Operation: RAPTORSTRIKE
Sadow Palace

Sepros

Orian System
“So we have no idea what this 'RAPTORSTRIKE' is?” DarkHawk asked.

Sanguinius shook his head as he looked around the room. “No,” he replied, “I did not have time to read the entire document, all I saw was the name, 'Naga Sadow' and 'Extreme Measures.”

The Consul considered this. “I have seen nothing of this from any communication from the Iron Throne,” Bentre told them, “have you spoken to Ciara, she was one of ours?”

“No,” the other Adept replied, “I did not want to draw attention.”

The Ragnos Quaestor spoke up, “Can you find out more?” Hades asked, “you seem ideally placed with her and the Regent.”

“I am too visible,” Sanguinius replied, “Dark Council assistants are watched, we need someone more discrete to infiltrate the Dark Ascent. That also rules out Locke and Malik, they are too well known.”

“I can go in,” DarkHawk offered, “they will not suspect me.”

“Perhaps, though you have met most of the Council when deputising for me.” Bentre replied. Then he frowned as he observed the man sat quietly across the table, who was now thumbing through a data pad. “I am sorry Malisane, are we boring you?”

The Dakhan Quaestor looked up from his reading. “We have had a message from the GMRG,” he replied, “the annual offer asking if any junior guards in our Clan want to volunteer for duty.”

There was a collective look of confusion around the table. “Is there a reason you are bringing this up now?” the Consul asked.

Malisane looked back at them. “Yes.”

Barracks of The Grand Masters Royal Guard. 

The Dark Ascent

Arx
“Okay listen up people,” the heavily built GMRG NCO barked at them, “I say things once and once only. My name, is Sergeant Melvar, and I have the unfortunate duty of keeping an eye on you junior guards. You may have volunteered for a nice holiday from your Clans, or because you think you are good enough to guard her on the Ascent. I do not care so long as you do not step out of line. If you do you will be sent back to your own units with a note pinned to you saying we do not want to see your sorry faces back here. Do you understand me?”

The line of clan volunteers replied in order. “Sir, yes we do, Sir!”

The sergeant walked along the line of guards in their armour and then stopped, a look of disgust showing on his face. Among the volunteers was a tall man wearing a loose fitting grey robe and a black hood. “Guardsman, why have you not reported for duty in your correct armour as directed?”

The guards blue eyes looked directly ahead unblinkingly, “Sir, was not issued with armour, Sir!”

“Not issued with armour?” Melvar repeated, “what rank are you guardsman?”

“Sir, Rank II, Sir!”

“Rank II?” the sergeant repeated again, “they sent me a Rank II? Is this your Clan's idea of a joke guardsman?”

“Sir, No Sir. My Quaestor decided it would be useful, Sir.”

Melvar met the man's eyes. “Did they? For you maybe guardsman, but not for me. I do not know what to do with you. I would put you on cleaning duty but the droids do it better. To avoid embarrassing me, you will be issued with a suit of armour, which you have not earned. When you finish you will return it and it will be incinerated so no proper guardsman has to wear it. Take off your hood.”

The guardsman removed his hood and even the experienced NCO had to shake off a shudder of revulsion at the man's mutilated features. The bald head was a mass of scars, the ears and lips were ripped, the eyed lids were missing and two blank lenses in the sockets occasionally blinked, and worse there was a hole where the nose should be. 

“Damn guardsman, I have seen some scarring in my time, but you are worse. What did you do, shave with a vibroblade?”

“Sir, got caught in an explosion, Sir.”

“What is your name guardsman?”

“Sir, Var, Jagos, Sir.” 

“Well Var, maybe you will do. Do you think you can put me down guardsman?”

The scarred man continued to look ahead. “Sir, do not know, Sir!”

“You will try or I will send you home guardsman.”

“Sir, yes, Sir.”

Sergeant Melvar watched as the man stepped out of line and he took up a stance, looking into the blue eyes. As the guardsman prepared himself, Kelvar grinned. “Come on guardsman, no one has managed, maybe you will be lucky.”

The man suddenly lunged forward at surprising speed, and Kelvar quickly moved aside, and he aimed a blow at the man's head, not wishing to knock him out too quickly as the other volunteers were watching. The blow glanced off and he heard a growl from the man. A second later a hand gripped his arm and the sergeant let out a surprised noise as his arm was suddenly twisted up in a vice like grip, and a stab of pain surged down it. He slammed his free fist into the man's side but it was like hitting a wooden board.  A second later he felt himself lifted, and then slammed hard into the ground. There was a gasp from the volunteers and the two actual guards stood by rushed forward, grabbing the man.

Melvar got to his feet and he waved off the two guards. “Good guardsman, I am impressed, perhaps you may be useful. Report to supplies for your temporary uniform. The rest of you will get your assignments. You will not be guarding actual Councillors, that is a duty for the best of the best and you fall far short of that. You will guard duty posts and learn from your superiors.”

“Sir, yes, Sir!”

“Dismissed. Oh, and I am watching you Var, do not get cocky.”

As he walked away with the other volunteers, Malisane quietly cursed himself. He should not have put the NCO down, and he had not intended to, but after the blow to the head instinct had taken over. Still despite that he was in. He had needed to talk fairly quickly to convince the Sadow Summit, but in the end they had agreed. He had debated stealing a set of armour but they were individually marked and would leave a trail. This seemed easier. Changing his dossier name had been easier. As luck would have it his original name was still on the files and the MAA's office had not questioned it. 

Once he had waited, and then been kitted out in a suit of armour he joined the other volunteers for food in the mess. They were mostly journeymen, with a couple of junior equites from other Clans. All were at least Rank V in the GMRG though, and some several ranks above that. To be honest he had never intended to join, he had been added to the roster as an administration thing after doing the basic examination. Still it was useful now. He just hoped no one would recognise him. He usually avoided other Clan's members unless there was no other option, but with the Taldryans coming to Orian, and his time with the Tenixir, he had met more recently than he had in over a decade. 

After he had eaten he decided to go for a look around. He checked the GMRG data pad he had also been lent, something else he had to earn for the complete set of four society ones. He was expected to report for duty near the Councillors offices, which appeared to be near the top. He was a little apprehensive. He was armed, they had allowed him to keep his lightsaber and pistol,  but this was the Dark Ascent. He was not worried about the regular GMRG who guarded this place, they had no reason to question him so long as he did not go anywhere he should not be, and if push came to shove he could handle them. He was not even bothered about the senior Clan guards who protected the Councillors, they had their own duties and for all their exalted society ranks he had probably been around for as long as most of them. 

However this was the heart of the Brotherhood. The Grandmaster and his Deputy and the Justicar were around here somewhere. He had met those like them before, obviously he had known Muz a long time, and he had served on the Dark Summit for a while in his younger days meeting the high and mighty, but that was officially and he had kept his place. Now he was an infiltrator. He had no doubt they could see through his disguise. At best he would be embarrassingly returned to Orian, at worst he would die painfully. Or perhaps it was the other way around?

He reported for duty near the Councillors offices as directed. He had never been here before. It was all a lot more modern than the Dark Hall on Antei had been. He did not know what he was actually looking for, as usual he was acting on instinct and hoping something would become apparent. He was aware that he could spend a month here and learn nothing whatsoever. However in the past when he had relied on dumb luck, somehow things had worked out his way. Hopefully this would be the same.

He took up post outside the Regents office, alongside another guardsman. The man glanced at him, saw the lowly rank insignia, saw the lightsaber on his belt, and gave a shrug. Malisane kept quiet and stood to attention near the door. He was unfamiliar with duty in the Guards, but he had worked enough with the military over the years to learn the routine, and he himself had been an Imperial Army trooper in his younger days before being selected for officer training. It felt natural to him.

The hours passed, and then the door opened. Malisane kept his face neutral as the Regent walked past him, followed by a Rank XII guardsman from one of the other Clans. Malisane had never met the Umbarran Councillor, however like most of the Taldrya he had seen files on him, and the opposite was likely to be true. The two Clan's had a rocky history, occasionally allies, more often foes. 

Malisane took a deep breath as Anubis suddenly turned to him. “You are new,” the Regent observed.

“Yes sir,” Malisane replied without diverting his gaze from the wall, “I volunteered sir.”

He felt the Regent's mind push against his and he gently diverted it, thanking whoever was watching over him this was not some high ranking elder “Very good, Jagos Var,” he said looking at the name badge. Then he produced a document from under his robes. “I need an errand running. Take this file to the Clan Vizsla embassy and give it to the secretary. He will be expecting it. I do not need a response.”

Malisane saluted. “At once, sir.”

He set off walking down the corridor, as the Regent walked back inside his office. As soon as he turned the corner he stopped, and seeing a rest room he ducked inside. The white tiled room as empty, and he could sense no one in the cubicle. He ducked in one and locked the door behind him. He sat and began to study the document. It was vague, but there was some odd factors about it. It seemed to relate to chemical requisitions and deliveries to a point in space outside Arx's orbit. Malisane pulled out his personal data pad and looked up the location, comparing it with the coordinates. There ought to be nothing there. He read the list of chemicals. Thanks to that alchemy studies course he had done several years earlier he recognised most of them, though their applications were vague. Ideally he would have liked to have passed this via Macron but the Adept was currently absent. He turned the data pad camera on and took several images of the list. A few minutes later he passed it wordlessly to the staff at the Vizsla embassy lower in the building and then returned to his duty. 

Several hours later he was in the meagre quarters he had been provided. He was avoiding the Naga Sadow Embassy in case anyone else was visiting from his Clan or it was being watched. He took his data pad out and studied the list. It was entirely possible it was nothing to do with this RAPTORSTRIKE, but he had a feeling it did. With no other leads he would follow it. He considered searching the Vizsla embassy but dismissed it. If he was caught he would cause an even bigger incident between them and his Clan.

He looked down the image, focusing on the details at the bottom. Whatever this consignment was, it was due to be delivered the following day at 0600. He somehow had to get on it. He looked at his borrowed GMRG data pad and read the assignments for the next day. He was meant to be back at the offices, though the Headmistress's this time. It was likely he would learn much there, it was a secondary office. He finally found an assignment to guard a ship, for a guardsman IX Vessi'Taric'Nirus. The time matched the delivery on the document.

 He considered his options for several minutes, and then left his room, walking down the corridor casually until he reached the right doors near his own. Then he knocked on the door. After a few seconds it opened, and a Chiss stood there curiously. He was wearing normal fatigues. “Yes?”

Malisane forced his voice to sound passive. “I am sorry to bother you,” Malisane replied, “however I only arrived today and supplies did not provide me with any armour polish. They're closed for a delivery so I could not get any.”

The chiss scowled. “Very well, though you new people ought to prepare yourselves better if you want to make the grade. Come in.”

Malisane followed Taric into the quarters, which were slightly larger than his own. As the Chiss walked towards his cupboard and opened it, Malisane leapt forward, grabbing him and wrapping an armour around his neck. Taric struggled, but the Sith was stronger, and with a wrench he broke the other guards neck. Malisane lifted him onto the bed, and pulled the sheet over him. He then quickly moved to the cupboard, and cut the name badge and rank insignia off. Then he returned to his room.

At 0545 the following morning Malisane was stood watching a supply shuttle having its final checks. He had his helmet covering his head, and his new Vessi'Taric'Nirus name badge completed the disguise. He was trying to avoid talking to anyone. He could pull off a passible Chiss accent if needed but it was not worth risking it. When the shuttle was finally checked Malisane walked up the ramp and stood inside as it closed. He felt the shuttle power up into space. A quick look around revealed the ship was on autopilot. That in itself was odd. There were also a large number of crates, heavily sealed. He could open one any time with the saber he had concealed in a pouch on his back, but this did not seem the time. He watched out of the viewport as the shuttle sped through the clouds and out of the atmosphere. Finally it turned and accelerated. Malisane watched through the view screen and finally he made out the small mass of a CR-90 corvette. It was barely visible due to most of its lights being off. 

He waited until they docked and droids began to board the shuttle, taking crates off it. Malisane followed curiously, ending up in the supply bay. More droids were moving about inside and ignored him. Aside from the droids there were no sign of crew. He made his way further inside. He looked around the bay curiously. It had been heavily modified. There was a large secondary hatch that did not fit the usual configuration, and a long transparent tube reaching across the ceiling from the hatch to a large stack of round objects. He moved closed and examined one, casually pushing a droid aside. Inside was a clear liquid, visible through a thick glass cover. He had no idea what it might be inside, but an examination of the rest of the object indicated it was rigged for a timed explosion. A deep feeling of suspicion began to pass over him, remembering the contents of the document.

He left the bay and continued into the ship, keeping his hand on the holster of his pistol. More droids were working inside, seemingly on routine maintenance. Finally he reached the bridge and cautiously entered. Like the rest of the corvette it was empty, and dark with only a few panels lit. He made his way forward until he reached the main terminal and turned it on. Like the shuttle it was set to autopilot. Curiously he accessed the navigation log. The corvette had come to Arx over the last few days, from the Zsoldos system, which spoke volumes given who lived there. He clicked over to find any programmed route, and then he stopped. He knew the coordinates well. A planet he had lived on and developed for over a decade, where working with others he had built up cities, and mining production, and jobs and a way of life. Aeotheran, the most populous planet in the Orian System. He took out his personal data pad and downloaded the data. Then he shoved it back in his pack and made his way back to the supply bay and the shuttle. 

He reached it and began walking amongst the crates when a voice stopped him. “Taric,” it said voice said, “your orders were to stay with the shuttle, not wander off inside.”

Malisane turned to see a tall, robed Rattataki stood between himself and the docking ring. “Very well,” he replied.

The figure studied him, and then its hand went to its saber. “Who are you?” he demanded, “you are not Chiss.”

“No,” the Sith replied, “I am not.” He pulled off his helmet revealing his features. 

“I know you,” the Rattataki replied, “I met you with the Tenixir. Malisane Sadow.”

“Von Ricmore of Vizsla, if I remember correctly.” 

“You should not be here,” the Savant told him. 

“Indeed, yet here I am. And I am leaving. And you never saw me.”

The Savant gripped the hilt of his saber. “That is not possible. I am assigned to guard this ship. You are under arrest. You will wait while I summon assistance to take you back to Arx.”

Malisane slipped his hand behind his back and drew out his own saber. “Do not be foolish,” he replied, “if you try and stop me you will die.”

Von Ricmore's saber burst into life, “This is your last chance to surrender.”

Malisane snarled and leapt at the Savant, his own saber igniting.

The Savant met the Warlords motion coolly, as the Sith landed and attacked at him, aggression in his eyes. As Malisane tried to batter the Savant's weapon down, Ricmore focused on his defence, using all of his skill to fend off the furious attacks. He had seen the Sith fight and knew he preferred to end fights as quickly as possible by overpowering his enemy. However the Savant was hoping that the Sith's rage would leave him open to a counter he could exploit. He was however aware the Sith was driving him back into corner, where he would be more vulnerable.

The Sith was stronger than his opponent and kept up his attacks, planting his feet and aiming saber strikes, high, low and from either side, trying to find fatal gap. Ordinarily he would have no desire to kill a member of another Clan, not out of any affection, but because it often caused more problems than it was worth. However battle lust and hatred had over taken him. His Clan was threatened, and the planet he ruled over, and whatever the hell the Dark Council were up to the mercenaries of Vizsla were up to their knees in it and here was one of them. If he could disable the Savant for interrogation then fine, if not his death would provide an exit.

Von Ricmore suddenly moved back in a swift motion, and as the Sith followed his raised a hand, lightning arcing from it. Malisane's saber swept up meeting it, and it crackled round the blade as the Sith grit his teeth against it. Then as it dissipated Malisane looked up and with a gesture dragged a crate down from above, and it smashed on the ground as the Savant leapt out of the way. Malisane suddenly stopped as he saw the contents of the box roll out, one of the devices, a light flashing red on it. All of a sudden his rage turned to concern and he backed off as he heard the Savant pushing himself to his feel. “Wait!”

Von Ricmore watched the Sith suspiciously, then followed his gaze. “Well?”

Malisane stood still, waiting for an explosion and then who knew what as the seconds ticked past. Then he breathed out. He turned angrily to the Savant who was still studying him. “What the hell are you doing here Vizsla?” 

“I could ask you the same question,” the Rattataki replied. 

“I am investigating what the Dark Council and your Clan are up to on this ship.” 

Von Ricmore was still holding his saber, but had lowered it. “I was sent to guard it. I am GMRG. The Council orders, we obey.”

“Just you?” Malisane demanded.

“Indeed,” the Savant replied. “One person was deemed preferential. If necessary more of us can be here in within minutes.”

Malisane glanced back at the device, and the the others above, and then back at the Savant. “And you have no idea what you are guarding?” 

“No.”

Malisane scowled in disgust. “You Vizsla. You were not around when I was here before and I have seen or heard nothing good of you since. You only care about profit.”

Von Ricmore met his gaze. “That is not true,” he replied, “yes, money and resources makes our Clan strong, and helps the Brotherhood in turn, but we are individuals.”

“But you do not ask how that money is made.” He gestured around him using with his still ignited saber. “You are on an empty ship, with a load of devices filled with chemicals rigged to explode, what looks like a dispersal system for them, and the autopilot set for my Clan's biggest planet. I do not know the Dark Councils motivation, but I can guess at your Clan's. Profit.”

The Savant was quiet as he looked around him, possibly for the first time with curiosity. Then to Malisane's surprise he spoke quietly. “I did not know it was anything like this.”

“Really?”

“I follow my orders, but I do not do excessive wet work, and certainly not what appears to be out and out genocide.” The Savant deactivated his saber. “What will you do?”

“Nothing here,” Malisane replied, “this is where they are strongest. I will advise my Clan. We will pick it up when it arrives at Orian. Then it will be evidence.”

Von Ricmore nodded soberly. “Do you require my assistance?”

“Not directly,” Malisane replied as he deactivated his own weapon. “as I said I was never here. Inform us when it departs. And ensure they do not send you with it on its journey.”

Von Ricmore nodded. “Very well.”

Vindicator Light of Orian

Orian System

Several Days Later
“We have the ship,” Malisane reported, “our troopers found only deactivated droids on board. And many devices. It's computer is intact. The entire ship was rigged to explode though after it had dispersed its cargo.”

“I will take it to the Dark Council,” Bentre replied, “I suspect RAPTORSTRIKE was about weakening us enough to put us directly under their control or force a merger with another Clan. If they do not want a huge scandal they will give me answers and assurances.”

Malisane nodded. “I will leave it in your hands.”

The End
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