The Grand Old Lady Marches On

By Archangel Palpatine #7589

He rested his hand on the console, the polished metal cool at his touch. He'd removed his armored gauntlet for just this moment, to take it all in with every sense he possessed. The hum of the engines and equipment around him, pervasive and invasive, and yet reassuring, like a heartbeat from within the womb of a mother. The slightly metallic twinge in the air from the recyclers, bringing with it a chill that only a starship of his magnitude could create.

He donned his glove, flexing the joints, making sure the ceramics were whole. He barely registered the sirens, the wailing cacophony around him, the neon red lights intermittently casting a blood red shade over the walls of the bridge. He'd walked these deckplates a hundred times, waged battle from them like riding a chariot to war. Except that this chariot housed several thousand crewmen and gunners, and had the firepower capable of transforming a planet's surface to a plain of glass.

He was alone, which how he'd wanted this to be. Any other participants would've made this situation more complicated than it had to be. The alarms had sounded only a half an hour previous, and the crewmen and women had sprung to action immediately. They'd trained for this situation, their lives depended on accurate and speedy execution of predetermined actions. And as far as he could sense through the behemoth of a warship, there was not a soul left on the Warspite besides him.

He smiled, the feral, hungry expression spreading across his face, as the console blinked with a proximity alarm. His armored finger pressed the appropriate hieroglyphic icon, changing the display to a scanner reading of the incoming vessels. Two Upsilon-class shuttles, and a squadron of TIE Defenders; less than he expected, but more than he deserved.

 He moved slowly, carefully, over to the helm control panel. He'd spent his entire life living in a world which was about a foot too short for his size, and the simple precaution of gingerly stepping through an open area came naturally to him now. He keyed in a series of commands, pre-programmed into the system. The warship lurched slightly, its engine hum becoming noticeable in the background. The encroaching vessels reacted immediately, the TIE Defenders rotating around the shuttles in a defensive shell.

With another few inputs, he'd activated and warmed up the turbolaser batteries. Normally, gunners controlled them directly, firing independently of each other. But the rudimentary artificial intelligence and actuator software could put up a reasonable wall of fire. Nothing aimed, and certainly not capable of taking out a TIE Defender, but it could at least hit the broad side of a Star Destroyer if asked.

The shuttles veered dangerously, diving through the turbolaser barrage, below the lateral plane of the Star Destroyer. Though the ventral hull was not as heavily armed as the dorsal plating, the automated turrets made a good showing for themselves, disrupting the shuttle's flight patterns. The pilots were top-class, though. They were probably some of his own combat pilots, enlisted from the Expeditionary Force, and had flown through worse fire without a scratch.

A blinking scarlet icon indicated that a breach of the shielding protecting the hangar bay had occurred. The shuttles had managed to board the Warspite, though they were likely expecting to be repelled. Perhaps their caution would provide him some more time to enact his plan. 

–

“Bastard,” the Falleen muttered under her breath, as the troopers in her escort disassembled another barricade, this one having been created as a result of an anti-personnel mine. She casually stepped over the bisected corpse of one of her marines, and pressed herself through the small gap they'd managed to create. The bridge would not be too far ahead.

“Sergeant,” she said, without turning back, “Continue with the mission, proceed to the auxiliary bridge and wrest control from the Sith. I'll deal with him myself. She drew a slim pair of lightsabers her belt straps, and ignited them. The trooper in charge nodded through the gap, and started ordering his men towards their objective.

The bridge blast doors were closed ahead of her. They opened automatically as she approached, which immediately set her on edge. Why would the Sith allow her easy access to the bridge? What did he have in mind? She crouched slightly, one blade held ahead of her, one behind, protecting her on both angles.

“No need for that, alien,” a basso voice called from the near lightless bridge. Only the planet glow and the stars cast any light, illuminating very little, and creating massive shadows for her opponent to hide in. Rylla Varga gritted her teeth, biting back a curse. Instead she continued forward, not allowing the man's jibe to knock her off balance.

“Oh, come now, child,” the voice continued, though it seemed to have migrated to another corner of the bridge, “Such caution for someone so lauded for their combat skills. Has Fallax put his faith in a coward?”

Blinding, red-hot rage filled her instantly, and she roared, louder than her tiny Falleen frame might suggest. Several consoles burst with sparks as her energy expulsion overloaded them. She marched into the bridge area, looking down into the darkened pits, searching for her adversary. The hum of a lightsaber, however, was right behind her. 

She instinctively dove forward and away from the noise, but was not quick enjoy to escape. A heavy boot slammed into her lower back, a glancing hit but still incredibly forceful. She let out a grunt of air as she landed awkwardly, rolling away and bringing her lightsabers up into a guard before her. Her eyes widened a moment later, as she recognized the man before him.

“You...” she said, the tips of her lightsabers dipping slightly, a cowed, fearful gesture long associated with her opponent.

“Yes,” Archangel Palpatine replied, “Me.”

“I thought you'd be taller,” she said, a slight smirk catching the right side of her lips. The man let out a massive bark of laughter, fitting for a man his size. His emerald lightsaber was ignited, but held loosely at his side, out of the way.

“Is that the best the head of Fallax's intelligence could come up with? This is what happens when you trust an alien with anything more than cannon fodder.”

This time, the outburst of rage was targeted directly at Archangel, who ducked under a flying console. He rolled to his right, his lightsaber sweeping up to intercept a double slash from the Fallax. He battered her blades aside, before slamming his fist into her gut. She doubled over in pain and wheezed as she slumped to the ground.

“I heard there was a contract out on me,” Archangel said, tapping a console beside a hatch, which now stood open, “I'm afraid you will not be able to collect. Computer, authorize Archangel One-One-One-Seven-Five-Eight-Nine. Ignite engines on my mark and complete vector changes.”

The Warspite was a grand old lady, but she was state of the art. Built for warfare, she was tough, and had few weaknesses. And he had captained her for most of her existence. His command codes were still perfectly functional. The crew had seen the evacuation alert, and had responded with perfect precision. Exactly one escape pod was left on the entire boat.

Rylla rolled onto her side, staring at the massive man. She knew, in that moment in time, what his plan was.

“No...” she croaked. Archangel Palpatine stepped through the hatch into a custom fitted escape pod, designed specifically for someone of his size. He gave her a little wave.

“Mark.”

–

The Warspite's engines roared to life, and the entire frame shuddered at the suddenness of the momentum change. But only the port side engines fired, turning the prow of the Warspite towards the planet. Rylla had managed to get up, staring out the front viewports as the ship made it's automated changes. She could've tried to avert the maneuver, but there was too little time, and the momentum was inexorable.

The grand old lady slammed into the atmosphere at an incredible speed, hitting at an angle which ripped her entire prow off, and most of the port side. Catastrophic failure of the central spine of the Warspite led to it's breaking up. The resulting debris slammed into the planet in a massive shower of molten metal, and for weeks after, those pieces left in orbit began their descent. 

Rylla Varga wasn't around to see much of it, however.
