ally,” Morgan
commented.


“Possibly, and even if they’re just non-interfering
neighbors they’re going to help slow down the Skarron advance. How much, there’s
no way of telling with more reinforcements continuing to pour in. Without a
final number to guess at there’s no way of speculating, but it’s safe to say
that unless these guys have a lot more worlds in reserve they’re going to get
run over soon.”


“What were they hitting back at?” Jenna asked.


“Fleets enroute.”


“With any success?”


“A lot, according to the Voku. More so than when they
get massed over a target.”


“Allies or not,” Peter added, “they’re already
fighting someone other than the lizards. The only real question at this point
is do they go for the heart of lizard territory before or after they come at
us.”


“How are the Skarrons countering their tech
advantage?” Morgan asked.


“Grinding, for the most part. We haven’t had a lot of
time to chew on this.”


“Not exactly time sensitive information,” Jenna
commented.


“What else?” Morgan asked, suspecting there was more.


Ira smirked. “Something that might be time sensitive.
The Voku were able to pull some recon of the worlds this race owns. The images
were taken from range, but I think they speak for themselves.”


Ira adjusted the information packet and brought vids
of people moving about on the surface in an unfamiliar city. They were little
more than specs at the range the recordings were made, but the features were
glowing for all to see.


“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Jenna said, not wanting
to trust her eyes.


“That’s not much to work off of,” Gary admitted, “but
I think it’s obvious enough. These guys are Orange Protovic.”


“Damn,” Morgan swore with a glint of anger crossing
her eyes. “That complicates things.”


“They haven’t transformed,” Andre pointed out, “and
they’re about to get obliterated anyway.”


“Are there more than just Oranges?”


“Not in the few images we’ve received. Do you want a
scouting mission sent?” Ira asked, throwing an ‘it’s urgent’ look Jenna’s way. 


“We have to.”


“And what else?” Peter asked.


“It’s too far for us to organize an evacuation, but if
they end up getting overwhelmed you know the lizards aren’t going to give them
safe harbor.”


“Unless they wanted their technology.”


“Point,” Morgan conceded, “but we need to figure out
what’s going on there, preferably before they’re destroyed. If you’re right
about them having a larger empire, we need to know how large and how many.”


“To what end? We can’t account for all the Protovic in
the galaxy anyway,” Jenna asked.


“This is by far the most advanced group we’ve
discovered, and from combat we can’t tell what level their genetics research is
at.”


“Oh shit,” Andre said, catching on. “They might
activate it themselves without knowing.”


“We have to get there, find out what’s going on, and
quietly inoculate any that are going to survive.”


“And bring some back?” Jenna asked.


“No point in leaving them all to die,” the trailblazer
quipped.


“I agree,” Gary said regretfully, “but we don’t have
the resources to pursue this. Someone else will have to do it.”


“You’re right,” Morgan admitted. “We need the intel,
but someone else has to track this down. Let’s review everything the Voku gave
us, then I’ll find a volunteer…”



 

Aaron-010 returned to his quarters after another long
day that was a mix of his personal training and him running his ‘X-men school’
finding himself mildly fatigued as was normal, for that was the only real way
to push one’s psionic abilities to adapt into greater power reserves. Ikrid
especially, for which his own personal training group was built to focus on and
hosted by his Clan Nova Wolf on their capitol of Kell. He had the highest Ikrid
ranking of all Archons, and as such he was needed to personally duel with
others in order to challenge them where mechanized drills would prove
insufficient. 


That also gave him a lot of extra low level practice,
but it left him drained each day…which he was using to train his psionic
tissues to accommodate more endurance. He was one of only three trailblazers
having assigned themselves to permanent training duty, but he still kept up to
date on what the others were doing and how events were going in the Rim Region.
When he got finished with his quotas for the day and was ready for bed, he sat
down at his terminal intending to spend an hour or so surfing data entries as
his brain detoxed from the mild overload.


But when he saw Morgan’s post to the trailblazer
private board his fatigue was forgotten. There were more Protovic found, and
these weren’t primitives like most of the others had been. They were
technologically advanced with at least a small empire of their own that might
be allied with the lizards? 


The more Aaron read the more he realized that he
needed to get to the bottom of this. Most of the others were busy with combat
assignments or tasks that pulling them off of wouldn’t be preferred, and while
his work here was important it wasn’t urgent and this was. Wait too long and
these Protovic might not be around to question if the Skarrons kept hammering
them like they were now.


The whole Skarron Crusade that was still in its
infancy was a major concern of his and he’d been following developments there
closely, but this was the first time he’d heard of someone other than the
lizards getting hit. Was this juggernaut really that clumsy, or were they
hitting the Protovic for a specific reason? 


Morgan laid out the basics, pointing out the futility
of an evacuation and the possibility that these guys might end up tampering
with their own genetics and unleash the beast within. What she didn’t say was
that these Protovic might know of others out there, and through them they might
be able to identify and inoculate a great deal more. It was a long way there,
and perhaps further still if there were any leads found, but if the Chixzon
returned they’d be far more trouble than this temporary inconvenience.


Aaron could find a second gen to go, but they wouldn’t
be able to report back in time to make decisions regarding this new Protovic
empire. If part of it was to be saved it was going to have to be a judgement
call on the spot, and while some second gen were capable of that he just got
the creepy feeling that this situation required a trailblazer, hence he replied
back to Morgan and posted on the board that he was going to deal with it
personally.


He spent the next four hours thinking before finally
forcing himself to get some sleep, then in the morning he informed his ‘school’
that they were going on a field trip. Anyone that couldn’t afford a long
journey needed to stay behind, but there was no reason why he and the others
couldn’t spend their time enroute training with one another. Aaron could train
well enough on his own, but as far as Ikrid went you needed other minds to work
against/with and these fellow Archons needed his overbearing skill to push
their limits against, so most of them agreed to come with him without
hesitation.


It took a few weeks to get the necessary fleet
assembled…two Warship-class jumpships
from Mainline and a Nova Wolf cargo ship that was going to house the training
group and the supplies needed for a long mission like this. They weren’t going
to stop off at any scouting resupply bases due to the time involved. Instead
they were going to run straight through lizard territory in order to get to the
Crusade front and these Protovic while they were still alive, hopefully, and
Aaron knew the lizards couldn’t interfere unless he decided to stop and engage
them.


Run fast, run hard, and unless you hit a mine field the
lizards couldn’t catch you…and that’s exactly what his trio of ships did once
leaving the ADZ and passing through Ninja Monkey territory, picking up a
handful of personnel there for Morgan’s purposes, then diving into the vast
gulf of lizard systems that stretched all the way across to the now distant
Skarron border that extended coreward farther than Star Force or Voku
intelligence had mapped.


Letting his ship Captains handle the navigation, Aaron
and the other Archons adjusted their training to their new facilities and got
back into the daily grind that they’d hold until they arrived and saw what the
Skarron Crusade was about firsthand. Until then there wasn’t anything else to
do with no reports coming in now that they were beyond the comm relays. It was
just boring travel anticipating a destination.


And rather than keep pestering the Captains with an
infinite number of ‘are we there yet’s Aaron had learned long ago to put the
solitude of starship travel to good use, for here there were no distractions
and more often than not that was when you got your best training sessions in.
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December 1, 3573


Twan System
(Expanded Region)


Heffen



 

It had been a long extended decade. Battle after
battle at an unrelenting pace to kill Mendz Tabers faster than they could build
new ones. One city after another taken and plucked of defenders and factories
to reinforce them alike, but otherwise left intact. Counterassaults to retake
them that never worked while occupied, but that happened often when the Clan
Scorpion troops moved on, unable to leave garrison units or overseers behind.


The idea of ‘holding’ cities until the window passed
and they became safe was a misnomer. The only way to hold a city on Heffen was
to destroy any and all enemy units in the region with any defensive assignments
being a waste of resources. There were so many enemy mechs on this world it was
insane, but fortunately they weren’t well built and their pilots were crap for
the most part.


But they were still deadly in groups and attrition was
a factor with the mechwarriors having to press past their shield levels and
into armor-grinding territory in order to accomplish the assaults fast and deep
enough to keep up with their quotas to destroy the mech-producing factories,
their armament stores, and fuel depots. In the beginning the entire invasion
seemed pointless, with the Mendz rebuilding almost as fast as they were being
destroyed, but over time the deleterious progression of each city’s facilities
taken and destroyed tipped the scales in the Scorpions’ favor.


Now it was all but over. Only two cities remained with
the last Mendz defenders clustered in both with every weapon left on the planet
hoping to hold out two more years. The northern of the two cities was makeshift
defenses cobbled together from other retreating units as had been the norm the
past year, but the southern city was much more intricate with permanent
defensive emplacements that looked to have been built long ago.


It was going to be a tough nut to crack, and for that
reason Nero hadn’t hit it previously. Getting to and destroying the multitude
of factories had been the priority, but now that they were coming to the end
and the Mendz were making their final defiant stand, it was going to be a hunt
and destroy mission only here as the northern city was already succumbing to
the forces Nero had sent after it.


“How long?” Nathan Hampton asked, walking up beside
Nero on a hillside several miles away from the fortress city as the Archon was
scoping it out with the zoom on his helmet.


“We’re going to start poking in three hours.”


“Waiting for the rest to finish up?”


“Yeah. I get the feeling these guys have something
special planned here.”


“Those mines?”


“More than that. We haven’t detected any nukes, but
these guys should have the tech level to shield them properly.”


“They would have used them before now if they had
anything like that,” the Regular argued. 


“I hope so. This is the last of their military and
they’re not surrendering, but I’m worried they’ll take the city inhabitants
with them when they die fighting. They know they can’t hold out another 2
years.”


“Would they try chemical or biological?”


“We’re always in armor, and usually in our mechs. I
don’t see how they’d think that would work.”


“Scorched earth? Maybe afraid we’d take them prisoner
if they’re the last few left.”


“Possible.”


“We’ve almost won and you seem spooked. What’s up?”


“There’s been a lot more construction here, battle
prep construction, and I get the feeling that may have given them time to get
fancy.”


“So we poke and see what happens. Are you worried
about them preemptively killing the citizens?”


“I honestly don’t know at this point. All the rest
have submitted as agreed, but with this being the last holdout…”


“Have sensors picked up anything curious?”


“No, but those deflector shields are hampering
accuracy with the orbital scans.”


“We’ve almost done it, Nero. If this one gets messy,
so be it. We’ll do what we can, as always, but you’ve taken a planet away from
the bad guys in probably the cleanest invasion in Star Force history. Even if
everyone in that city dies, that won’t change that fact. And you did it through
bartering, just like in the old Clan lore.”


“That’s what bothers me. The Mendz don’t seem the type
to go out stoically.”


“At this point they only have one play…and that’s to
stall for 2 years, which they can’t do.”


“So if you knew you were going to die, wouldn’t you
want to cause as much trouble as you could before you did?”


“I’d fight to stay alive…but these guys, yeah, I’d say
that’s a good guess.”


“So what can they do here?”


“Those new walls are going to be tough to fight
through. They might just try and kill a few mechs as the price for the city.”


“Too small scale, but I agree.”


“Hidden explosives?”


“Mines on approach and even in some wall segments that
have redundancies. There could be more, but…”


“These guys don’t have the tech to hide them and we’re
going to be scanning as we walk up and knock on the door. I don’t see that
we’re missing a beat.”


“I don’t either. That’s what worries me.”


“You could be overestimating the opponent.”


“After 13 years of nonstop battle, I’ll gladly err
there.”


“Only one way to find out,” the mechwarrior said,
looking out across the few miles of slightly rolling terrain to the giant
concrete walls that had been built up as a maze surrounding the city that
they’d have to fight or blow through to get inside.


“Yep. But until then I’m going to keep
brainstorming…just in case.”


“I’ll pass the word to be on the lookout for
subterfuge. Do you need to catch a nap? I can stand watch.”


“I’m good for one more. Then we can all get a badly
needed rest.”



 

Nero ran through one of the city streets in his Neo-class mech, feeling heavy and slow
but otherwise as limber and bouncy as he was in real life. He was mentally
connected to the metallic monstrosity but fortunately didn’t feel any of the
burns in the armor resulting from booby-trapped buildings the Mendz had rigged
up and drawn the Scorpion troops into. Some blew out laterally, with most of
the explosion focused on the mechs, but others destroyed entire structures and
pinned down the mechs beneath the rubble. 


It was a tactic that they hadn’t used before, and with
only 83 of the battle machines left fully operational, even taking down one
hurt Nero’s forces badly…but it was too late for the Mendz. Why they hadn’t
tried this tactic sooner he didn’t know, but having the civilians move the
explosives into position after the battle began had defied the pre-attack
sensor sweeps. Even now he couldn’t be sure what was going to blow up, but his
mech and others were scanning furiously even as they chased down the last few
Tabers within the city.


Nero got a warning only a couple hundred meters away
and skidded to a halt with his metallic feet digging into the ‘soft’ pavement
and plowing two furrows in it. Both buildings ahead flanking the street had
explosives in them, meaning he wasn’t going to be going through this way, so he
backtracked another hundred meters and turned to the right, heading to the next
street.


But when he got there and turned he only got a few
sections further before more bombs showed up, but this time when he backtracked
there were others popping up on his sensors behind him.


“No…” he said, realizing he’d walked into a trap. The
civilians must have had the explosives in shielded canisters that only showed
up on sensors when they unpacked them. He clicked on the comm. 


“Keep the infantry clear. We’ve got mobile explosives
being set in place. We’ll deal with them in the mechs. I don’t want anyone
without a wall of armor between them and these det packs in play, but get me
spotters everywhere.”


The ring of dots surrounding him grew complete,
blocking off every street, but fortunately he had another option.


Nero walked to the nearest building, pumped up his
anti-grav as high as sustainability would allow, and punched a hole into it
with his hand. He did the same with the other higher up, then he jumped and got
his feet into the two holes as he punched again, then he began 3-hold climbing
his way up to the top making handholds as he went. 


When he got there a piece of the roof broke off and
fell to the ground below with his mech’s foot slipping. He went down on his
chest but caught himself from sliding off, then stood up and reset his
anti-grav, returning his mech to normal weight and charging the capacitor high
enough to allow him to jump…which he did, over to the next building.


When he hit his feet broke through to the next floor,
pinning him in place. It took half a minute to climb his way out, and by then
the Tabers he’d been trying to flank were long gone. That didn’t matter now,
for he just needed to get away from the explosives, but he saw on his battlemap
that two more had been taken down in his absence. 


That still left at least 200 in the center of the city
tucked underneath a lot of anti-air batteries that were now repositioning to
shoot at him. Missiles streak across from those with lines of fire and Nero
popped up his shoulder mounts and began shooting the bulk of them down with Ichod
pulse cannons, vaporizing everything within a cone of fire and missing those
that came from other angles simultaneously as what seemed like the entire Mendz
anti-air arsenal was coming at him.


Nero knew he’d get chewed up if he stayed up here, so
he weathered the storm as long as he could, hopping to two more buildings
before his shields finally fell before dropping back down to the ground.
Sensors showed explosives along several streets, but he had a few that appeared
to be clear so he took off down those hoping to get out ahead of the ambushers
and wondering if they were carrying them through the streets.


Nero worked his way through the city until he hit a
line of defense that had big barricades up to block the street, but he just
walked right in front of it and started blasting with his mauler cannons. When
he did, batteries in the side buildings opened fire on him and he turned and
obliterated them as they chewed away a little more of his armor, popping his
renewed shields when they came back up halfway through, in the middle of which
another explosive appeared on his sensors right next to him.


Nero knelt down and pivoted, ignoring the batteries
and fired into the bottom of the building over and over again until the contact
went out. He didn’t know what these explosives were made of, but apparently
they required a trigger. He’d expected some detonation, hoping redirect some of
it along with the debris he was blowing into the building, but he’d gladly
accept nothing. In fact, it meant that unless this one was a dud, they could
take them out before they detonated.


“Explosives can be neutralized by mauler cannons. Shoot
into the buildings before they blow,” he said, standing his mech back up and
finishing destroying the weapons batteries around him, after which he took the
time to knock down the barricade rather than climbing or jumping over it just
in case he needed to come back this way later.


Another few minutes of individual pushing had him
meeting up with another two neos that were escorting a Catapult-class support mech that was a mix of auxiliary shields and
missiles. It could block the explosives if it knew to put up the extra strong
energy barriers first, but it wasn’t the most agile within the city streets.


Nero took the lead but stayed close enough that it
could throw up a shield ahead of him, and it did when the pilot saw that his
shields were paper thin. It stretched out ahead, not to the sides, and that
shield took the first weaponsfire from the Tabers that targeted them when they
entered a courtyard that took the place of several buildings…though the rubble
of those buildings was still here and arranged to give them cover while
interfering with the attackers’ approach.


Multiple hits came from Tabers who were focusing on
the entry point, but when Nero got to it he and the other three neos ran out of
cover of the catapult’s shields and jumped over the debris, landing near some
of the enemy mechs and pounding them…literally. Punches were as prevalent as
mauler blasts as they drew the attention away from the awkward walking mech
that followed them through and stopped just clear of the surrounding buildings.


Missile hatches opened and a torrent of smoky streaks
shot out, some passing within 10 meters of the neos, and hammered the Tabers
relentlessly. Rivers of destruction flowed from the catapult…then all was
silence.


Nero checked his battlemap and saw that all the Tabers
were down here, with a few locations left in the city that were near to falling
as well. 


“More explosives,” the catapult pilot noted as dots
were continuing to appear nearby.


“Target them,” Nero ordered. “Blow right through the
buildings. Anyone near them is going to die anyway when they detonate.”


“I could use some elevation if you can knock out those
anti-air turrets.”


“Good idea. Guys, let’s go raid the nests,” Nero
agreed as he and the other two neos started climbing again.



 

Three hours later Nero was walking his lightly damaged
mech through pacified streets looking for additional contacts. All had been
quiet for the past 23 minutes, but part of him didn’t want to accept that it
was all over. There were still a lot of civilians here, but they weren’t
attacking them anymore and he’d ordered the infantry in to do building searches
and find any caches of explosives that might be remaining. 


All of the Mendz military was now dead, assuming they
hadn’t chickened out and ran. None had that he knew of since this invasion had
begun, and as they’d boasted, they’d rather die fighting than surrender.
Fortunately the civilians hadn’t followed suit, and if this really was the end
of the fighting then the planet now belonged to Clan Scorpion.


A planet without the Star Force workers needed to
restructure it. He had nothing here other than his attack force, so he was
going to have to rule it rather than own it. That was a new trick, but as long
as the civilians kept following orders as they’d been doing in the previously
captured cities things would be alright. Some of those cities were already
being altered towards Star Force standards, in small ways. Fortunately the
Mendz didn’t eat meat, so there wasn’t large numbers of rescued ‘livestock’
races to evacuate or care for here, though he had put an immediate end to the
sport hunts in the wild areas of the planet.


He couldn’t monitor that very well, but the bottom
line was the food supply was stable and growing…along with other necessary
staples of infrastructure needed to strengthen this planet, with which what Clan
Scorpion was going to do hadn’t been decided. They’d eliminated a threat to the
region, but whether or not there would be a permanent Clan presence here was
going to be a decision made back in the ADZ. Nero was to babysit here while a
courier ship went back, then he’d hear from Cora as to what she wanted done.


But the mission was a success already, and as
predicted the Mendz’s naval forces had attacked all out once it was clear that
they’d lost the war on the ground. Their ships were now rubble floating in
space and Nero had complete military control of both the planet and the system,
but he had some decisions to make regarding how he was going to babysit…though
right now he still wasn’t sure something wasn’t going to explode next to him.
Maybe that was being cautious or just a reflex, but as he continued his patrols
along with the rest of his mechs spread out across the city and the Commando
and Knight teams continued clearing buildings it began to finally sink in.


The fighting was over. It’d been 13 hectic years, now
all of a sudden it was done. There was no one left to shoot or to shoot back at
him…and it felt weird. 


When he eventually got out of his mech back at base it
felt even weirder. He was on a hostile planet without any more hostiles. Nero
didn’t expect the civilians were going to be all warm and friendly, but it
looked like any of them capable of attacking the invaders had already done so
and died. Leaving what behind he wasn’t totally sure, but for right now the entire
planet was quiet and the few overseers he had spread out were continuing to
monitor that orders were being carried out as word spread of the final defeat.


Nero didn’t send that message out, but left the Mendz
to do that on their own and come to the realization that they’d lost. Their
mighty warriors had been defeated by a small army of Clan Scorpion…and that
filled him with a pride he couldn’t articulate, but he carried it with him into
bed that night as he took the liberty of setting his alarm two hours later than
normal.
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December 3, 3573


Twan System
(Expanded Region)


Heffen



 

Nero was asleep in a small bunk room in the main Clan
base when the door opened and he half noticed, rolling over slightly as someone
walked up next to him.


“Wake up,” Taren-152991 said, poking him in the
shoulder.


“What’s wrong?” Nero asked, sitting up.


“They’re rioting.”


The Archon rubbed his eyes. He’d been in a far deeper
sleep than he’d managed in years. 


“Where?”


“Everywhere,” Taren said, and Nero could hear the
panic in his voice.


“Define rioting,” he said as he stood up and grabbed
his shoes, slipping them on with a little telekinetic nudge.


“Every city on the planet, and they’re destroying
whatever they can get their hands on. Our overseers are under attack too and
we’ve got dropships enroute to pull them out.”


“Did we miss some troops?” Nero asked, following him
out and through the residential section of the base towards their command
cneter.


“No. It’s like the civilians have gone feral. The
recall was ordered because there’s so many of them.”


“Are they coming here?”


“Not yet. They’re just destroying everything. Maybe to
keep us from using it, but I don’t know. It’s like they’ve all gone crazy with
word that they lost.”


“I knew it was too easy a win,” Nero all but cursed as
he accelerated into a run and followed Taren without any more conversation
until they got to the command center where a handful of other personnel were
monitoring and trying to break down exactly what was going on.


“Talk to me,” he said, walking towards the main holo
at the center of the room.


“This is organized,” an analyst noted. “Simultaneous
implementation across the planet as of 31 minutes ago with a variation of no
more than 2.”


“Backup plan?” Taren asked.


“Scorched earth policy,” Nero growled. “They don’t
want us getting our hands on their intact cities and resources.”


“It’s not that,” a Regular said from the other side of
the room. “This is anarchy. They’re destroying everything. Even the food
supply.”


Nero and everyone else in the room fell silent as the
Archon looked at him. 


“Say again.”


“Food production facilities are being hit in at least
3 cities that we still have eyes on. Food store warehouses too in addition to
virtually everything else in the cities. Even some of the smaller buildings are
being torn down with crude explosives, and the larger ones was being torched
from the inside.”


“Are they really that stupid?” another Archon asked.


“They’re crazed right now,” Taren added. “So they
might be. How do we stop that?”


Nero looked at the hologram of the planet with icons
indicating riots popping up virtually everywhere based on orbital scans and the
few people they still had out in the field.


“Get our people out, now. Bring everyone back here
that isn’t sitting inside a mech. Are there any cities not showing activity?”


“No. All are burning,” an analyst confirmed. 


“Are there any signs of rebellion, or is the entire
population united in this?”


“We don’t have enough assets to say planetwide, but
the locations we can monitor show no fighting amongst the Mendz, nor any unit
cohesion. People are just running around and destroying whatever they can.”


Nero put his hands on his head, missing the blissful
victory sleep he’d just been woken from as he saw the planet they’d conquered
literally destroying itself in protest.


“All mech units on location are to proceed to the
nearest foodstuff production facilities…not the warehouses…and shoot anyone
seen messing with them. We’ve got to preserve as much as we can.”


“If they’re already inside that won’t matter,” Taren
pointed out.


“Pull from orbital scans and find me even one facility
that hasn’t been hit yet, one calm area that we can reinforce, something we can
save,” he said angrily. “If not we have to try and save some scraps that can be
rebuilt.”


“We need their construction equipment too.”


“Prioritize what you can,” he said, snapping his
fingers in a way that got all the analysts and half the other personnel to turn
to their stations and get to work. Taren altered the main hologram to give them
closer views of what was happening in several locations, with the cat-like
bipeds running around in the streets carrying makeshift weapons, canisters, or
mostly nothing at all as they scrambled around setting new fires, breaking
windows, and trashing vehicles in whatever way they could.


“Give me something,” Nero reiterated after a few
minutes of watching the carnage.


“Pullout in the southern hemisphere is complete,”
someone noted, with Nero seeing the dropship tracks returning from those
locations with all personnel onboard save for mech units. A few other dropships
still hadn’t recovered people in the northern hemisphere, but so far there were
no Star Force casualties…despite the fact that most locations had only one or two
individuals per city stationed to oversee it.


“There goes a field.”


Nero looked over and saw a secondary hologram
displaying a fire in progress in one of the many crop fields the Mendz had
across the planet…fields that the Scorpions had deliberately avoided hitting so
not to destroy the food supply. Now both the factories to process the food and
the fields where they mass produced it were going up in smoke.


“Deploy every skeet we have to the most intact fields
left with orders to shoot the torchers before they can get to them. Anyone that
even gets close gets killed. If they don’t even have raw grain to process by
hand…”


“I think it’s too late,” Taren mumbled from beside
him.


“We lose nothing by trying,” Nero countered.
“Prioritize something close and drop a few mechs at each one we can preserve.
Have them hunt and destroy around a perimeter. Use the damaged ones too.
Anything and everything we’ve got left. We have to preserve a piece of the food
supply, else we’ll have nothing left to ration.”


“On it,” Taren said, running out to get to a mech
himself along with the rest of the Archons and mechwarriors in the command
center, leaving Nero there with the analysts as they continued to pull data
from multiple sources and collate it for him to see.


In the minutes that passed things only got worse. He
watched as more fields were set on fire. Fruit trees were chopped down. Roads
were damaged by people running out with shovels and axes like morons just
wanting to damage stuff so it couldn’t be used. It didn’t happen quickly, for
the cities were huge, as were the fields, but Nero had so few people to counter
it that he was literally helpless to stop the destruction that was happening
everywhere across the planet.


After four hours two large fields, each more than 100
square miles large, were secured due to the fact that there was only one city
near each and a single approach that was being blasted to hell by the skeets,
yet more Mendz kept trying to run that gauntlet in order to get to the fields.
Nero eventually sent a few of his limited infantry there to deal with anyone
that managed to sneak through and put out any potential fires before they got
too large, but 2 fields wasn’t going to feed a planet.


He worked the resources he had and secured parts of 9
more, having the mechs dig trenches with their feet in some cases to stop
current fires from spreading. Nero knew time wasn’t on their side, so he chose
where he was going to defend against this madness and dug in all the while the
rest of the planet burned. 



 

8 days later…



 

Nero walked off a dropship that had set him down on the
killing grounds between a city and a preserved field, immediately smelling the
stench of dead bodies. His infantry were out of sight, mostly, as they were
inside the city now searching it for any sane Mendz left…for all the rest had
finally ended themselves in suicide runs trying to get to the fields. That left
a wrecked, empty, and in some parts still burning city before him with a
pristine countryside of crops behind. If there was any silver lining to this,
it was the fact that there were less Mendz around to feed now, but he knew it
wasn’t going to matter. 


No one was coming from the other cities to try and
attack here, but there was also no one left to harvest and care for the fields.
He was hoping there would be some Mendz found that hadn’t taken part in the
rioting, but so far his searchers were coming up empty. 


Could all of them have been in on this? Was there not
even one individual hiding out somewhere in the city just trying to stay alive?


As his people continued to search here others were fighting
to keep the Mendz out of partial fields saved that had numerous cities around
them. He could have been there fighting, but he had a bigger challenge before
him…how to pull the planet out of this mess. To that end he began walking
through the dead, many of which were now pieces of bodies after being shot by
aerial or mech weaponry. 


He took his time, thinking hard and soaking in
everything around him and trying to make sense of it. The military was dead.
They were the ones that wanted to die fighting, so why would the civilians do
this? They’d put up with Scorpion rule…limited as it was…for years now. Why do
this now when it made no sense? 


They couldn’t have done it before, else it would have
broken the agreement the Mendz were counting on to secure their planet when
they won the fight. As soon as that was no longer possible…


Nero worked his way into the city, in which he didn’t
see a single window intact. The roads had holes in them where there wasn’t
building rubble blocking the way. Black burn marks were everywhere on the
structures that still stood, having been gutted by the flames that had mostly
subsided by now, though Nero could still see a few here and there. The smell
within the city was of ash, which was an improvement over that of the dead outside,
but it was still a visceral sign of defeat.


He hadn’t seen this coming, for it was completely
illogical. Dying fighting in battle was one thing, but destroying the very
infrastructure you needed to survive made no sense no matter how he looked at it,
and Nero realized that was why he hadn’t seen it coming. It was so stupid, so
completely moronic, that it had escaped his mind. He’d spent 13 years
preserving these people while killing off their military, keeping their cities
intact and them out of the fighting except where they chose to insert
themselves. Hating him and Star Force was expected, for he didn’t expect them
to welcome Scorpion rule, but this…


Nero still couldn’t believe it as he reached out with
his psionics looking for survivors. If there was just one here that would be
something. Someone to save and to prove the point that there might be others
out there that he could collect, rally, and start rebuilding with while the
rest killed themselves off however they damn well wished. 


But no, for as he walked what was left of the streets
and climbed over and through destroyed buildings he found no minds other than
those of his own troops, and neither did they. The entire city was dead. And
those who had destroyed it now lay in bits and pieces outside.


The Archon inspected what was left of the various
factories, finding some small pieces that could be salvaged but not enough to
get anything working. If other components were found elsewhere maybe he could
transport them all to a secure site and patch together a working facility, but
that was the best he could hope for. And if he didn’t have anyone to work those
factories then it was a moot point anyway.


Nero roamed for a long time, so long that eventually a
madcat walked up behind him, its giant metallic feet making small tremors with
each step as it moved across the debris far easier than he did. Turning around,
he looked up at it as it stopped a few dozen meters away and a private comm
channel opened up inside Nero’s helmet from Taren.


“It’s over,” he said simply.


“Are the other sites secure?”


“Burn attempts have diminished, but there are still
stragglers coming out to get themselves killed…and that’s not what I meant.”


“What did you mean?”


“I mean it’s over. These people just killed
themselves. We can’t rebuild without techs and a workforce.”


“We can’t assume everyone on this planet is in the
same boat. There could be pockets of resistance out there that are just
hunkered down trying to wait this out.”


“A possibility that we can’t stick around to find
out.”


“Why? Got somewhere to be?” Nero said with more venom
than he intended. “Sorry, that came out wrong.”


“You’re taking this harder than me, but I feel it too.
These bastards made their own bed, and we can’t save them from it. It’s time to
leave.”


“And just let them…”


“If we can’t stop it, there’s no need to stick around
and watch. Even if we called for and got a relief fleet here, there’s not
enough time. These people are dead, Nero. When they torched their storehouses
they doomed themselves to be dead within a month, two tops, and there’s no one
here left to save anyway. I wish there were a dozen or so we could rescue from
this, but there’s not. And I doubt there will be elsewhere. Meanwhile, as we
search, they starve or kill themselves in whatever way they want. They meant to
deny us, not survive.”


Nero balled up a fist and punched his armored thigh
hard. 


“This isn’t over yet. We’re not just packing up and
leaving…but you are right.”


“What did I miss that we still have to do here?”


“We’re not just bailing. We’re going to tidy up
first.”


The madcat’s right arm dropped until the barrel
touched the ground. 


“Let’s get to it then,” Taren prompted, with Nero
running over to it and climbing on so the Archon could ride back with him to
the LZ.



 

Over the next three weeks Nero had the Scorpions out
searching the remains of every warehouse and collecting what bits of food and
other essential supplies remained, then when they were ready to leave that
individual city they piled up a fair amount of it in one central location for
any survivors left to use or burn…whichever they chose.


They spread out the supplies between the cities,
saying goodbye to each one that they’d painstakingly conquered previously until
all that remained were those surrounding the intact fields they still guarded.
In those they added what equipment was still workable, stacking it on cleaned
up streets in the chance that someone out there might have a wish to survive
and take to harvesting the fields on their own or using the equipment for other
purposes. 


The surplus of foodstuffs they left there as well,
thinking that if someone was going to harvest the fields they’d need more
strength to do it, plus the fields might draw others to these locations and
increase the local population…which wasn’t much at this point, with quite a few
starving Mendz visible scurrying around the city at a much slower pace than
before, doing what Nero didn’t know, but he was going to give them a lifeline
before he left.


If they chose not to take it and just trash the supply
dumps, well, he wouldn’t be here to know either way. 


Once those fields and the nearby supply caches were
laid out and a final transmission was sent telling anyone who could receive it
where the supplies were, the forces guarding the fields were picked up by
aerial transports and taken back to the main base where they were disassembling
it piece by piece, intent on leaving no Star Force technology behind.


The mechs went back to their ships in orbit along with
all the structural pieces, leaving only a few patrolling skeets over the
shallow crater in the ground where the base footprint had laid. Nero made one
concession, staying behind a few minutes and placing a portable holographic
generator the side of a footlocker in the center of that crater where he
recorded himself giving a long explanation of events that happened here and
detailing how the Mendz chose to destroy their own planet rather than accept
foreign rule.


Nero made no excuses for them, but wanted an accurate
account of what had happened should someone come to this planet later and find
it lifeless and in ruins. He didn’t need to explain himself or Star Force’s
actions, but what happened here was an abomination that he felt like turning
his back on responsibly, so when he was done recording the message he played it
back, ensuring it was sufficient, then set the proximity sensor to display it
whenever someone or something came near, thus preserving its power cells for a
very long time.


As Nero walked away it triggered, creating a duplicate
Archon behind him as he slowly headed for the last waiting transport that would
take him back up to orbit and from there his small fleet would return to the
ADZ…in victory or defeat was the question. They’d accomplished their mission in
stopping the Mendz from attacking nearby systems, and in subsequent years the
Mendz holdings there had been retaken without resupply from their homeworld, but
at this cost it didn’t feel like a victory, even given the fact that they’d
done this to themselves.


Either way, Taren was right. There was nothing more
for Clan Scorpion or him to do here. 
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October 20, 3574


Unknown System
(Crusade front)


Inner Zone



 

Aaron’s three ships came out of their jump into one of
the systems known to be controlled by the Protovic, braking hard to avoid low
stellar orbit and immediately glad they did as Aaron saw from the bridge of the
cargo ship the immense Skarron fleet choking off the bottom end of the
jumplane. 


“Well shit,” another Archon mumbled beside him as some
dozen of them from his training group had come up to observe their destination
and find out what these new Protovic were like, but no one had expected this
system to be under attack. “They moved fast.”


“That fleet is insane,” the Captain of the jumpship
mentioned.


“I’d guess they’re not getting much resistance,” Aaron
agreed, “and that’s why they’re here sooner than anticipated.”


“Or have more fleets available,” a titan chimed in.


“That too. What are we getting on the two planets?”


“Vislight indicates Skarron fleets over both.”


“Is there anyone left?”


“We need a closer look,” the analyst said, having next
to no information to work with so far away other than what amounted to
telescope imagery.


“What do think they’ll do when they find us here?” the
Captain asked.


Aaron raised an eyebrow. “Our ship hulls are almost
identical to what they fought in the past, so I’d be surprised if they didn’t
identify us. Given how many ships they have here…”


“At least 2 million,” the sensor officer chimed in.


“…I think they’ll be extremely territorial in mindset
and try to chase us down. They won’t be able to catch us, right…” he said, looking at the Captain.


“Not unless you want us to loiter, no. Our engine
capacity far exceeds theirs.”


“We’re not going to, but we are going to see what the
status of those two planets are. Bring us in close but keep us moving at all
times.”


“In concert?”


“One warship with us, the other to the other planet.”


“Shall I give the order?”


“Unless we start shooting, I’m playing spectator,”
Aaron said, referencing the seldom-used command nexus build into the side of
the bridge. Most Star Force jumpships had them as standard design, but on a
cargo ship without Archons they almost never found use.


“Do you have a preference?” the Captain asked as he
began pressing buttons on his command chair.


“The green one.”


“Helm, new coordinates,” the Captain said, shooting him
an approach vector that the pilot would tweak to his own satisfaction before
implementing. “Let’s get moving.”



 

When they got closer to the planet the carnage became
obvious. Debris in orbit was rampant, but the mass of Skarron ships there
created a broken ring around the planet, a piece of which detached and began to
pursue the Star Force ships futilely. But while the battle in orbit was over,
the ground campaign was not yet complete. There were a mind boggling amount of
walkers deployed and visibly running over cities no matter how much defense the
Protovic put up, though there were a fair number of white dots covering the
surrounding area to attest to the fact that this was not completely a one-sided
fight.


But the outcome was not in question. There were so
many Skarron units in play that no matter how many the Protovic destroyed there
would be more stepping in to take their place and pour firepower into any
defenses they had en mass. The only advantage the Protovic seemed to have was
the fact that the Skarron walkers were slow and they were able to hit and run
somewhat, though the Skarron air power was pummeling them relentlessly.


Better than 80% of the planet near Aaron was theirs,
while the other one was worse off with only a handful of areas not yet succumbed,
though in a few days they would be. The Skarrons were exterminating them with
no visible prisoners being taken, though a detailed inspection of the images
taken from the surface showed two instances of Aronsic camps that were feasting
on glowing orange/green flesh.


As much as he hated the lizards he’d been kind of
hoping the Skarrons would kick their ass, but now seeing this and having old
memories of the Skarron war returning fresh to his mind, he couldn’t stomach
either of the dishonorable empires. He hated not being able to fight either one
because of the stupid V’kit’no’sat, for they both needed conquered or destroyed
in a bad way, and as long as they remained people like these Protovic were
going to suffer for it.


Though to be honest, he didn’t know if these Protovic
were good guys, neutrals, or just as bad as the Skarrons…but there was only one
way to find out.


“Dexter.”


“Yeah,” the Archon answered, looking up from a station
on the bridge where he’d been having a private discussion with an analyst.


“I need you in the big chair.”


The ViLord raised an eyebrow. “What are we up to?”


“Forced extraction,” Aaron said icily.


“Our dropships won’t get through their air cover.”


“Not on their own, no. We’re going to box with the
drones.”


Dexter smiled. “If their navy goes atmospheric, we
won’t have much time to work with.”


“We’re going to wait until a region is almost
obliterated, then swoop in and pick up whoever is left. In and out one shot,
leaving no one behind.”


“That’s going to be hard to time.”


“I know, but I’m not going to go down and capture part
of the defenders only to weaken the last stand of others.”


“Good call there.”


“Captain, we’re going to need both warships, so get us
looping together in a way that doesn’t suggest we’re going to ground. We’ll
need as much head start as we can get.”


“I assume you’re going down yourself?”


“I’m the biggest gun we’ve got, so yes.”


“And while the drones are waiting for you to do your
collection?” Dexter asked.


“You torch every Skarron unit within range.”


“Turkey shoot,” he said with pleasure.


“Mind the missiles. It appears they’ve upgraded a
bit.”


“So have we.”


“I know, but don’t get sloppy. We’re going to get hit
going down and up.”


“Then you’d better let me use all of them and keep the
jumpships running.”


“Exactly what I was thinking.”


“Making it so,” Dexter said, walking across the bridge
towards the nexus to start prepping.


“Captain. Make preparations for unwilling guests.”


“How many?”


“As many as we can fit on the dropships.”


“A single load?”


Aaron nodded. “We won’t have time to cycle, and if we
made time we wouldn’t have the supplies or room to house them all. I’m going to
wait until there are just enough left,” he said grimly. “I hate that, but
getting anyone out of here alive is going to be a victory.”



 

3 days later…



 

16 cubes fell down through the atmosphere so fast they
appeared to be meteors all the while being tracked and intercepted by missiles
fired from the Skarron walkers, though most of the ominous streaks headed
towards them never made it, for there was a halo of other drones coming down
around them in skirmisher formation and hitting the missiles with what anti-air
could break through the turbulent fireballs. When they all slowed enough to
become visible, the missile carnage increased as even the boxes fired back and
knocked chunks of the rivers of ordinance down before they struck shields that
barely flickered with energy loss.


Star Force technology had progressed so far since
their war against the Skarrons that there was no contest now…but sadly there
was no way to save this planet or the other with the fleet and army arrayed to
destroy it. Superior tech was one thing but so was numbers, and even inferior
weapons did damage. Take enough hits and they’d get through the drones’
shields, which was why the anti-air fire was so intense. Offensive defense in
its purest form, and it was more than enough to get the drones down to the
surface.


But the missile attacks didn’t end there, nor did the
curve of the planet stop incoming fire. More and more missiles flew across the
horizon towards them but Dexter, safely tucked away onboard a jumpship,
organized his chess board with the loose drones forming a circular perimeter
around the falling city they’d chosen to rescue as the boxed up formations
floated in low over the center and blasted away at the Skarron walkers and any
large groups of infantry that were visible on the city streets.


After several minutes of cleansing, the bottom edge of
those boxes detached with that drone sliding up and gaining some more altitude
to help shoot missiles or anything else while the others held a rigid position
and the dropships safely protected within began to spill out and down into the
city on flights of less than a mile.


One Dragon-class
dropship landed over the rubble of a crushed building and opened its big bay doors
to release a pair of mechs…the only two Aaron had brought with them. The neos
ran out and into the city hunting for Skarron elites in their battle armor or
anything else they could squash while the trailblazer followed them out on foot
along with several other Archons that had been accompanying him in his training
group…which he was now very glad to have alongside him. 


They broke up, heading different ways and hunting down
whatever Skarron or Aronsic minds that they came across nearby the dropships
while Aaron and others headed straight for the failing Protovic defenses. The
last few bits of them were confined into two main areas and a handful of other
holdouts that were about to get run over. Aaron headed on foot to one of the
latter, bypassing everything else hostile in between himself and them in order
to get there in time, though he did shoot a few Aronsic on the way exacting a
tiny bit of revenge for the planet’s inhabitants, but given so much carnage
around him it didn’t matter. Dead Protovic, Aronsic, and Skarrons were
everywhere, with a lot of their bodies smashed by the feet of walkers or the
Skarrons themselves as they ran over the dead or dying as they pushed further
and further into the city.


With a crash a Skarron fighter…or more like half of
it…fell to Aaron’s left and imbedded itself into the bottom half of a building,
adding to the rubble and throwing out a shower of tiny rock chips that bounced
off the Archon’s shields as he continued to run with more fighters going down
as they tried to get to the city interior to target the dropships. That was a
suicide run with all the drones overhead, but they were making it anyway hoping
to get a few through…for they had many to replace whatever they lost and it
didn’t look like the Skarrons were worried about reducing casualties so long as
they achieved their objective.


A thought about them not coming with enough supplies
anticipating major losses crossed his mind, but he didn’t have time to dwell on
it as he came up on the Protovic defense lines and saw several hobbits get
vaporized by a pulse cannon that pulverized some building debris behind them at
the same time. Bits and pieces of flesh flew everywhere, but more Aronsic
poured in from a street on the far right in columns to charge the gun until
Aaron waved a hand and knocked them all down with a Jumat blast. 


The pulse cannon didn’t hesitate, blasting away at
them on the ground as Aaron came into view and Jedi jumped over their firing
arc to land on the other side in a nook where the gunner couldn’t see…out of
which flew four more Aronsic, but before the Protovic could shoot them a series
of blue plasma bolts from Aaron took them down and added to the defensive
effort. When the trailblazer ran out into the sights of the gunners they didn’t
fire on him, suddenly knowing beyond a shadow of a doubt that he was a friend
and allowing him to run up to them and hop over the broken wall they were
positioned within, coming down in the midst of the 8 glowing faces.


He didn’t speak, but thoughts flowed into their minds
sufficient enough that when he pointed to the sky they knew he was here to
evacuate them. Who he was they didn’t know, hidden beneath that unusual armor,
but given that these men were about to die along with the rest of their mostly
dead planet, and they knew it, they didn’t ask questions and followed Aaron
out, leaving their pulse cannon mount behind and rushed the approaching Aronsic
wave…that suddenly all tripped and fell over one another.


The next moment their bodies were flying back through
the air like rag dolls and piling up further down the street, with them not having
a moment to rest as Aaron was throwing one Jumat blast after another to clear
the street up until a Skarron came into view and was too massive to dislodge in
a similar way. When it tipped its topside arms over and pointed its infantry
cannons on the tips at the Protovic it became a statue, freezing in place as
Aaron put several shots from his rifle into its ugly face as he led the
Protovic by and back towards the dropship.


The trailblazer continued providing psionic and
traditional weaponsfire cover along the way, though one of the neos came
crashing into view from the right just as a group of Skarron elites came
charging forward on the left hunting the Protovic survivors and intending on
running them down with their heavy, shiny armor protecting them from most small
arms fire. Aaron immediately circled around to get between them and the
Protovic, throwing up a wide bioshield to cover all of them while sending the
telepathic impulse of ‘get behind me’ to them while also messing the with minds
of the first few elites…though he needn’t have bothered.


The neo ran out and right by Aaron’s group, punting
the first Skarron with a kick from its metallic foot across the street and into
the side of a building, then it dropped to a knee and punched another one flat
into the pavement as the rest scampered away from the far too agile mech while
returning some fire. A few got away, but those stupid enough to stay put and
shoot were physically smashed so to avoid firing maulers close to the Protovic,
though Aaron could have shielded them enough if needed from anything less than
a direct hit. 


The caution was welcome, as was the assist, and with another
dose of telepathic prodding Aaron got the 8 Protovic moving again. When the
dropship came within range he pointed and all but shouted at them to go,
breaking off from them while a couple of other Archons guarding the craft took
over and escorted the war weary fighters inside using their lesser telepathic
skills. 


Minutes passed and more arrived in small groups, but
over an hour later several hundred showed up along with Aaron, who gave the go
ahead for the pilot to take off once the pair of mechs walked back onboard.


The Protovic, who’d been politely disarmed, stood
against the sides of the bay as the two giant machines strode in and parked
themselves in statue position and cracked open the access ports on the back
with more usually armored aliens climbing out and down to the floor of the bay
as the outer doors closed, but not before the skyline shifted and the Protovic
could see their damaged city drifting below them.


One of the mech pilots walked over to Aaron as the
Protovic were starting to ask questions that he couldn’t easily answer, for
their language was new and undocumented. It would take time to learn it, though
a few Archons had been sent on tech retrieval missions on their way back to the
dropships to see if they could find something to grab that would help in the
process. 


Right now though all he had was telepathy to work
with, and that was a powerful tool at his disposal. If worst came to worst he
could knock them all unconscious with a thought or take control of their
bodies, but right now he wanted them to know they were among friends and while
getting inside their heads to do that was certainly effective, there was
another way that he’d thought of before leaving the ADZ, though he hadn’t
expected it to come into play during combat.


The mech pilot walked up beside Aaron and the
trailblazer triggered his armor to split apart. When it did and his Human
visage became visible all the Protovic recoiled, either physically or mentally,
and he knew they’d never seen his like before. Aaron continued to send
reassuring emotions to them then pointed to the mechwarrior beside him.


After a short delay that set of armor split apart as
well, with all of the Protovics’ jaws dropping. As battle scarred and manic as
these survivors were being suddenly rescued when they were doomed to die
fighting an unwinnable battle was enough to put them on edge, but the sight of
another Protovic face amongst these aliens was almost too much to bear and a
few of them stumbled as they lost their balance with sheer relief and shock.


The orange and green glowing faces, some bleeding,
most covered in grime or dust that diminished their bioluminescence, just
stared at the new Protovic’s face, uniform and overall alien persona. He was
one of them, but he glowed pink and blue…something that none of these Protovic
had ever thought possible, and in that moment Aaron knew that these, at least,
did not know of other variants. Though if they had, they still wouldn’t have
recognized a Star Force Protovic, for the base green had been replaced with
blue and that offset the pink creating a color combination that was
theoretically nowhere else in the galaxy aside from Star Force.


The mechwarrior walked up to one of the shaky ones and
put a hand on his shoulder, knowing he couldn’t understand his words, but using
his own limited telepathy to help translate as much as he could.


“You’re safe now, brothers. Safe,” he repeated as two
others walked closer, with one of them reaching out a glowing finger and poking
him in the side of the head to see if he was real.


“You are not dreaming. You are here. I am here. And
both of us have many questions to ask.”
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October 29, 3574


Unknown System
(Crusade front)


Outer Zone



 

Sitting far out into the system with no planets nearby
to navigationally grapple with, Aaron’s three ships waited out of the reach of
the Skarrons while recording from afar the final destruction of the Protovic
civilization in this system while the trailblazer met with the escapees one at
a time. With him was a neural interlink similar to a control nexus, worn around
his head, that allowed him to mentally link with the ship’s computer and, more
importantly, the language analysis program there that he’d help design long
ago.


Using his Sav-enhanced Ikrid, he was able to analyze
the thoughts of each Protovic as he talked with them. Neither could understand
the other’s language, but with each word spoken by the Protovic he analyzed
what it meant inside the mind and cataloged it using the analysis program…or
rather cataloged all the possible meanings, and fortunately with Aaron’s Ikrid
skill, his Sav, and his familiarity with the program, he was making thousands
of notations per second as he gradually established the basis of these
Protovics’ language via process of elimination.


Once the basic structure and vocabulary was
established he no longer needed them to speak, and he went about ransacking
their minds for more words and meanings, funneling them all through his own
mind and into the program faster than any Archon or even the language
specialist techs could have…for he’d taught many of them these very skills when
they’d been gifted the Ikrid necessary to begin unlocking unknown languages,
making him the best in-person translator Star Force had.


Within only a handful of days he had a basic language
program for ‘Veersnobva,’ which was what they called their language. Rather
than trying to speak it himself, he used an automated translation matrix in
which an auditory dampener was set up via energy field between the two of them
on the table, diminishing but not eliminating the sounds passing through as
they were analyzed and overlayed with the computer translation.


“Can you understand me?” Aaron asked, and he didn’t
need his Ikrid to see the shock in the Protovic’s eyes when he did.


“Yes.”


“Good. Over the past few days we’ve built a
translation program. It will get better with time, so be aware that there may
be some errors involved at present.”


“How have you
done this?” the glowing orange/green face asked Aaron, as they were the
only two people in the interrogation room.


“I can read your mind, Dashmir,” he said, using the
man’s name, “and I have taken what I learned and input it into a computer
program. I still am now, using this device.”


Aaron pointed to the ring on his head, but the
Protovic merely shook his in dismay.


“What is going
on?”


“The galaxy is far bigger than you know,” Aaron
indulged, sensing his confusion and brittle nerves. Even with a few days to
rest the destruction of his world and the bloody fight he’d made to defend it
were nearly crippling his will to live. “Not many races have telepathy, but a
handful do. Including some Protovic. You’ve not seen others of different
colors, have you?”


“No.”


“There are those with green and pink markings that
have it naturally, or rather once they unlock the dormant ability. All of you
have dormant abilities, though my medics say yours has not unlocked yet. I find
that curious, given how technologically advanced you are. To answer your
question in part, we came here looking for your people because we are searching
for Protovic everywhere within our reach. This area was beyond our search zone,
but word of the fighting reached us through an ally.”


“What do you
want with us?”


“It is complicated, but know that we have been
inviting all the Protovic that we find to join us in our territory where we
have built a section of our empire specifically for you. The one you met
earlier was born there, and is special because he has the abilities from all
the different colors, making him very powerful. He has the strength and speed
enhancements that Oranges possess, and that you have within you. At some point
it will unlock for your people and you will see a great increase throughout
your civilization, and the same has happened for others. Not all, but many.
There are Protovic spread throughout the galaxy in small groups and we have
been trying to bring you all together.”


“For what
purpose?”


“Our empire has hundreds of different races within it.
We stand as a beacon of light against the darkness, and to it many fleeing
tragedy run. Your civilization is far from us, but you are welcome there if you
wish you come. The same goes for the rest of your people if they have the ships
to travel the distance.”


“You came to
offer us sanctuary?”


“Yes. And to investigate your current condition.”


“How far away?”


Aaron knew that wouldn’t translate, so he paused a
moment while he dug into the Protovic’s mind and pulled up the distance
measurements. They were approximate, given he had to reference images, but it
should have been a decent ballpark figure.


“1300 lightyears straight shot. Longer when you have
to bounce back and forth between stars.”


The Protovic slumped in his seat. “That would take us years.”


“I know. But you and the rest we pulled out of that
fight are welcome to travel back with us, and it will take less than a year. We
would offer more, but we have limited supplies onboard our three ships.”


“Thank you for
saving us…whoever you are.”


“My name is Aaron. I’m an Archon. One of the leaders
of Star Force.”


“Leader? You
were the one on the planet fighting.”


“Yes.”


“Since when do
leaders do anything but hide behind the soldiers?” he said with obvious
disgust.


“In Star Force, those with the highest skills lead.
Thus the military leaders are the most combat capable and we belong on the
front lines in the thickest of combat. Especially when we have abilities that
the others do not. Do not be alarmed, but I am going to demonstrate,” Aaron
said, gently picking him up out of his seat with his Lachka and floating him in
the air.


A string of shocked curses didn’t translate through
the program, and Dashmir’s eyes remained wide and glowing when Aaron sat him
back down.


“How can you do
this?”


“Biological weapons carefully woven into our genetic
code. All Archons have them. The rest of our troops do not, for the most part.
This is part of the reason why we go into combat where others dare not.”


“Can you help us
evacuate other worlds?”


“Possibly, but it would take time to get a message
sent back and even more time to get even a small evacuation fleet here. How
many more systems do you have?”


“I don’t know
for sure,” he said as Aaron delved more deeply along those memories than
he’d been able to do before. “At least 50
or 60. I know four have been destroyed, not counting here. Is there anyone else
left?”


“No. The last points of resistance have been
overwhelmed. We’ve seen no evidence that the Skarrons are taking prisoners, and
portions of the attacking fleet are already transitioning out of the system.


The Protovic closed his eyes as if he were about to
cry, his glowing blue lids replacing the deeper blow glow of his eyes, but
after a moment of intense emotion he gathered himself and looked at Aaron
again. 


“What race are
you?”


“Human. We founded Star Force, but now we make up only
a small portion of it. All Archons are Human, but not all Humans are Archons.”


“How can we
assist you?”


“By telling me as much as you can about your people.
If there’s a way to assist what’s left of your civilization with my three ships
we will, but we can’t stop an invasion of that size no matter how many of their
vessels we kill.”


“Why didn’t they
attack you?”


“They didn’t get the chance. Our ships are faster than
theirs. If we keep moving they can’t catch us. Right now we’re sitting far out
in the system where their gravity drives can’t take them with any decent speed.
We’ll stay here until we determine where to go next.”


“We were
promised help before, but it has not been forthcoming. They just let us die.”


“Who?” he asked, though he already knew the answer.


“The Li’vorkrachnika.
A large empire that fought back against the Skarrons and conquered their worlds
on our border. We brokered a deal with them to help defend this region, but
when the Skarrons came with such great numbers they did not come to our aid.
Not a single ship.”


“We are at war with the Li’vorkrachnika,” Aaron
admitted, “and we conquered and captured their homeworld. We cannot push this
far out from our current territory, so they have migrated further coreward.
They had another ally, one that betrayed us, and in the end they too were
destroyed by the Skarrons. The Li’vorkrachnika only make deals to benefit
themselves, and inevitably they will betray you when it suits them. This is
something we also came to warn you about.”


“You’re stronger
than them?”


“Far stronger.”


“And why would
you want to help us?”


“Because we can, and because it’s what we do. We’re
protectors, not butcherers like the Skarrons. We’re currently fighting many
wars on our other borders, against enemies stronger than the Li’vorkrachnika in
some places. I came here because we seek out and find every Protovic
civilization that we become aware of. I’m sorry it has to be under these
circumstances, though.”


“I am grateful.
But I do not see the point in saving us. Without the Li’vorkrachnika support we
were promised, we cannot survive this.”


“I know.”


“But you said
there are other Protovic out there? How many?”


“We’ve found over 230 different civilizations. Some
with only a handful of people surviving in a small settlement. Others have
planets full of them. Yours is the largest we know of.”


“How many have
joined you?”


“We accept individuals from all, though some groups have
completely joined us. A few not by their own choosing. Some Protovic act as the
Skarrons do, and we had to stop them.”


“You wanted to
know if we were honorable?”


“Among other things, yes.”


“And your
conclusion?”


“Based on your memories and those of the others here,
your civilization has done some bad things but it does not deserve what the
Skarrons are doing to you. The Li’vorkrachnika do, and we’re happy to watch
them fight each other, but you’re caught in the middle of it.”


“If I tell you a
planet to go to, to see our leaders, will you still take us with you back to
your territory?”


“If you wish, yes. I won’t trade you off for others or
make you leave if your leaders demand it. We saved you from death, now you are
ours to care for until you decline that help.”


Dashmir sagged in his seat, and this time he did start
crying with relief. 


“You will be welcome amongst the other Protovic,”
Aaron promised him. “Tell me where to go so I can figure out if there are
others that can be saved as well.”


“Do not go to
the capitol. They will most likely fire on you and try to steal your ships. Go
to Dfarch. The Empress there is trustworthy…if the Skarrons haven’t killed her
yet.”


Aaron brought up a starmap over the table, zoomed in
to their present location.


“Show me where to go.”



 

2 weeks later…



 

Aaron strode up through the throne room on Dfarch,
escorted by more than 20 Orange Protovic with heavy beam rifles while he was in
his armor but carrying no weapons. The atmosphere was compatible with his
lungs, but he wasn’t about to come down onto an alien planet without some
protection hence he’d insisted on his armor being worn, though there was no one
else with him and his dropship was over 6 miles away at the royal airfield.
He’d been brought here via a ground vehicle and now was approaching a posse of
elaborately dressed, and in some cases scantily clad, Protovic females sitting
and standing on an elevated dais in a myriad of poses. 


“I am told you
can understand our words,” the female in the most ornate chair said as he
was stopped at the base of a shallow staircase before her.


“I can,” Aaron said, with his armor translating back
into their native language, now more efficiently than before thanks to many
tweaks made during the trip here.


“Speak then. Why
have you come to me?”


“I was told that you were the most reasonable Protovic
leader.”


“Flattery aside,
if you will.”


“My empire has a policy of seeking out any and all
Protovic civilizations that we can find. Yours was recently made aware to us by
an enemy of the Skarrons that noticed their invasion into your territory. Thus
I have come looking for you.”


That caused a stir, with muffled conversations
happening amongst the lot.


“What do you
mean by other Protovic?”


“Your civilization is not the only one. In fact, we
believe there are Protovic scattered across the entire galaxy.”


More buzz and hushed voices followed, but the Empress
didn’t avert her gaze from Aaron.


“Why have you
not returned our people that led you here?”


“I rescued them from certain death. I will not leave
them with you only to face it a second time. I have offered them sanctuary with
us and those that have agreed will be traveling back with me on my ship to our
territory where they will join with the Protovic there.”


“There are
Protovic within your civilization?”


“They make up a significant faction of it, yes. We
have sought out all of you to offer to incorporate you into our empire. There
are many different kinds of Protovic,” Aaron said as he used his armor to
project a hologram onto the steps between him and the Empress, nearly sending
her protectors into a frenzy but a slightly raised finger from her and they
backed off.


“You are what we refer to as ‘Oranges’ based on your
secondary color. All others have green as the base, but there are Reds, Blues,
Aquas, Pinks, Whites, Purples, and Yellows. Within your genome are suppressed
abilities, and each variant has a unique one. Yours is an enhanced strength and
speed that has not unlocked yet. Purples have enhanced senses and Pinks have
the very rare telepathy that I also possess.”


The Empress moved ever so slightly. “You claim to read minds?”


“I can do more than that,” Aaron said as the room
suddenly fell deadly quiet. 


The Empress looked around, but no one was moving or
talking.


“My apologies, but I think a private conversation is
in order. I have temporarily frozen everyone else. My telepathy is stronger
than even that which the Protovic possess. I can read minds…and I can also
control them. I have left yours untouched so we can talk.”


The Empress stood up as if bitten.


“What treachery
is this!” she demanded, but didn’t move more than a step away from her
throne.


“We do not have time to play games, Empress. Your
people are being annihilated by the Skarrons. I could play coy, talk to no end,
bow reverently and all other types of crap, but what is the point? You’ll be
dead soon no matter how hard you fight, and every moment that passes is a lost
opportunity for some of you to survive. So I am showing you here and now how
powerful I am, and while not all others of my kind are equal in skill or
strength, our empire is stronger than the Skarrons and currently preparing a
defense line in case they choose to attack us as well. They are here to kill
the Li’vorkrachnika, but with such a high massing of fleets they will undoubtedly
pursue other agendas within the region while assembled. Thus we are preparing
to face them again if needed. We beat them the first time and pushed them out
of our territory, and with a little more preparation we’ll even be able to hold
back the insane fleets attacking you now.”


Of all the emotions swirling through the Protovic,
anger flared to the forefront.


“You claim they
are here to kill the Li’vorkrachnika?”


“I know it for a fact. They have suffered too many
defeats by the Li’vorkrachnika, who have now crossed a boundary that they will
not tolerate. They believe, and rightly so, that the only way to defeat the
Li’vorkrachnika is to wipe out every last one of them. To do that they have
assembled the majority of their fighting forces from across their entire empire
to come here and kill them.”


She looked at Aaron gravely. “Then we have been betrayed.”


“Yes you have. They used you to shield themselves. The
time and resources spent killing you will slow the Skarrons down a bit, and
every world that the Li’vorkrachnika have is pumping out additional troops and
ships at an unbelievable rate to counter this Crusade. The more time they have,
the more resistance they can put up.”


“What is it that
you want of those about to die?”


“To save as many of you as possible. We can’t evacuate
your people given the distance involved, at least not with enough ships even if
I could get them here in time. But if your people evacuate they will have a
destination to run to,” Aaron said, bringing up a starmap and gradually
expanding it out until the edge of Star Force territory came into view. A line
connected the Protovic to the edge of Ninja Monkey space, then the map expanded
out again until it showed all of Star Force territory and as much of lizard and
Skarron space as they knew about.


“You are horribly outmatched,” Aaron said as the
grandiose scale of the conflict sunk in on her, for she’d never had access to a
map beyond the local region. “And you are not close enough for us to come to
your aid. But if you can flee to us, you will have sanctuary.”


“In exchange for
what?”


“Nothing.”


“If we are of no
value to you then there is no cause for you to be here.”


“Yes there is. We’re the good guys. Saving people is
what we do…amongst other things.”


“And you
demonstrate this by taking control of my people,” she emphasized with a
shaky wave of her hand to the living statues around her.


“They’re not harmed, and some of them were going to
argue against whatever I said no matter how true. It’s best if you think
clearly. I am monitoring your thoughts but not interfering with them. If I
wanted to I could make you speak the words ordering an evacuation, but I have
come as a potential friend and have no intention of being that rude without
cause.”


“And what cause
would justify such an offense?”


“Your ego causing people to die who otherwise could
have escaped to safety.”


“I still do not
believe you have no motive in this.”


“Then I will show you what we have done before, and
who we are. It will take a moment, but you might want to sit down.”


“I am not so
fragile. Show me what images you wish.”


“The hologram is too slow,” Aaron said as he linked to
and started feeding a bunch of his own memories of Star Force into her mind.
Halfway through, the effort and the content overwhelmed her and he jumped up
the steps to catch her as she fell. He continued with his mental download until
complete, then set her back onto her throne as he triggered his helmet to peel
back and reveal his pale, unglowing face.


“Ugly, I know. But I’m a friend.”


“You can save
us?” she asked, trembling. 


“I know I can save some. How many more is up to you
and how quickly we can work, but you have to trust me from this moment forward.
We do not have time to waste, nor do I have time to explain this to others.”


“They would not
believe you…but I do. And if this should be some trick,” she said, standing
up as Aaron took a step back to give her room, “we are as sure as dead anyway. I will need my attendants.”


Aaron theatrically snapped his fingers and the people
on the dais came back to life. He held onto the escorts and the rest of the
people in the room until he’d backed down the stairs to his previous position,
then released them…but they freaked out anyway upon seeing his helmet suddenly
gone.


“Geez,” he said, waving a hand and rendering them all
unconscious as they swarmed him. They fell to the ground as the Empress looked
down at him. “They’re fine, but are way too jumpy.”


“Everyone hear
me,” she said, gesturing with both hands to all assembled. “This person I declare to be an ally. You
will not harm nor hinder him in any way going forward, under penalty. He has
come to help us, and I am accepting this on behalf of our people.”


“Good,” Aaron said, climbing the stairs again until he
was half a meter away. “Let’s get to work.”
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November 12, 3574


Hammer System
(Core Region)


Ironhold (Clan
Scorpion Capitol)



 

Nero had gotten back two days previously, disbanding
his three ships and their complement of warriors and techs that’d he’d worked
with so well over the past decade and a half so they could pursue individual
agendas or be reassigned to other missions. As for him, he didn’t feel up to
commanding again and decided to continue the intensive training he’d put
himself into on the trip back.


At the moment he was on the halo track in one of the
Scorpion sanctums on the capitol/training world that served as the heart of the
entire Star Force mech branch. Here Cora had designed, tested, and created the
numerous prototypes that had then gone out and become standard equipment within
the empire…but it was also home to their Clan and the only place he felt he
should be at the moment.


Nero still couldn’t come to grasps with what happened.
It had totally blindsided him and he still couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d
made a tragic mistake, though he was unable to pinpoint what it had been.


As he was running on the never ending track that had
him traveling ever so slightly ‘up’ in a loop while being perpendicular to the
ground thanks to the artificial gravity. Nero had gone through 8 loops on the
mile-long track so far, passing most of the other Archons and getting passed by
a few, for he wasn’t running hard, rather just maintaining a steady pace that
most couldn’t match for more than a single lap. 


He was working hard but not intensely, grinding away
the big laps when a brush of air hit him as a slightly smaller female body
buzzed past…only to turn around and start running backwards in front of him so
she could look him in the eyes. 


“We need to talk,” Cora said, matching him stride for
stride while going in reverse.


“I’m sorry. I would have reported in person but I
didn’t think you were on planet,” Nero said, still running. “I assume you got my
report.”


“I did, which is why we need to talk,” she said,
raising her left hand towards him…with Neo suddenly feeling a pressure on his
chest that slowed him down.


“Now?” he asked, not fighting back and coasting to a
stop. Cora matched his deceleration then pulled him over to the side of the
track to get out of the way of the scattering of traffic coming their way from
behind.


“Yes now,” she said, keeping her voice subdued but not
whispering or talking with him telepathically. “What error did you make?”


“I don’t know.”


“Think,” Cora prompted.


“I have been thinking, ever since it happened and the
entire trip back here. I don’t know where I went wrong.”


“I thought as much. You’re kicking yourself over what
happened.”


“Shouldn’t I be?”


“You shouldn’t like it, but unless you can find fault
in your actions why are you doing it?”


“Because I left those people to starve to death.”


“Could you have prevented it if you’d stayed?”


“For a few, at least.”


“Which ones?”


“There had to be someone on the planet that wasn’t suicidal.”


“Did you look?”


“Not enough.”


“Did you search at all?” Cora pressed.


“You know we did. It was detailed in my report.”


“Which is how I know that everyone you encountered as
hostile. An entire city full of hostile, suicidal, so-called ‘civilians’ without
so much as one person who didn’t feel like being an asshole.”


“They’re all dead by now unless something miraculous
occurred.”


“Did you do it to them?”


“No, but their survival was my goal and I failed. If
you know how, please tell me. I can’t get a good night’s sleep no matter how
hard I train. Only a few hours here and there.”


Cora held up a finger as a pair of Archons ran past,
not saying anything but looking at the bystanders oddly. 


“You were given a limited invasion force, so
conventional construction projects were out of the question. You were going to
have to rely on the local infrastructure and work force, and you preserved them
as you should have. Meticulously so. The deal you struck was inspired. There is
no fault in that.”


“But now they’re all dead.”


“And who is to fault? You? I think not. They decided
to ransack the planet when they lost the wager. To deny it to Star Force. They
had no intention of living, Nero. They did it to themselves. Why can’t you see
that?”


“You’re saying I’m not at fault?”


“Yes I am.”


“I can’t accept that. It was my mission and it
failed.”


“You took two gambles. The first one was the deal you
struck, and that succeeded. You conquered the planet before the time limit
expired and you kept virtually everything intact. It was your assumed gamble
that failed. The one where you bet that these people, absent the defiant
factions, would want to live more than they would want to spite you. You didn’t
expect their entire population would riot to the point of destroying their own
food supply. You didn’t expect them to be that stupid, because you were trying
to do a very good thing on limited resources, and if you hadn’t made that
assumption there never would have been a mission. The mission itself was a
gamble, but the Mendz spited us in order to deny us our prize. They either
thought it was the planet itself or their lives…to be used as slaves or what
naught. They decided not to let that happen, and given your limited troops you
could not have stopped that.”


“But it still happened,” Nero said, a bit of anger
boiling over into his voice.


“Yes, it did happen. Something very bad happened, but
neither you nor any of your people caused it. The Mendz trashed their own
cities. They destroyed their own fields. They destroyed their warehouses. Who
in their right mind does that? Think about it. Their entire military fought to
the death. Not one surrender, correct?”


“No.”


“Why would you think their civilians would be
different? They behaved because of the terms of the deal required them to. Once
they’d lost you saw what they were really like.”


“What should I have done differently?”


“If a population will not submit, you either have to
see them destroyed in one form or another, by your hand or theirs, or you
choose not to invade. If you hadn’t gone, what would have happened?”


“They’d still be there…but pushed off the worlds
they’d invaded.”


“For how long? We can’t babysit out there. There are
too many worlds. You were right in wanting to find a final solution, and you
did remarkably well with it, but ultimately they had a choice to make that you
could not control short of an army of wielding stun weapons and foreknowledge
of their actions. They either accept your rule or they destroy everything of
value to you knowing that they’d die as well. They chose the latter.”


“I can’t be sure of that,” Nero argued. “If there was
even one person out there that didn’t riot…”


“How could you have saved them?”


“That’s what I was hoping you’d tell me.”


“Leaving was the right decision. They created that
mess on their world, and there was nothing to be gained from staying if there
wasn’t someone reasonable there to aid. If bad things are going to go down and
we can do nothing to stop it, then there’s no purpose for us in being
there…because we will try to mitigate it. And there are some battles we should
not step into.”


“You didn’t do that with the Kiritas.”


Cora’s expression grew grim. “They asked for our help,
Nero. And many died because we could not save them. We had to pick and choose
which areas to help and strengthen, and no matter what choice was made people
died. If we had walked away far more would have, but it was dirty work. I’m
glad I wasn’t there, but those that were had to make a choice to keep their own
supplies separate. Keep their ships, their crew, everything they had separate
from the Kiritas. When people are dying you want to do everything you can, and
they would have reduced their own rations to save a few more. They knew this
going into it, so they established the rule beforehand.”


“How can you say one person isn’t worth saving if
you’ve got food to share?”


“It’s a cruel rule, but a necessary one. Our people
had to remain strong in order to help the Kiritas at maximum efficiency. If
they reduced their own rations down to minimum in order to share them, then they
would have become so weak they couldn’t do the job. The Kiritas on the whole
needed Star Force there, fit and strong and active, where they couldn’t be.
When you can’t save everyone, first you save yourself then go for bonus points.
You do not make saving everyone your mission, for if you do you will suffer
failure anxiety the entire way and it will both cloud your judgement and eat
away at your heart. Remind yourself that you’re not causing this and that
you’re here to help. Be the beacon of light in the darkness…but you can’t fear
wadding into it.”


“But what could I have done different?”


“If you don’t act because they might kill themselves,
they control you with the threat. So not invading wasn’t an option. This should
leave a bad taste in your mouth, Nero. You shouldn’t feel good about it. But
after all this time fighting the lizards it shouldn’t be a new thing.”


“They didn’t starve to death,” he pointed out. 


Cora closed her eyes, feeling the horror that
difference entailed. 


“No, they didn’t. The Mendz made a choice, perhaps
without thinking about the consequences, but they did do it to themselves,
Nero. It wasn’t you. And they knew it wasn’t you. You specifically preserved
all that equipment, all those resources. No one was starving because of you.”


“Should I have asked for more people?”


“No,” Cora said, shaking her head. “You took enough
and made it work.”


“But ultimately failed.”


“Those in the surrounding region don’t think so.”


“No. That part of the mission was a success. But
destroying an entire planetary population wasn’t part of the plan.”


“We can’t control people, Nero.”


“Ironic considering the fact that we can.”


“Temporarily. We can’t make people’s choices for them,
and whenever we go into a bad situation the history of that place can’t be wiped
away with the wave of a magic wand. Actions have consequences, and whatever the
Mendz had done over the years to put them in a societal state that encouraged
and glorified defiance at the price of self-sacrifice is not something you
could undo upon arriving. You know what it’s taken for the Veliquesh, right?”


“They lived.”


“Because we took them prisoner. And no, they didn’t all
live. Some killed themselves because they wouldn’t accept being prisoners…and
some died because they wouldn’t exist outside of their society. We live in a
vicious galaxy, Nero. And sometimes things go bad even when we win.”


“But it happened on my watch.”


“And I’d be pissed if it happened on mine, which
technically it did because you’re my Clan. And if the entire population of
Heffen has starved to death by now, what do we do?”


“Short of traveling through time…nothing.”


Cora jabbed a finger into his sweaty chest. “Wrong.”


Nero raised an eyebrow. “What have I missed?”


“You won a big victory, but had it soured by a defeat.
The civilians on that planet were supposed to be part of the spoils of war.
They were a prize that the Mendz denied us. That was a loss, and a painful one
considering how it went down. It wasn’t our fault, but it was a loss none the
less. We didn’t have enough people there to subdue them and they took advantage
of that…and that’s something we risk when we fight without overwhelming
advantage. There is no fault there, but there is still the shame of defeat. So
what do we do when we’ve gotten our ass kicked?”


“They’re dead by now. There’s no one to get even
with.”


“Mojo.”


“I don’t take your meaning.”


“I’m giving you an MCV and three cargo ships filled
with techs, plus one warship in escort. You’re going back there and claiming
the planet for Clan Scorpion. If there are any survivors you can deal with them
as you like, but the galaxy saw us run away from that system and in a way the
Mendz won because of that. We’re going to deny them that barbaric victory by
going back and making that world one of our own. I’ll give you three subsequent
convoys of supplies, but beyond that you have to produce everything locally. I
want a proper expansion and I want you to expunge the horrors that have
happened there by shining the light as brightly and obnoxiously as you can. And
when you’re done building a proper colony, either you or someone else is going
to use it as a base of operations to put some order to the surrounding star
systems. Do you understand me, youngling? Go back and kick the crap out of
those bastards’ ghosts.”


“Yes, mom,” he replied in an automatic tone. 


“Ships and crew are assembling. Get your ass off the
track and into motion. You can train on the way back.”


“Thank you.”


“We’re Scorpions, all of us. In victories and defeats
we’re united, and we need to settle the score here. And while you’re doing it
on our behalf, stop putting the fate of the galaxy on your shoulders. It’s
worse than weighted training clothing and slows you down far too much. I know
from experience.”


“So what do you do?”


“Become the avenging assassin. Go after your targets
and leave everything else to its own fate. Don’t let their misery drag on you.
Be as strong and powerful as possible.”


“Detached?”


“To a point, yes. That way the only way the darkness
can kill you is directly. Never by proxy.”


“Easier said than done.”


“Never said it was easy, and you can’t let yourself
become heartless in the process. It’s a matter of focus. Go practice,” she
said, raising a fist up to shoulder level in front of her.


Nero did likewise and bumped his against hers, then he
was off and running to the nearest available exit while Cora stayed put for a
moment until another Archon caught up to her, then she fell into step with him.


“Need something?” he asked.


“A little more effort out of you, pansy. How’s the arm
feeling…”
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January 31, 3575


Dfarch System
(Crusade front)


Dfarch



 

“How many?”
the Empress asked Aaron.


“We’ve got more worlds than we know what to do with,
so that’s not an issue.”


“And you give
them out freely?”


“Sometimes. Others have to pay for them. We do what’s
needed.”


“If you fought
the Li’vorkrachnika and won, why are they so powerful here?”


“They are beyond our reach here and chose to evacuate
their leadership and start rebuilding while their old worlds fell to us. They
abandoned them in order to buy time.”


“And what did
you do with their people?”


“Most of them fought to the death rather than
surrender, but in the end we were able to convince some of them to switch
sides.”


The Protovic looked at him wide-eyed. “You are allied with another faction of
Li’vorkrachnika?”


“No. They became part of our empire and are even now
helping us fight on our rimward border against other enemies. We don’t kill
people unless we have to. We’d rather…”


“Excuse me,”
a Protovic said, half out of breath as he ran up to the Empress and took a
hasty knee. “We have received…a warning
from…our scouts. The Skarrons are coming…here.”


The Empress’s eyes widened, and Aaron could see her
words catch in her throat. 


“How long?” he asked in her stead. 


“Our scout ship
is faster than them. It made the jump once they started to in order to make
certain. They will be here within a day. Two at most.”


“Load up whatever ships you can and get them out of
here,” Aaron told her firmly, drawing some objectionable glares from her
attendants who would never have used that tone in her presence. “We’re out of
time. Save as many as you can and we’ll escort them back to our territory and I
will find you a planet.”


“Of our own or
as part of your empire?” she asked cautiously, though the fear in her eyes
drained her curiosity in her own question.


“We’ll figure that out later. Right now we need to
save as many as we can.”


“Take the
children on your ship,” she pleaded. “You
can carry more of them.”


“Good idea, but I’m going to do more than that,” he
said, looking at the messenger as he was backing away. “You. Do you know what
jumpline they’re coming in on?”


“Yes. The same
the scout arrived through.”


“Do you have any space mines?”


“We don’t use
such tactics,” the Empress said, with the messenger relieved to not have to
answer that question. 


“Do you have any rocks or rubble that we can drag in
the way? Asteroids, old stations, dead ships…anything?”


“Not that will
matter.”


“Every ship we destroy matters. And if we know where
and approximately when they’re coming, we can ambush them. It may not save your
world, but at least we’ll make them pay for it.”


“We?”


“I’m taking my two warships and waiting at their
exiting jumppoint. They can’t send very many ships through at once, so there
will be a bottleneck and I intend to kill them as quickly as possible. I need
your warships there in support, and the longer we can hold that point the more
time your evacuation ships will have to pick up people and exit via the star.
If we lose stellar orbit, can your ships outrun theirs to get to a jumppoint?”


“Ours are
faster, but it won’t matter if they blockade them.”


“Which is why we have to hit them as they exit to buy
time. But you have to give the order now to evacuate. Every minute wasted could
be more people dead that didn’t have to be.”


“We don’t have
nearly enough ships for everyone,” she said gravely.


“I know. That can’t be helped. Save those that can be
saved and don’t waste time trying to pick favorites or some lottery. Just shove
people on the ships as fast as you can and get them to a nearby system where I
can rendezvous with you later. I’ll stay here and kill what I can, then meet up
with you.”


“I can’t leave
people here to die.”


“They’re dead no matter what you do or don’t do.”


“Anja,” the
Empress said, with another female Protovic walking up next to her throne and
taking a respectful knee. “You hereby
have my full authority to give orders in my name. Go with the Archon and
command our fleet as is necessary. We cannot waste time with relayed orders.
She will go with you on your ship, yes?”


“I’ll need comm protocols for her to use, but yes, she
can stay by my side on the bridge.”


“I will stay and
die here with my people. Anja, help the Archon kill as many Skarrons as
possible. That is your purpose now. Go with him.”


“As you deem
necessary, Empress,” she said, standing up and walking over to Aaron, then
spun on her sandal-wearing heel to stand shoulder to shoulder beside him and
completing the symbolic changing of service. 


“Innet. You will
take my full authority and organize and leave with the evacuation fleet. I will
see to it that there are those with the necessary skills onboard, but the bulk
of those being taken away will be our children. Do not allow the fearful to
steal away their future.”


“I will need
guards at the loading zones.”


“You will have
them,” she said, looking to Aaron. “It
seems the question of a new planet is moot. I am giving our next generation
into your care. Take them to your Protovic and promise me they will be well
cared for.”


“If they can make it to our borders, they will be.”


“Innet, Anja…see
to it that happens, and at that point your service to me ends. Survive and find
a new life with Star Force afterwards. That is my last command to you.”


Both remained silent, and Aaron could feel that they
did not want to leave and live if she was not, but they weren’t going to
contest her orders.


“Go. Before we
waste any more time,” she said with an angry flick of her hand.


Aaron didn’t waste any time with sentiment, throwing
the Empress a respectful two finger salute then turning and picking up Anja.


“Sorry, but we have to run,” he said, tossing her onto
his back and holding her there telekinetically as he sprinted off through the
assembled crowds, shoving aside those that did not get out of the way. 


“Take her with
you, please,” Anja implored him as she bounced around on his back once they
were outside and he was moving as fast as a ground vehicle.


“Once the Skarrons start to arrive, I intend to kill
as many of them as I can in order to give your planetary defenses the best odds
possible. We won’t have time to come back to the planet and pick her up.”


“She is the most
deserving person on this planet. If anyone is to live it must be her.”


“She’s decided otherwise and I don’t have time to
argue. Right now my priority is getting as many of you off this world as
possible. Which ones aren’t my concern. I’m sorry, but she made her choice and
now I need your help to get as much junk in that spacelane as possible. Even
something small hit at jump speeds can kill a ship and I want every advantage
possible. Can you do that?”


“There are no
asteroids to move.”


“Debris then? Unflyable ships? Cargo crates? Anything
with mass…”


“Go right. That
tall building,” she said, managing to extend an arm to point around the
invisible lashes holding her onto his armor. 


Aaron swerved without question, taking the moment to
send a few orders via comm to his three ships in orbit. 


“That door,”
Anja amended when they got closer. When he got there he slung her off his back
so skillfully she was able to step into a casual walk immediately and entered
the building with her normal poise…or the best imitation of it that she could
manage given the circumstances.


Orders followed, and to her credit Anja didn’t waste
any time. A few minutes later when she was finished a vehicle was waiting for
them outside the doors.


“Get in,”
she told Aaron, and he hopped over the tall railing, bypassing the door
entirely as she and two other personnel entered and sat behind the driver. “To the alien craft with all haste!”


Aaron held on as the wheeled vehicle accelerated
quickly, and somehow the traffic ahead was clearing for them, opening up a
straight shot to where his dropship was parked. 


“These two are
for communications,” she said, pointing to the pair of male Protovic
accompanying her. “May they come with me?”


“Yes. And him too.”


“The driver?”
Anja asked, shocked.


“And those three there,” Aaron said, pointing to a
trio of guards unnecessarily standing near the dropship as they slowed next to
it, for no one else was allowed within 200 meters of it. “I can make room for them on the warship, but we have to go now. 4 more
lives saved, Anja. Order them to come.”


“Guards!”
she yelled to get their attention. “On
orders of the Empress, come with me now. You too driver.”


“Why?” he
asked, though he was walking the direction she indicated without disobedience.


“It’s your lucky day,” Aaron said, shoving him along
faster towards the ramp. 


“You are
assigned to me for the duration of my mission,” Anja said formally, though
she was starting to tear up as the reality of the moment crushed her. “Get onboard.”


Aaron didn’t wait for them, running on inside and
having a chat with the pilot. When they took off he flew low rather than
heading straight to orbit, coming over top the crowds on the streets that had
no idea what was about to happen to them.


“Grabbing a few more on the way out,” Aaron told Anja
as he walked to the edge of the still lowered boarding ramp. “Explain it to
them when they’re onboard.”


As the dropship moved into a drifting hover one body
after another flew up and into view as Aaron telekinetically yanked them off
the street and into his arms, then he tossed them back to the other Protovic so
they could deal with their panicked states. Coordinating with the pilot to keep
them moving over the thickest crowds, Aaron kept fishing people out at random
until the dropship was packed, literally, then he closed the hatch and stood
still in the rear as there wasn’t enough room left to walk up to the cockpit.
He’d wedged them in that tightly, and even though they were freaking out now it
wouldn’t matter later. They were on their way to orbit, and despite whoever
they’d just left behind, either on the street or in their homes, it wouldn’t
matter in a few days or weeks or however long the planet held out, for they
were as good as dead already.


Harsh as it was, he’d just done them a favor…though he
didn’t expect them to feel that way. Very bad things were about to happen on
this planet, the kind of things that would drive an Archon crazy if you let
yourself dwell on it. But for a few more people, at least, they weren’t going
to have to be here to experience it.



 

“Here they come,” Aaron told Anja as she stood next to
him in the command nexus onboard one of two warships he had with him on the
jumpline. The cargo ship, while it did have some weapons and good shields that
could have helped in this situation, was now full of Protovic children packed
in as tightly as the Protovic supplies that had accompanied them would allow
and was already on its way straight back to Star Force territory, leaving just
the two warships and their drone fleets to fight.


He didn’t even have 300 ships in total. Less than half
that at 142, which put him at an even greater disadvantage than Leonidas at the
battle of Thermopylae. He did have 1,209 Protovic warships in support, but the
enemy fleet was also larger. Estimated at 2.8 million, so all in all, the video
clip he pulled from the ship’s entertainment library and sent to all of his
remote pilots onboard both warships seemed appropriate.


“We will not win this battle,” he told them as the
first Skarron ships arrived, running into pieces of space stations disassembled
and flung far out into the spacelane beyond where the invaders were expected to
emerge. “We will not die here either. The warships accompanying us will,
because they will not abandon their worlds to the Skarrons.”


“So this is where we hold them. This is where we
fight. This is where they die,” he
said, cuing up the clip from 300 and sending it to every remote pilot’s station
so they could hear the same words in that setting to get his point across, then
he turned to Anja. “At this point, you just watch unless I need an order
relayed.”


“You’re right
about them not leaving. Even if the Empress gave it, they will ignore all
orders to run and fight to the death.”


“We’re going to make sure a lot of Skarrons go with
them,” he said, turning away from her and closing his eyes. “Now I have to
concentrate.”


“Do your best,”
she urged. “And thank you.”


Aaron fully linked into the nexus using his
Sav-enhanced mind and became the fleet, watching the Skarron ships arrive and
seeing the first of them to get through the debris as the rest broke up and
flew past their position on in towards the star unable to slow down further.
When the first intact one did emerge Aaron sent a corvette after its dark red
bulky hull, a coloration that indicated it was from a faction different from
those that had invaded Star Force territory long ago.


The corvette flew in towards it so fast the Skarron
never had a chance to evade and quickly succumbed to a braking run that left
the drone sitting right above it and pounding it with Dre’mo’don cannons. Its
shields popped with the second hit and its hull didn’t last much longer than
that. Being tempered against plasma weapons meant nothing against the vastly
superior Dre’mo’dons and within a few seconds the ship was dead and the drone
was accelerating around to another flanking position as a few more Skarron
ships made it through the debris field intact.


Eventually the mines ran their course and the enemy
ships began coming in in clusters. Aaron had the Protovic holding back in a
large halo around the calculated jumppoint and sent out correction maneuvers to
get them focused on the actual one…which was a bit deeper into the stellar
gravity well than he’d expected. 


They were given orders to let the Star Force ships
shoot first and to go after any that got past them, so at the moment they were
holding position and waiting while Aaron’s ships put on a display of what ‘superior
firepower’ truly meant.


And it was working. Several Skarron ships would emerge
every 10 seconds or so, but Aaron’s drones were so powerful they were able to
destroy or disable them enough to be able to move on to the next batch as they
came in…but it didn’t last. Apparently those dying were able to send a message
back up the jumpline and the exit point began to drift further out as they
began braking a bit harder. 


Aaron moved out with it, chasing the incoming ships
and soon finding that they weren’t just pulling back the jumppoint, but using
multiple ones so they wouldn’t run into a single location…which also meant that
if Aaron sent his ships into the middle of the line there would be a
possibility of collisions.


With a thought he split his fleet and arrayed it like
a cylinder, stretching it out up the jumpline and sending in the drones to
target the now widely spaced ships as more kept coming in like little bugs on
the battlemap. He kept the two jumpships at the base of the cylinder with the
Protovic behind them as he quickly determined what sequencing the Skarrons were
using so they didn’t run into each other. Once he figured that out he sent the
drones into the zone on pointblank attack runs, blasting apart the Skarron
ships as fast as he could while the jumpships sniped at the few that penetrated
deeper through the jumppoint with their bloon launchers and Bra’hem beams…the
latter of which penetrated a Skarron dreadnaught straight through with a single
shot.


It’s working,
Aaron thought to himself, but that debris was going to accumulate and make his
attack runs harder. It would also interfere with the last bit of the Skarrons’
braking, causing lower level collisions, but if it delayed his ships from
getting them their deaths were going to be to their advantage.


“Anja, I need your fleet to tow the debris in towards
the star.”


“What?”


“Just give it a tug, or we’re going to get so much
here it’ll prevent our ships from maneuvering and the Skarrons will bunch up.”


“Won’t they hit
it too?”


“Just relay the order. They’re not responding to
mine.”


Anja used a portable headseat and started talking as
Aaron kept assigning targets and his remote pilots flew their assigned drones
or targeted their weapons batteries as the Protovic ships eventually began
breaking from their battle positions and moving into the base of the column,
but not to shoot the remains of the Skarrons, for they needed them intact in order
to tow them out, and that was the sticking in point in the order that Aaron had
given within a millisecond along with numerous others going out to his own
fleet thanks to the nexus neural interface.


Piece by piece the clogging debris started moving down
to the star, but more and more was being added and soon Aaron had to request
all the Protovic ships start moving in to assist. If they could keep the
jumplane mostly clear then maybe Aaron could actually do this…but even his
weapon systems had their limits in terms of ammunition/power, and if there was
ever a time to test them this was going to be it.
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February 3, 3575


Dfarch System
(Crusade front)


Inner Zone



 

Aaron cycled back a destroyer nearly out of power
towards his warship’s hold as the jumpship continued to fire its beam weapons.
It had reserves the drones didn’t, but all the available recharges for them had
been swapped out over the past 2 days of continuous fighting. Aaron hadn’t left
the bridge for more than a handful of minutes as the Skarron convoy continued
to come into the system in steady, staggered formations…right into the Star
Force buzz saw. They’d altered their arrival jumppoint as much as they could,
but given their weaker gravity drives they couldn’t brake much harder than they
already were, meaning Aaron had them right where he wanted.


But it was all coming apart now and the Protovic ships
were fully engaging rather than clearing debris, with a huge trail of it
drifting in towards the star like a road of Skarron torment, for their ships didn’t
have a chance arriving in such small numbers. The Protovic would not have been
able to destroy them fast enough on their own and their numbers would have
swelled, quickly giving the invaders the advantage, but Aaron being here had
changed that, and blast it all, he was going to have to retreat because he was
running out of fuel!


If he’d known he was going into heavy battle he would
have stocked up appropriately, for while the standard complement of disposable
weapons and fuel cells to power the gravity drives and beam weaponry were always
in great number onboard carrier jumpships such as these, 52 hours of straight
fighting was not something that was prepared for. When the lizard core worlds
were invaded such battle longevity was expected over the course of weeks and
they would have extra cargo supplements, but Aaron had no such resources here.


And damn it all, he could have pulled it off too! The
Skarrons were dying in waves and the Protovic were sweeping the floor to keep
his drones flying free…but now the Protovic were going to die because his ships
were running out of fuel. Of all the defeats in history this had to be the most
spectacular and most humiliating at the same time. 1,394,338 Skarron ships
destroyed and counting by his 142, but now only 6 of them were still in the
fight and the four drones among them would be recalled within 12 minutes before
they were dead in space.


He could keep fighting with the jumpships’ weapons,
but he couldn’t hold the jumppoint with them. The Skarrons would start getting
ships through and their numbers would swell, meaning this position was about to
be overrun.


The Protovic defense fleet was engaging and buying
some more time, but they couldn’t lay down the same damage his drones could,
meaning the Skarrons would gain numbers as the debris field increased and
eventually overwhelm them, then head in to the planet and begin obliterating
it. 


Aaron, still leading the ongoing battle with his mind,
opened a comm channel to the Protovic fleet. Anja was on the other side of the
wall watching the battle alongside the Captain and in Aaron’s command chair,
but since the first hour of combat there had been no need for her to relay
orders. Seeing the damage Star Force was doing, the Protovic fleet captains
bent over backwards to do everything they could to assist him without
hesitation.


“You have fought well, allies, but my ships are
running out of fuel. Within minutes only my two jumpships will have weapons and
engine power, and we will not be able to hold this position any longer.
According to your scouts’ report, there are many more ships on their way. Too
many for you to defeat. You may want to die here, fighting, but as hard as
leaving with the knowledge of what is going to happen on the planet is, know
that you cannot stop it. You may buy them an extra hour, but no more. I will do
what I can to slow the Skarrons as we leave, but I invite you to come with me
and help escort your evacuation fleet back to our territory.”


“I hate leaving, but there is no choice. If we stay
here, we die and we do not prevent the planet’s fall. If we leave, the planet
falls but we survive to avenge them later. It is a bad choice to make, but the
Skarrons have given us no other. Dfarch dies no matter what we do. So when we
begin to withdraw, please come with us.”


“By the power
the Empress has bestowed upon me,” Anja’s voice added, “I order all warships to assist in a fighting
retreat centered on the Star Force jumpships. If we can distract the Skarrons
into chasing us, we may be able to buy several more hours for the Empress where
our deaths will not. So long as we live the Skarrons will have to split their
focus, therefore we must stay alive and secure what time we can.”


“There is one last thing I can do,” Aaron added. “If
the Skarrons are sharing information with those up the line, then they will know
what has happened here and how many of their ships mine have killed. They may
value destroying us more than attacking the planet. I will linger in this
system and try to get them to chase us. If they take the bait it will buy some
more time, but I don’t have the weaponry left to kill enough of them.”


Aaron saw in mind’s eye comm channels opening up
across the Protovic fleet as dozens of their captains, weary from the past 2
days of maneuvers and seeing the unbeatable foe for what it truly was, were chiming
in their individual support and allegiance to Aaron, bypassing their fleet
commanders and going beyond Anja’s orders. After seeing what he had done, and
how it had not been enough to stop the Skarrons, they no longer wanted to stay
and die if there was no hope of saving the Empress.


With a thought Aaron uploaded comm protocols to all
those ships and folded them into the Star Force battlemap, immediately giving
them deployment orders as Skarron warships began to slip through the lesser
firepower that Star Force was throwing down. He had them abandon the direct
engagements and begin covering for the damaged ships in order to allow them to
withdraw. Some wouldn’t go, so Aaron didn’t bother contacting them again. If
this was where they wanted to make their last stand so be it. He’d done what he
could.


The Archon made sure to get the Protovic fleet out
ahead and have his two jumpships bring up the rear as the last of the drones
redocked on nearly empty fuel cells. Accelerating away from the jumppoint
slowly, he looked back and saw more and more Skarron ships coming in and
pooling up in the debris field with a fair number of them colliding with it and
taking themselves out.


The Protovic ships that stayed behind were superior in
firepower and shields and were able to hold their own for a good while, but
they couldn’t kill the Skarrons faster than they were arriving and the numbers
tipped to their disadvantage quickly. At the end several Protovic ships changed
their mind and turned to run…but three were damaged and couldn’t make better
acceleration than the Skarrons’ weaker gravity drives.


Immediately Aaron reversed course with his two
jumpships, ordering the rest of the Protovic to keep moving forward as he went
back for them, popping out two of his drones with the most fuel left after he
got the jumpships back on site so they wouldn’t have to burn off more power
braking on their own. The destroyer and cruiser shot on ahead though, diving
into the cluster of Protovic ships limping off and Aaron knew he was going to
lose both of them. At this point he didn’t care and kept them fighting and
destroying Skarron ships left and right as he brought his jumpship up and
ordered the damaged Protovic vessels to get alongside it, at which point he
extended his IDF field and grabbed them within it, then used his own engines to
tow them away from harm while the rest of those fleeing Protovic ships
accelerated away under their own power.


The two drones remained on station fighting, with the
cruiser running out of power 18 seconds later and the destroyer lasting another
2 minutes. Their armor held up for a long while after that, but the Skarrons
mercilessly pounced on them, not even thinking about capturing and studying
them. If they were Aaron was going to swing back and take them out himself, but
the ravenous combat appetite of the Skarrons took care of it for him.


He and the Protovic fleet now loyal to him kept to
stellar orbit and waited while the Skarron fleet massed, then made a few feints
to pull them out of position and danced around the star for a long while until
the enemy got it in their heads to start blockading all outgoing jumplines…at
which point Aaron had to leave the system behind. He repeated his request for
the Protovic to come with them and Anja backed him up, but still a few ships
changed their minds and headed back to the planet.


The rest jumped out along with the two Star Force
jumpships, headed to the rendezvous point where every other surviving Protovic
ship from Dfarch had fled with as many children shoved into them as they could
fit. 



 

When Nero returned to Heffen he did so alone. None of
the Scorpions who had fought alongside him during the 13 year war had been
assigned to him, giving him a fresh group of warriors and techs that hadn’t
witnessed the struggles and horrors that had happened here. Those that did had
been allowed to move on and shake it off, leaving him alone as the only one
with a tie here.


As soon as they got back to the planet a scattering of
ships in orbit ran off. None of them were Mendz, but rather scavengers coming
to pluck what they could from the surface ruins and the fields of dead…but as
soon as he got his people to surveying the planet from orbit he discovered that
there were pockets of survivors. None too large in scale, but they were
numerous and spread across the planet in a shotgun spread of malnourished and
dying Mendz…with a few having fared better at or near where Nero had left the
supply caches. 


He immediately ordered troops to the surface armed
with stun weapons and orders to hunt down and capture the survivors. Meanwhile
he had techs pouring into one of the burnt out cities to start refurbishing
pieces of it in order to establish a prison where the Mendz could be kept while
they pumped food into them and dealt with whatever other medical issues there
were…whether they liked it or not.


None of them were going to be allowed to run free, but
as it turned out about a third of them had no wish to fight him. The others
were textbook copies of those that had burned the planet, with the resulting horrors
having done nothing to diminish their uncompromising defiance. Nero had them
put in a separate area while he collected those that were, or had become
reasonable out of the small groups that the hunters kept sending back as they
scoured the planet.


It would take months to pick them all up, and at the
end of the day there was just under 30,000 surviving…but that was 30,000 more
than he’d expected, and while he wasn’t giving them back the planet it did feel
good to know that his original mission here hadn’t been a total failure. Most
of the planet’s population had died, but not all of it. And out of that tiny
remnant there were those that were able to be worked with. Nero decided not to
bother trying to incorporate them into Star Force via indoctrination, so he had
one city partially demolished and then rebuilt for them to live in while his
people began claiming the rest of the planet for their own.


The prisoners remained prisoners, and as he got proper
facilities built he put them into the standard ‘indoctrinate or isolate’
protocol that would give them a chance to change their ways and if not they
would be contained and cared for until they died. They wouldn’t starve to death
or be eaten by their fellow Mendz. They’d have an ‘easy’ end, if there was such
a thing, all the while with the obvious out available to them if they wanted to
try for it.


With them taken care of and the agreeable Mendz
wanting to be left alone anyway, he gave them a set amount of square miles to
reestablish their fields and build other buildings as they were able, then put
them out of mind while assigning a personnel relations attendant to oversee the
building of a voluntary indoctrination program that he knew they would not make
use of. It was there as an option there so there was a way out in case he was
wrong and an individual amongst them suddenly decided to grow a brain.


With that redundancy in place Nero was able to write
them off. His mission here was to create a full colony for Clan Scorpion, and
from it to exert their influence on the surrounding systems and put some order
to the chaos in this region. Right now that meant he had to build, build,
build, and in the process of doing so pick up all the dead and clean away the
riot marks on the Mendz cities as he slowly deconstructed and recycled them,
removing one dot on the map after another while adding his own, made of proper
Star Force architecture.


What had happened had happened and couldn’t be undone,
but Cora had been right about not letting the defeat linger. This planet was a
marker for a great horror, but it wasn’t going to remain as such. With every
day that passed the stain on it was slowly removed with a new destiny rising in
its place…and the same was true of Nero’s mojo, which had been utterly
destroyed upon his previous failure here.


His brain told him otherwise, but his screaming heart
had been overwhelming it with grief and futility that were washing away with
the therapeutic construction that he was overseeing. There were no more battles
to be fought here with weapons, for the Mendz were all contained and the
scavengers and other visitors wanted to have nothing to do with the impressive
warships in orbit. The battle here was now one of resources and construction,
which were also part of an Archon’s impressive skillset. 


Nero would stay here for a long time, but Cora would
never come. Not that she had to with so many other projects on the table and an
empire to lead on top of her Clan, but this was still due to her. He and the
others might be doing the work of building, but had she not seen fit to send
him back here, he felt that he would have carried a scar from this place for
the rest of his life rather than experiencing the slow healing that this
assignment allowed him.


And as the decades went by the free Mendz population
expanded, their older ones dying off, and in what was a blink of an eye for an
Archon centuries old, those who had been part of the great Riot were all gone.
None had even attempted indoctrination amongst the prisoners or the colonists,
leaving him with fresher minds to guide and who, after several generations,
grew restless enough that they wanted more than to simply exist. They wanted a
purpose, a mission, and to avoid the boredom of their reclusive existence they decided
to officially become a Star Force ward and join the empire…even as it was
crumbling.
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