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February 24, 2933


Gvaris System (lizard
territory)


Nephasil



 

Sara-012 sat in the nexus onboard her warship, not
heavily engaged in anything but keeping an eye on the fleets while they were in
orbit of the lizard world sitting too far up the gravity well for the enemy’s
anti-orbital batteries to reach them and already having beaten the massive
lizard fleet that was on station here. It had taken more than a week to get
through the naval battle, for this system was one of the extremely valuable
dots connecting the lizard core worlds and their holdings in the chunk they’d
bitten out of Skarron territory. 


The Voku and Preema had likewise carved a huge chunk
of territory out of the far side of lizard territory all the way over to the
midline that Cal-com had agreed upon. They stopped there, expanding their wedge
of conquest laterally and, in the case of the Preema, all the way to the
coreward edge of the galactic arm in order to try and get ahead of the lizard
spread there. The ships they were devoting to actually aiding the Skarrons were
limited on the far side, but they were taking names and kicking ass all along
the closest border to Preema territory and leaving a swath of empty systems for
the Voku and others to keep unoccupied.


Star Force had likewise been pressing towards the
midline while the H’kar were headed rimward. In truth
Star Force was attacking on multiple fronts, but their emphasis was on getting
at least a strand of systems out to the midline so they could connect with the
Voku and establish a firm linkage while severing what the lizards had. While
there were hundreds of systems along the ‘middle’ of enemy territory, the
lizards had been fortifying a single line through, expecting to lose the
others. 


This one had been so well fortified navally that even the huge Star Force fleet Sara had
brought with her and Kiran-011 had had its hands full. They’d chewed threw more
than a million enemy ships by the time it was done, losing a third of their
drones in the process, including six of the new Ravager-class warships that Paul had designed. Each year that
passed saw them getting smaller and smaller as the techs refined the Dre’mo’don
specs, but the ones that she had in her fleet were among the oldest
versions…though still damn more powerful than any of the other drones. 


She had 11 left and Kiran
had 8, plus 182 Warship-class
jumpships between them and 4 command ships, not to mention the supply and
transport fleet that was fueling the ground invasion. There were two inhabited
planets in this system plus a scattering of outposts and Star Force had chosen
to go for the biggest of them first. Right now Sara was keeping an eye on
events below, as well as the relatively quiet orbit. There were still some
lizard ships out there, she knew, sneaking around the system. If they slipped
up she’d get them, but they were no threat to her fleet. 


However, if they got to ground they could cause a lot
of trouble for their armies, which was why she was standing guard in the nexus
for a few hours, taking turns with Kiran and other
veteran Archons just in case the lizards pulled something fancy…or kamikaze.
Her ship had shields to deal with ramming debris but you had to set it up
first, so staying vigilant was essential. Her crew could handle that, but there
was something in her gut that told her this wasn’t going to be a regular
‘cleansing’ mission.


The only activity going on right now was the ambush
groups around the star. Giving that this was on the lizard lifeline between the
two hemispheres of their territory there was a massive amount of cargo transit
occurring through this location. Her ships were stationed to poach them as they
came into, then tried to round the star and get to the exiting jumppoint for
the next leg of their journey. Most of them were easy kills and normally she’d
feel bad about that, blasting away at cargo ships that couldn’t defend
themselves, but in truth none of the lizard ships could defend themselves
against an equally sized Star Force vessel. The tech levels were too far apart,
despite the impressive gains the enemy had been making in recent decades. 


But the bottom line was that there were too many
lizards to play nice with, and even if you did bother capturing them they’d try
and kill you the moment they had an opportunity or, barring that, try and kill
themselves. Knowing what they were and what they’d done, for instance this
planet used to belong to a race known as the Bmat
that was now extinct because of them, Sara was comfortable simply blasting away
at them as they came within range, for if she let them go they’d only aid the
rest of their empire, perhaps against Star Force, or maybe against someone else
less able to defend themselves. 


If it was the Skarrons she’d think twice about letting
them go, just so they could fight it out, but this juggernaut of an empire was just
too deadly. Not to Star Force anymore, but Sara could remember back when it had
been. When they’d been the lesser and hanging on by a thread. The Hycre had
saved them back then, and they’d since repaid that favor with returning the
bulk of their conquered worlds back to them, but she wasn’t going to make the
mistake of thinking that the lizards were less dangerous than before. She and
the others had simply gotten a lot more dangerous themselves, though to unknown
races out there far, far away it wouldn’t matter. The lizards would simply run
them over and slaughter them.


With that in mind, Sara kept her warships at the main jumppoints
with orders to blow away anything lizard on sight.


One factoid that she’d been noticing, and confirming
what the Voku had already told them, was that the lizard cargo ships were only
full heading coreward, with the bulk of them returning empty. That suggested
the lizards were heavily favoring the combat in the Skarron zone…not a bad move
considering that Star Force and its allies were winning out here and pressing
ever closer to the lizards’ core worlds. If they’d devoted those resources here
it would have delayed things further, but not stopped it. Though now that they
were effectively blocking off their internal highway those ships and supplies
would be staying put and fortifying the rimward half
even more.


There were plenty of other systems still in lizard
hands to send convoys through, which they no doubt would begin to divert
through until Star Force and the Preema/Voku eventually spread out to take
those systems as well, but any ships traveling off this line were vulnerable to
ambush because there wasn’t heavy lizard defenses waiting to screen for them.
If they could break this link in the chain the lizards would either have to
risk being ambushed constantly, which they would be as the Voku were already doing
a very good job of it throughout this area, or have their empire effectively
cut in two.


And it was for that reason that Sara felt uneasy about
this. It’d been a hard fought win to claim naval dominance, but her gut said it
wasn’t over yet.


When an unusually large number of incoming ships
popped up on sensors arriving at a jumppoint on the rimward
side of the star she took notice, with her warships and their drone fleets
ambushing them as they arrived…but they kept coming in a long convoy that
didn’t stop, eventually dumping off enough cruisers to fill the jumppoint with
a beehive of contacts that kept getting larger by the minute, for they were
jumping in so close to each other that she knew this wasn’t a standard
shipment.


Already linked into the nexus she started giving a
flurry of orders to both her fleet and Kiran’s. Sara
didn’t know where he was at present, but he wasn’t logged into a nexus so she
had priority command. Taking control of every ship in the system she began
maneuvering her chess pieces around and pouring a chunk of them in towards the
star including her command ship, for she couldn’t suffer the lag involved if
she was going to micromanage the arrival point battle.


Her connection cut out when the ship made its
microjump, with the speed messing with the battlemap reception. Rather than
send corrupted signals the technology switched to observation mode until the
braking microjump was made and the speeds of location and ship returned to
relative stability. As the battlemap updated so did the ship counts, with the
lizards literally ramming their empty jumpships into her fleet.


She saw one of the massive jumpships flash into the
side of four drones, vaporizing them on impact with a shiver running down
Sara’s spine. The drones had been starside, meaning
the lizards couldn’t accelerate off the gravitational mass at system’s center.
Rather they’d have to push off of distant planets for slow movement navigating
the star, but this one hadn’t. Where they normally would have been safe from
such a tactic, her fleet was getting hammered by what was obviously an upgrade
in gravity drives.


The lizards now had binary versions.


Another flash ended before it began, with a command
ship on site bracing against the kamikaze jumpship. The dampening shields had
gotten up in time, and given the short distance between the two vessels the
lizard jumpship hadn’t been able to accumulate a massive amount of speed. As if
punishing it for its impudence, the command ship lit up the jumpship’s surface
with dozens of weapon strikes visible at range, including a bloon launch that
carved a crater into the bow, spraying debris out in a quickly expanding halo.


Sara made adjustments to her ship formations
immediately, recognizing this battle was quickly turning into chaos. The
lizards weren’t just trying to damage the Star Force ships, they were buying
time for the new ones coming in to dump their cruisers before they could get sheared
off their docking ports by Star Force’s superior weaponry. 


And there were more and more coming, with no way for
her to scan to see how many were on the way. Star Force transmitted signals
ahead of them when entering friendly systems, but the lizards were not, meaning
there was an unknown number of ships coming in and she was losing drones
rapidly from the kamikaze runs, not by the cruisers, but by the humongous
jumpships. That was a waste of resources she’d rarely seen the lizards commit,
but this system was their lifeline to the other half of their empire and it
seemed they were more than willing to commit excessive reinforcements to try
and hold it.


That meant they had a genuine war on their hands this
time, not the one-sided affairs that Star Force had to work for, but whose
ultimate outcome was never really in doubt.


“So be it, then,” Sara whispered, stretching her Sav-enhanced limits and taking a deeper control of the
fleet movements, yanking priorities out of captains’ and remote pilots’ hands
and making this her personal battle more so than normal. 


She broke off a group of drones and sent them
bypassing the lizards at the forefront, diving in between their fleets and
heading for the incoming jumppoint itself, which was creeping outward into the
system like a slowly deploying rug laying down ships. It was there that the
loaded jumpships were coming in, and it was those that Sara wanted to hit
before they could unload, figuring that they wouldn’t go kamikaze until they
did so, as well as realizing that there were other lizards ships in the way up
front that they would run into.


With that front line being the collision risk, the
trailblazer forced part of the fighting behind their lines, getting far closer
than normal. Typically it was Star Force that stood off and sniped from range,
but now they were doing the reverse across the battlefield as Sara ordered all
incoming ships into pointblank range to lessen the impact velocities of any
ramming vessels. She knew she was going to lose a lot of ships, but better to
fight this here and now than give them easy access to the system.


Sara kept calling in more ships from planetary orbit,
but didn’t pull them all out, for she didn’t want them
running reinforcements down to the surface where the ground battles were only 2
months old. The planet was still mostly in lizard hands, and it would be easy
to reinforce them if they could get their ships down inside the safety zone that
the planetary defenses provided.


She sent a message to the commander there to form a
defense line at the jumppoint in from the star and at several of the
subsidiaries coming off the planets. If the lizards did try that tactic they’d
have to approach much slower or creep in on an indirect jumpline, but for now
the battle was here and Sara tried to focus as much as she could without
overloading herself.


Minutes passed with the carnage continuing to
escalate, then a chunk of the ships under her direct command were siphoned off
by another person in the network. The only one who had access to override her
was Kiran, whose command ship had just jumped into
stellar orbit and was on approach. Thankful for the help, both in firepower and
mental workload, the two trailblazers split up the battle into two parts…the
front line and the flankers. Sara was already working the flankers in between
the enemy ships so Kiran let her keep those, pulling
the main defense line to his control and reworking it slightly to fit his
combat preferences.


That Sara didn’t mind, for each commander handled
things a bit differently. She could see the changes happening as she watched
the overall battle in mind’s eye, but most of her focus was on the weapon
strikes she was coordinating to cripple jumpships within a few seconds of their
shields going down. Boring strikes down deep into the hull to knock out gravity
drives and power generators, she left the ships otherwise intact but unable to
summon up the energy for kamikaze dives…or at least not very fast ones, for
hitting every single gravity drive within a jumpship was difficult, for in the
lizard designs they were spread throughout the ship in numerous locations.


But taking out some of their capability left them to
limp around to be destroyed layer, for they weren’t leaving the system in such
a state unless they wanted to spend years in transit to the closest star
system. With her goal being just that, she had numerous drones firing in
coordination that a crew of pilots couldn’t handle as well, for all the ships
were the pieces of one player, that being Sara, in this computerized hive mind
that she was working through.


But there were so many lizard ships now that she was
overwhelmed, losing a few drones here and there to cruiser fire or collisions,
but unable to stop the wellspring and having it force forward into Kiran’s lines. Rather than let it get to them, both
trailblazers did what they had to do…collapse their widespread lines down into
solidified groups that could chew through enemy ships. Let them get spread out
and the lizards would do the same to them, tech advantage or no.


But that also meant sections of the massive lizard
fleet that was continuing to roll in were left to do as they pleased. Many
pressed the attack, but some sections of it started to form a wall in space
that well over half an hour later shielded for a different group of jumpships
to come in. These carried troops and supplies, pooling in a series of groups
with escorts and then making microjumps elsewhere into the system while Sara
and Kiran were still fighting the warships and just
trying to knock them down as fast as they could while they were still somewhat unorganized.


The first reinforcement convoy jumped into planetary
orbit behind its wedge of cruisers and empty jumpships that just rammed the
Star Force lines, forcing blunt stops and running interference while the
support ships flew past and raced towards low orbit and the range where the
planetary anti-orbit guns could cover them. Sara and Kiran
were out of the loop on this behind far too many seconds of lag, but the mage
in command of the orbital defense dispatched small groups of ships to take down
some of the reinforcements while the rest were left dealing with the attacking
warships.


A swarm of blocky drones shot after the blockade
runners far faster than the lizard ships could move, binary drives or not, and
came up behind them to open fire where the lizards own planetary weapons
couldn’t target them. Chewing into their ships from behind with a ravenous
appetite, the drones followed the lizard ships down into the atmosphere, dropping
more of them as they progressed down the line as a few huge pink phaser blasts
leapt up at them. A few drones got hit and were lost, but the rest stayed
tucked in with their prey and continued to kill them up until the point where
the lizard ships scattered, forcing the drones to choose who to chase.


But at that point the mage ordered them to hold fire
and simply follow the ships at extremely close range to avoid the defense
batteries. If they shot the lizard ships down they’d be exposed, and the mage
wanted them to get to ground as well. The lizard cities couldn’t admit their
own ships with the drones tucked in, so they had a problem to deal with.


When the split happened a lot of the transports got
away, but the drones stayed with some and found blind spots in the terrain
where the anti-orbital guns couldn’t hit them. Stashing them away there for
future use, the mage continued to fight the short-lived battle in orbit only to
have another group with escorts coming in.


There were so many lizard ships in the system, both at
the star and coming in to the planet, that Star Force couldn’t stop them all.
They were destroying them left and right, and taking a beating as they did it,
but hundreds and then thousands of ships made it down to the planet in an
anti-like flow as the never-ending convoy kept pouring more ships into the
system with no end in sight.

















 


 

2



 


 

February 26, 2933


Gvaris System (lizard
territory)


Nephasil



 

Harris-739221 stood atop a lizard building on the
outskirts of one of their cities that Star Force had invaded some 4 days ago.
They’d met up with heavy resistance but had succeeded in claiming a slice of
the southeast quadrant, essentially a crescent moon with the middle starting to
widen out and push further in. The still smoking remains of the city’s single
anti-orbital battery lay to the northwest, having fallen victim to the costly orbital
bombardment that had seen many drones get junked cutting the invasion force a
blind spot to land troops inside. Now it was up to them to take out the rest of
the planet from the ground.


The ranger had been in 3 large campaigns prior to this
one, but none of them had seen fighting like this. Even in this city alone
there were lizards pouring in from reinforcement lines as other cities shifted
their resources to fight here rather than wait for the invaders to get to them.
Six cities lay wasted behind them, with this one and two others currently under
Star Force attack with hundreds more across the planet for them to get through,
but right now that wasn’t a concern. 


From his vantage point up top, while the rest of his
unit were taking a quick nap below in a prefab firebase that they’d actually
set up inside a gutted lizard building for the visual cover, he could see the
mech battles taking place around the city. The lizards were fighting through
the interior but also trying to flank the invaders, which was why they’d
attacked on a wide swath. It would give them a ‘safe’ zone in the middle that
they could fall back to if necessary, but the mechs were determined to keep the
tank swarms and fighters at bay. He could see several of the Porcupine-class quadruped mechs
patrolling behind the front lines daring the lizard fighters to come within
range, but the suicidal pilots were backing off at the moment, with the once
barren countryside getting a lot of yellow/tan metallic boulders added to the
natural pale pink ones.


With the number of porcupines that they had in play,
Harris knew they’d be safe from all but the largest of the wisp swarms. Those
had been present when they’d initially attacked the city, but the perimeter had
been an easy approach in that there were no boundary walls. Typically lizard
cities didn’t have them, for they were constantly growing and pushing out their
borders, but they did have defense turrets and towers that a group of heavy
walkers had to take down from range. Two Rafael-class
walkers, the largest that Star Force produced, had knocked out the visible
turrets from afar and were now parked out behind them in what was essentially
the middle of the invasion zone. They were too big to enter the city, unless
you wanted to squash buildings while walking over them, but they did a
remarkable job of keeping enemy tanks away through intimidation alone.


The current engagements were happening further around
the curve of the city where their firing lines did not connect. Harris could
see a lot going on, and was taking a moment to check out what the battlemap was
telling him before he got back into the action. This city looked like it was
going to take weeks to conquer, based on the number of reinforcements that were
pouring in, but Star Force was grinding its way forward and he had to take rest
sooner or later. He’d spent an 18 hour stint fighting before coming here to
grab some food and rest rather than redeploying back to a safer Star Force
ground base. Many others were doing the same, and now that he was up he wanted
to take stock of the larger picture before he got consumed in hand to hand
fighting alongside the Commandos and Knights while higher ranking Archons pressed
forward sniffing out traps that could collapse buildings down on top of you.


His helmet had a magnification function built into the
cameras hidden within the hard exterior. There was no faceplate on this
version, relaying entirely on a holographic HUD inside to allow him to see.
Some of the old models were still used but Harris, like most other Archons,
preferred not to have a weaker section of armor covering his eyes. The plate
hovering just in front of his face was the thickest on his body and would allow
him to take several direct blasts without penetrating. The fact that he looked
like a robot from the outside didn’t bother him, for most of the Commandos with
him were likewise wearing similar ‘faceless’ helmets.


With the zoom function expanding out, he was watching
one Starbright-class
mech battle with a dozen or so lizard tanks when he noticed a dark cloud in the
distance behind them. At first he thought it was a storm wall approaching, for
this planet regularly had wet weather, which was odd considering the plant-less,
rocky terrain. Both lizard and Star Force aerial fighters could navigate
through clouds and rain well enough, but lightning strikes were going to make
things tricky for them and he wondered if the lizards weren’t going to try and
make a play in the storm when it got here.


Harris moved his line of sight forward as far as he
could until the edge of the city eclipsed his view. The mech battles were
continuing beyond his line of sight, but it looked like there were groups of
tanks trying to rush past them and dive into the city streets behind Star Force
lines in an attempt to the flank the ground troops within. He saw one Keema
streak mildly disrupt the skyline before melting/exploding one of the tanks in
a single strike, followed by four more shots in the next 5 seconds coming from
one of the rafaels that ended their little flanking run before they could make
the buildings.


The lizards had pushed too far and paid the price for
it, but the fact that they were even trying showed how desperate they were.
No…desperate wasn’t the right word. They had a different feel to them right
now, aggressive for sure, and reckless to a fault, but he got the sense that
something else was in play. He zoomed out his battlemap to cover the distance
mech fights and saw a huge army of tanks behind those within his line of sight,
on the order of several thousand all trying to cut in on the edge of the
crescent and get behind the troop positions within the city.


Just then a warning beacon registered in his HUD
calling everyone to battle, including those on sleep cycles. Harris was already
up so he didn’t need to do anything yet, merely waiting on orders for where his
unit was meant to go, but wondering what the urgency was beyond the tanks, he
expanded his battlemap out to cover the entire city looking for the source of
the warning. 


He found not one, but six beacon markers indicating
extreme threats. Five marked reinforcement lines coming in from neighboring
cities on an order of magnitude far beyond what they’d been getting. No doubt a
result of the new arrivals that had been pouring down from orbit with naval unable
to stop most of them from getting to ground. He’d wondered when those troops
would come into play, and unfortunately it looked like they were going to dump
them on his position rather than spreading them out piecemeal across the
planet.


“Shit,” he said, hoping Star Force was sending
reinforcements as well, for there was no way they could hold out against that
many…then he noticed the sixth beacon’s location and snapped his head back
towards the approaching zoom and engaged maximum zoom, seeing that it was
closing on them rapidly. The dark ‘cloud’ was now resolved down to tiny
granules of moving objects, which his battlemap was tagging as lizard wisps.


Harris didn’t have anything to say to that, with the
approaching doom clamping down on any verbal retort. There were so many wisps
that his battlemap couldn’t get an accurate count, and they were all headed
straight here. 


The porcupines began moving a few seconds later,
increasing their spacing while other mechs moved in to flank them. It took less
than half a minute after that before Harris’s orders came in, with a waypoint
directing him and his unit down into the substructure of the city and off the
streets.


The ranger pulled back his zoom and turned away from
the approaching wisp storm, sliding off the edge of the roof and dropping down
to the alley three stories below where he joined his Commandos coming out and
racing for one of the entrances to the undercity and
away from the aerial attack about to hammer them. 


Harris waited for the last of his men to come out,
then followed up the rear along with a pair of Knights as he heard the
porcupines’ array of sammies begin to fire off so
fast he couldn’t count the number. By the time he ducked into the building
entrance that would lead them down and out of sight, the sound of the phaser
storm began to build to monstrous levels and he was very glad he wasn’t out
there in a mech right now, though when those ground troops got here he didn’t
expect to be much better off.



 

Three days
later…



 

“What have you got?” Jyra
asked, walking in with Mace and Leo as Brandon was leaning over a holographic
table in their small private chamber onboard trailblazer Sara’s command ship. 


“Have a look,” he said, zooming out to a regional map
of the planet’s surface where Star Force still held positions. They’d been
forced back into three captured cities and two defense outposts they’d
constructed of their own, though those were being heavily engaged by the lizard
ground troops.


Jyra looked at the basic
map, noting a few small updates but seeing nothing of consequence…as far as a
mission for them was concerned. Star Force was getting its ass kicked, having
to give up ground to avoid being obliterated while a single key strongpoint was
being constructed. Right now it lay at the center of their territory inside a
captured lizard city. That had seemed odd to Jyra,
for Star Force usually preferred to construct its own digs, but for whatever
the reason the trailblazers had chosen to set up there and were coordinating
all of the retreats to buy time to layer it with tech from the fleet in orbit
that was barely hanging on to an overhead slot.


It was a turtling up strategy that was daring the
lizards to hit them and suffer the consequences, but it also meant that the
enemy could now land reinforcements on the far side of the planet without
contest and move them across land or air given enough time. If they tried
anything closer they’d be harassed or shot down, and even now there were some
naval groups out elsewhere around the planet and system doing just that to the
lizards, but the bulk was with the command ship Jyra
was on that was protecting the ground troops and feeding them supplies. Without
them providing cover the lizards could kamikaze ram their cruisers into the
captured cities and it’d be bye bye ground troops.


“What am I looking at?” Jyra
asked. 


“A nightmare situation,” Brandon said, referencing the
entire ground campaign, “but not one without holes to exploit. We can’t do
anything about the supplies coming down from orbit, and blowing up a few on the
ground won’t do much good, but these lizard cities are still actively producing
material and warm bodies to throw at us. If we knock down even one wellspring
it could make a sizeable difference over the months to come when you do the
math.”


“I think ‘negligible’ is the term you’re looking for,”
Leo countered. 


“We’re not going to win the war on our own,” Mace
agreed with Brandon, “but we can save our guys some trouble by taking out
factories and avoiding them having to face off against the produce later on.
Almost impossible to measure something like that, but it’ll have a real effect
so long as we don’t eventually concede the planet and withdraw.”


Jyra raised an eyebrow. “Is
that actually being considered?”


Brandon shook his head. “I don’t know, but unless the
trailblazers can pull some magic on a scale I’ve never heard of, there’s no way
we can win this without a lot of reinforcements. Even then this is going to be
a bitch on the ground. We could be looking at a decade-long planetary
engagement.”


“Or worse,” Leo added.


“So one factory out of commission adds
up to a lot of stuff not being produced over that timespan,” Brandon summed up.


“Alright then. Where do you want us to go?” Mace
asked.


Brandon pointed to one city in particular, then looked
at the other three Arc Commandos for their reactions.


“Behind enemy lines?” Jyra
spoke out what the other two were thinking.


“Wouldn’t be the first time,” Brandon offered.


“This,” Mace said, pointing into the hologram of the
city that spanned more than a 60 mile radius, “would be a first. Our troops
only took down a tiny slice of the exterior. That means it’s still lizard
central and it’s where they’re routing the reinforcements through.”


“Part of the reinforcements, and it’s not the front
line anymore thanks to the ass kicking we’re getting down there. That means it
won’t be heavily defended. They’re throwing everything at our troops, not
putting up defenses in the rear.”


Leo reached over to the controls, nudging Brandon
aside, and zoomed in on the city in question. He brought up the formerly Star
Force section of it and jabbed a finger at the new construction zones popping
up. 


“They’re rebuilding the turret defense.”


“Which will take time. We’ve got a window of
opportunity to hit them where they’re not expecting us to. If we wait it
disappears.”


“Most of their troops are moving through,” Mace
commented, thinking hard. “They’re not hunkered down in defensive slots, which
is odd if they were worried about counterattack, especially with their shield
emitters being slagged.”


“They’re not even thinking about a counterattack,”
Brandon emphasized.


“How much damage could we do?” Jyra
asked.


Brandon zoomed in again, showing several markers he’d
placed earlier on key facilities, including the bigger defense turrets near the
city center. 


“We can’t touch these, they’re too well defended. But
these,” he said, bringing up 19 different locations spread across the entirety
of the city, “I think are doable.”


“All of them?”


“No, unfortunately. We can’t carry enough explosives
for more than two, I’d guess. And unless we want to get really bold and put
them on long timers, we can’t come and go several times to get them all loaded
up. If we can sneak down to the planet and patiently work our way in, I think
we’ve got a shot at doing this once. More than that, at this location anyway,
would be pushing it.”


“And you think this isn’t pushing it already?” Leo
asked.


“If we stay in the shadows no. The question is whether
we’re sneaky enough.”


“If we’re exposed we’re as good as dead,” Mace
commented.


“We can go underground as a backup. Hide out and make
them chase us, so it’s not an instant death fail.”


“That’s so reassuring,” Leo mumbled.


“If you want to nix it, just say so. We can find
somewhere else to pitch in.”


“No, you’re right,” Jyra
said, looking at the map. “This will matter if we can pull it off. Putting us
four on defensive engagements doesn’t gain much. We need to go on the offense
and hit something big.”


“Unfortunately the ‘big’ stuff is out of our reach,”
Leo argued, looking back at Brandon. “What’s our exit strategy…other than
running and hiding?”


“Arrange an evac point
outside the city and sneak back out.”


“After we blow it?”


“We can set short timers, I just don’t want to leave
the bombs where they can be found over the course of time.”


“Bombs as in what?”


Brandon frowned. “Nothing pretty this time. Just what
we can carry in our packs along with survival gear for a few weeks.”


“So not much then,” Mace summed up.


“We’ll have to be creative in the placement.”


Jyra looked at Mace, with
both of them in agreement, then she glanced at Leo and gave him a mental ‘boink’ sound and question mark in a telepathic burst.


“This is dumb,” he said plainly, “which is why the
lizards wouldn’t see it coming. If we can stay dark it’s doable, otherwise
we’re toast. I’m game if you have a really good plan.”


“I do, but I haven’t cleared it yet. Needed you guys
onboard first.”


“We are,” Leo confirmed. “Call it in.”


Brandon walked away from the holo table to a pedestal
on the other side of the small room, putting his back to his team as he placed
a bare hand on it, linking into the telepathic device interface and connecting
to the ship’s nexus where the trailblazer was. Through it they had a brief
conversation even as she was guiding ships in orbit and coordinating the
fighting retreat on the ground. Alpha 9 was the only Arc Commando team involved
in this campaign and she’d been saving them for special missions, letting them
choose when and where to get involved, but even Brandon wasn’t sure she would
go for this one.


He sensed some hesitation when he had completed his
proposal, but within a few seconds he got confirmation along with an added
wrinkle to the plan to give them some better insertion cover. The Arc Commando
withdrew his hand from the pedestal, severing the connection to the
computerized hive mind that was organizing this invasion, and turned to his
three peers.


“We’re approved and on the clock. 33 minutes to get
geared up and in position. Our ride is going to be a bit more flamboyant than I
had planned.”
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The command ship moved down into low orbit as far as
it could without endangering itself from the anti-orbital batteries, though
some of them were painting its shields will diffuse blasts that were exceeding
their effective range. While they did so a portion of the shield was lowered
while a few railgun-equipped drones flew down in the shadow of the ship then
flanked it, loosing their slugs at the lizard cities
without the ability to aim properly given the distance, though hitting their
miles-wide shield plates wasn’t going to be an issue.


When the first few fell to ground the anti-air
batteries hit them, but couldn’t stop them. Slightly deformed from the light
strikes they rammed into the flat shield discs over top the cities and began
draining them of power…but at a rate far too low to be effective on a
planet-wide assault, else the invasion force would have come equipped with far
more. Lizard shields had upgraded to the degree where physical impact didn’t
drain them as much as it once had, ironically giving them more of a defense
again the kamikaze attacks they themselves employed regularly.


The railgun slugs were basically that, though on a much
smaller scale. The anti-orbital batteries couldn’t track and hit them, given
the speed at which they were falling, otherwise they never would have made it
to ground. After a couple minutes of bombardment the command ship joined in,
save for the fact that it didn’t have any rail guns.


What it fired down towards the planet were much larger
objects, but at the same insane speeds. Essentially large asteroids, these
slugs would do considerably more damage when they hit…but they weren’t aimed at
the cities, rather a stretch of uninhabited land in between where they came
crashing down with huge craters being carved out from the impacts and the
resulting dust clouds filling the air even as a rainstorm was wetting the
ground.


All together the command ship sent down 134 objects, with
the drones’ railgun bombardment continuing a few minutes more before cancelling
the attack well prior to the massive shields being penetrated. The ship and its
escorts retreated back up to its holding orbit, with the anti-orbital guns ceasing
their likewise ineffective attack, leaving all quiet for the moment at the attack
sites while the ground battles continued to occur in 5 locations to the east.


Where the dust cloud was being chewed into by the
rain, what remained of the asteroids were shielded from lizard view being
located at the base of the newly formed craters. The giant ‘rocks’ had held
together fairly well, with the exterior having been deformed by the impact,
though the shields protecting it had done well to soften the blow before they
breached and the material took the rest of the hit. But inside those
house-sized rocks were hollow pockets with IDF protecting the contents. So long
as the shells didn’t breach or the fields overload, the Spark-class drones inside didn’t feel a thing in the crashes, soon
coming online when the cases were explosively released opening up the contents
to the falling rain.


With controllers in orbit handling them, the little
anti-grav spheres lifted up out of their protective
cocoons having bypassed the planetary defenses and were now located behind
enemy lines a bit. Each of the 134 craters were spaced out so none ran the risk
of hitting each other on impact for they were totally unguided on reentry, so
each of the little groups of sparks began to flow out of the craters like a
line of ants heading towards mutual rendezvous points where they would form up
into 6 different columns, traveling overland rapidly towards the flank of the
lizard armies that were continuing to push Star Force’s troops backwards.


But these sparks weren’t headed for the main battle,
rather they were headed for the lines of reinforcements feeding them, intent on
ambushing those overland convoys for while a lot were being moved in vehicles
there were so many lizard infantry units in play that they were approaching on
foot from the nearest cities. Those were exposed while the bulk of the wisp
swarms were well ahead playing tag with the Star Force anti-air defenses.


Whether they stayed there or redeployed to counter the
sparks wasn’t an issue. Getting those units into the field at the position they
did was key, for it was outside the ‘safe’ corridor that Star Force had blown
into the anti-orbital defenses and where they weren’t expecting anything
containing cargo or troops to come down in. If the sparks were all destroyed by
the wisps before they could get to the infantry columns then so be it, for that
would give the defenders a much needed break from the persistent air attacks
and an opening to counterattack, briefly, on the ground. Either way it was of
strategic value, however costly in terms of equipment and ammunition. They
couldn’t employ the same tactic again, not from this command ship anyway, for
Sara had sent down their full complement of drop pods.


As the sparks left their one-way transports behind the
interiors of the empty shells began to fill up with rain water, a few inches at
least by the time Alpha 9 decided it was time to get moving. They’d come down
inside one of the pods, huddled up in a smaller cocoon with a backup IDF in
case the main one failed. It hadn’t, and now the four man Arc Commando team was
on the planet behind enemy lines in the middle of nowhere, hopefully undetected
and going to stay that way.


Inside the hollow sphere where a few sparks had ridden
were several other packages, from which four speeder bikes were removed and
loaded up with cargo canisters where applicable. Jyra
climbed onto her floating steed with extra fuel packs and supplies stashed
around the seat with just enough room for her to slide her legs over, then she
pulled a special sleeve that covered the front of the bike up over her head and
attached it to the rear giving her the aerodynamic look of a fat needle.


The other three did likewise, obscuring each other
from view save for a tiny spec of a camera on the nose of the bikes that fed
into their HUDs. Through that they could see ahead, but not behind or to the
sides. That wasn’t the best feeling in the world, but Jyra
knew it was a necessity as she hit the interior button that activated the cloaking
sheath. Her bike vanished from view, replaced with a black blot that no light
was being emitted or reflected from. The other three did likewise, turning into
phantoms that rose up into the rain under the dark of night undetectable to
lizard sensors or eyes. Had they come in the daylight the black blurs would be
noticeable, but at night it was almost impossible to tell dim light from
nothing at all so long as the concealed bikes didn’t pass in front of a light
source.


It wasn’t a scifi ‘cloaking
field’ in the traditional sense, but it would allow the Arc Commandos to move
around the countryside unnoticed so long as their ruse had worked and no one
was nearby to pay attention to the crash site…with the cloud cover and rain
being an added bonus that virtually insured they’d go undetected.


They still had half the night to work with, but they
couldn’t take a straight line approach to their destination city. The four of
them hovered out of the drop pod in sequence then took off into the night
navigating solely by telepathy to keep from bumping into one another, for the
dark shadows the bikes made in the rain were almost indistinguishable from the
rest of the night even when they were directly in front of you.


That meant the four of them had to stay close together
given their limited Ikrid range, with Jyra’s being
the weakest. They kept her in the middle of their tri-point formation, with
Brandon’s speeder ahead. She could see a bit of his distortion wake as his
canopy busted through the raindrops in her nightvision, but he was too far away
to see with her Pefbar, though every now and then she could catch a glimpse of
the ground beneath her as they skimmed a ridge. There were minimum altitude
sensors underneath the bikes that would keep them from dropping too low, but in
order to keep from bouncing up and down constantly they were flying in as
straight of a line as possible.


All she had to do was follow Brandon, for it was his
job to navigate as best he could without good vision or lateral sensors, and he
had them traveling at considerable speed. They could always increase altitude,
for the bikes had no maximum, but the more they could hug the terrain the
better they all felt, so they were playing it cagy and a bit reckless at the
same time.


But she trusted their team leader and just did her
part to keep up. The few times he eased out of her Ikrid range Mace and Leo
were beside her to orient off of. They had greater range and didn’t lose track
of him, allowing her to creep back up to the point where she could sense his
presence, though his bike was still thoroughly a blank spot as far as her
nightvision was concerned.


As far as navigating to their destination they had no
help there. The bike’s navigation systems could pick up the orbital signals
from the warships to give them a read-only link to the battlemap, but those
systems were powered down when underneath the stealth sheath, for it would
block all incoming signals. That meant Brandon had to play it by ear and
guestimate their heading and distance traveled up until he found some
convenient terrain and they stopped within a steep canyon. 


By that time they were out of the rainstorm and the
first hint of light began to illuminate the western horizon, with them parking
their bikes between rock formations where they’d be all but impossible to see.
They kept their cloaking sheaths on, making only a visible inspection from
directly above possible of spotting the black dots and hopefully they would be
in shadow once the sun rose, but the four Arc Commandos slid out from underneath
their rides and had a look around the area, finding an elevated position from
which to get their bearings.


Jyra crawled up top a small mount next to the other four as the sky began
to brighten to hazy blue, barely enough to make out the first bits of sight
without their nightvision, but the distant lizard cities were easy enough to
make out, for their buildings rose up well above the terrain. There were three
within easy viewing and a scattering of others whose tips were just poking
above the horizon. None of them were their target, meaning they were going to
have to lay low throughout the day and travel another leg over the next night,
but first they needed an accurate vector.


Jyra saw a new waypoint
uploaded onto her HUD from Brandon’s helmet and synced with the battlemap being
transmitted from orbit, but per their sneaking orders they’d set their own
transmitters to stay silent aside from a very weak signal that would only
register within a few dozen meters. That may have been a bit paranoid considering
their comm signals were already camouflaged, but with
the ever increasing level of lizard tech they didn’t want to take any chances.


“Looks like we’re clear,” Leo commented, the first
words any of them had spoken all night long. 


“Let’s hope it stays that way,” Brandon said,
continuing to have a look around. “I don’t think the lizards have any reason
for being out here on foot, but I don’t want to take the chance of a stray ship
spotting us. If anyone sees a nice camping spot, don’t keep it to yourself.”


“I’ve got a ledge to the south,” Mace commented.
“Plenty of boulders to find some shady spots.”


“I suppose a cave is too much to ask for?” Jyra said, looking around with the others in her
nightvision. 


“How long do we have to look?” Leo asked.


“About 5 minutes.”


“Couldn’t you have put us down sooner?” Mace
complained.


“Woulda, coulda,
shoulda…it’s a moot point now.”


“I’ll take the north,” Jyra
said, crawling over the top and sliding down the rocky hillside there.


“South,” Leo said, taking off the opposite direction
and leaving the other two the remaining cardinal points. They scrambled around
on the ground, running once they were below vision height of the surrounding
area, and looking for the best cover they could find, hoping they wouldn’t have
to be stuck in a square meter or two for the next 19 hours.


Mace won out in the scavenger hunt, finding a deep
overhang that was essentially a wall-less cave on three sides. It wasn’t big
enough to bring all their bikes under, but they did head back to them and
retrieve bits of equipment that they then hiked a short distance and out of
sight of the bikes to dump underneath the overhang as the sun finally broke
over the horizon.


“Good one, Mace,” Jyra said
as she pulled off her helmet and tasted the slightly pungent air that had
oxygen levels higher than Star Force standard. “Who wants first watch?”


“I will,” Brandon offered. “Get your digs set up and
chill. No workouts, unfortunately.”


“At least we can get out of our armor,” Leo said,
pulling his helmet off as Jyra began unpacking their
portable tents.


“No, use the big one,” Brandon told her.


“Will it fit?”


“I think so. Try anyway, we’ve got plenty of time to
kill.”


Jyra shrugged and pulled out
the larger unit as Leo smoothed off the ground as much as possible, kicking
some small rocks out of the way before she deployed the canister and they all stepped back from the perimeter but still stayed under
the aerial cover of the ledge. The pale pink rocks would stand out in stark
contrast to their pitch black armor, for they’d chosen that color for their
nighttime operations in the hasty prep they’d had on the command ship prior to
insertion. 


The tent rose up and kissed the ceiling, getting
pinned there a few inches from full deployment.


“Close enough?” Mace wondered.


“It’s not rigid,” Jyra
pointed out.


“Will it still work?” Leo asked.


“I don’t know,” she answered. “Never had to deal with
this before.”


“We don’t need the walls, it’s the stuff inside.”


“Well,” Jyra said, pushing
the door flap aside and walking in. “The floor and ceiling are solid, and I
assume the power lines in the walls are either flexible or in the poles.”


“Try it,” Brandon said, tossing her the power pack.


“Please work,” she whispered. “I really want a
shower.”


She slid the small device in then got handed the other
pieces of equipment through the doorway by the others. When she plugged them in
they lit up with power, but it wasn’t until she stepped inside the shower ring
and tapped the button with her armored toe did it come on. She let it scrub the
outer layer of her armor until it did a full circuit up and down, with the few
missing inches of height apparently not affecting it negatively.


“Seems ok,” she said, turning it off and stepping out.


“Something to add to the Nest notes,” Brandon said,
staying outside. “I’m on watch. Get to sleep.”


“How about some cards?” Mace asked.


“After we relieve ourselves,” Leo noted. “I’d prefer
to do that in private, thank you very much.”


“Yeah,” Jyra agreed. “Go
ahead. I’ve got second.”


“Are we showering in private too?” Mace wondered.


“Let’s just camp outside and give everyone some alone
time,” Jyra suggested. “Though it is weird that the
idea of showering in front of you guys doesn’t bother me, but I really don’t
like taking a dump with you watching.”


“Ditto,” Leo agreed. “Might as well give each other
some space while we can.”


“Let us know when you’re done,” Mace said, walking
back outside and finding a bit of ground to sit on looking out at the ever
increasing sunlight kissing the rocks. A huge shadow was overtop the ledge and
most of the canyon, but he could see the sunlight line on the walls was moving
ever so slowly down.


Jyra sat down next to him,
with Brandon to the far left still with his helmet on. He’d stay that way until
his watch was over, with the other two letting him keep the look out while Jyra leaned back on the ground and stretched out,
literally, after having been cramped up on the speeder for hours. She yawned,
not really tired but thoroughly bored. 


“Should have brought a game mod,” she said, sitting back
up and mentally settling in to the process of waiting for nightfall to come
again.
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Jyra and her team packed up
their gear just before sunset and crept over to their speeders when the light
finally went down. Throughout the entire day they hadn’t seen or heard so much
as a peep from the lizards, but with their lives hanging on by a thread they
didn’t want to take any chances. When deep night finally reigned they mounted
up and took off on the next leg of their journey, traveling north around a city
then angling northeast in a zigzag between two others before finally finding
some less than suitable terrain to lay low in during the next day.


There they didn’t have the luxury of an overhang, barely
finding enough boulders to hide their bikes in and having to stay in armor
tucked into crevices for most of the day. When night finally fell they took an
hour to set up camp and shower, then they immediately packed back up and headed
off on their bikes towards their destination city.


They got to the perimeter with a few hours left to
spare but didn’t think that would be enough time to accomplish their mission,
so they searched around and actually found a cave to hide in about 20 miles
outside the city. There they waited through the day cycle, sleeping in turns while
one always kept watch with a fair amount of air traffic passing nearby them.
They weren’t disturbed and no wisps or transports did a double pass so the team
assumed they’d gone undetected, then when the day began to wane it was almost
time to get going and make this happen, with Jyra
watching battlemap updates being transmitted from orbit detailing how the
ground battles were faring.


She wasn’t pulling live vids, for she couldn’t request
additional data with the blackout protocols, but the basis statistics showed
that they were losing, but in a controlled manner. Bleeding the enemy of troops
as they slowly withdrew, but Star Force only had so much ground to give. The
‘had to hold’ points were still secure, but the pressure on them was mounting
and Jyra wasn’t sure what the outcome of this one was
going to be unless they got reinforcements…for the enemy’s never-ending stream
was going to wear down their troops eventually, with the lizard body trails
already being visible from orbit.


“Anyone else thinking that we might be a bit too
late?” she asked, sitting on the edge of the cave where she could get decent
reception on her helmet, but just far enough in side that she was still in
shadow.


“Looks that way,” Mace answered. “But if Sara let us
come down here, then I’d guess they don’t see it that way.”


“We’re going to need backup.”


“Might already be on the way.”


“Regardless,” Brandon added, “we haven’t seen this
much resistance on the ground since…well, as long as I can remember.”


“I don’t think the lizards want us severing their
empire’s lifeline,” Leo summed up. “I think we’re in for a whole new level of
spamming here.”


“Not us, if we do our job right,” Brandon corrected.
“Let’s hope their backline is asleep.”


“When do they sleep?” Jyra
wondered. “And how much?”


“A good question,” Brandon agreed. “Let’s not try and
a find out this trip, okay?”


“Not like I was going to go around interviewing them,”
Jyra mumbled. “Just wondering how much a slice of day
they miss in snooze zone.”


“Once every three days, give or take,” Leo answered.


Brandon turned his helmet to look at him. “How do you
know that?”


“Recon report.”


“By who?”


“The Queen of Diamonds. She’s pulled a lot of solo
missions behind enemy lines studying them. I’ve been able to get into most of
the reports. Makes for good reading.”


“I didn’t think our codes would work on the
trailblazers’ stuff?”


“She’s not one of them.”


“Scuttlebutt says she is,” Jyra
disagreed. 


“No, she just has some experimental flying armor,”
Mace explained.


“Have you found confirmation of that?” Brandon asked.


“In reports, no. But I have pulled visuals from some
of the battles she’s been in. Those aren’t hard to find.”


“Ok, lizard expert,” Brandon said. “Anything else we
should know before heading in there?”


“They don’t like losing,” Leo said, watching his own
HUD with the realtime battlemap.


“Well they’re going to lose a little to us. Let’s get
packed up,” he said, grabbing a water jug while the others picked up the spare
pieces of equipment that didn’t go in their packs and loaded them up while Leo
took down their tent and did likewise. When they were all set they mounted up
within the cave and eased their way out one by one, hugging low to the terrain
and following Brandon out as he navigated their way through the dark getting
them closer to the city.


The cameras on the tips of the speeders picked up the
aerial traffic easily enough, with ships coming and going constantly from other
cities delivering troops and supplies that would then be sent on ahead to the
front. No infantry convoys were present, however, but there were a lot of
rapidly moving hovertrucks coming in, apparently
shuttling the hordes of lizards to this rendezvous point where they could
gather and then approach en mass under their own
power.


That meant the four speeders had to be careful when
approaching to choose a vector that didn’t have traffic, but a couple of miles
shy of the outer buildings they stopped their approach and flew low in a wide
circle checking the terrain and keeping off the rocky mounts. Eventually they
found a bit of cover and set down, hiding two of the bikes there and doubling
up on the others. They planned to fly their way over the buildings and through
the streets rather than trying to huff it on foot, but if something went wrong
and they lost their rides they didn’t want to get caught out in the countryside
on foot, for their evac point was far from here.


It didn’t hurt to have a backup plan, but it was a
very tight fit underneath the cloaking sheaths with Jyra
having to almost lay down around Mace’s waist to fit. Her head wasn’t upright,
but then again she couldn’t see anything other than the camera transmitting to
her HUD, and that didn’t matter since she wasn’t driving.


The Arc Commando did watch as Brandon and Mace flew up
to the outer ring of buildings, picking their spot carefully as they eased up
to one and all but landed on the roof of the 4 story tall structure. It didn’t
have windows, which was common for their low lying structures. They knew enough
about lizard infrastructure to know it was an industrial warehouse of some
sort, the contents of which they didn’t know, nor were they going to find out.
They had a variety of targets available to them to hit, but right now staying
hidden was all that mattered.


Creeping from roof to roof and zipping across sections
of city where they found a hole in the traffic patterns, the two speeders
stayed together and traveled far inside the outer perimeter, avoiding the
heavily defended infrastructure and zigzagging across the mundane structures.
Most of those were residential or more warehouses, and they set down on the
roof of one residential complex when their primary target came within sight.


Or rather the top of it, most of the hatchery was
situated below ground but the entrances were fairly well defended. They were
going to have to sneak their way in from here, and the best way they knew how
was to go underground themselves and travel over to the facility via the tunnel
network.


Jyra slid out from under the
cloaking sheath along with Mace and jogged over to one of the roof entrances
that Leo was already working on cutting into, for it wasn’t a personnel
entrance, but rather an exhaust vent. The Archons might be able to walk down
through a lizard building, wave their hands and make all the occupants forget
seeing them, but the Arc Commandos’ Ikrid abilities were not so advanced. With
the cover of night and luck having allowed them to get this far, and their
bikes wedged up against roof outcroppings where they would hopefully not be
noticed, they were going to take the ventilation system route to get into the
substructure and therefore hopefully preserve the anonymity of their exit
point.


But in truth, from here on out they were making up
everything as they went.


Leo lifted the grated cover off and Jyra slid into the meter-wide shaft first, having to wiggle
around to get her pack to fit inside. With her legs and arms spread out like a
vice, she lowered herself with a controlled slide all the way through the
building down into the substructure where the environmental systems where
gathering the excess heat produced within the building and shunting it outside
so the lizards wouldn’t cook themselves in the close confines of their packed
city. 


This wasn’t the first time she’d been in such a shaft
and Jyra knew what to do at the base, using a cutting
tool to make a hole just above the bottom that led into a maintenance crawlway.
One good thing about lizard infrastructure was that it almost never changed,
and each planet had identical buildings created from a very large playbook.
Learn it, and you’d be able to get around anywhere within their cities no
matter what arrangement they placed the buildings in.


“Clear,” Jyra said over
their short range comm as she kicked her legs through
the opening and slid out of the shaft as the other three started to come down.
Maneuvering with her pack on was difficult, but it was something she’d gotten
used to on previous missions and didn’t hold her up much now. Leading the way
into an empty room, checked beforehand with her Ikrid, she slid out of the
crawlway and got onto her feet, brandishing a pair of stun pistols and walking
across to the nearby open doorway and held position there while the others
caught up.


“How we doing?” Brandon asked, bringing up the rear.


“Not a peep yet.”


He passed her by and took the lead as the foursome
began to move through the bottom of the residential complex until they came to
the interconnecting tunnels buried deep underground. There they found their
first live lizards in the form of a line pushing hover crates down a long,
highway-like lateral shaft.


“Can’t go that way,” Mace commented.


“No, we’re going across,” Brandon said. 


“Across?” Jyra clarified.


“We’ll have to distract them.”


“There are too many.”


“We wait for a gap…it’ll work.”


“Too risky,” she urged.


“Not sure what you’re thinking, bro,” Leo added.


“I’m thinking that if we have to take a detour around
this we’re going to waste a couple of extra hours and probably have to go back
topside anyway.”


“There might be some auxiliary shafts crisscrossing
this main,” Jyra offered.


Mace gently shook his head. “It’s a main for a reason.
If there are auxiliaries they’ll be power lines or other utilities. We could
spend hours looking and find nothing. He’s right, we gotta
get across here. I just don’t know a good way.”


“The doorway on the other side is clear, we just have
to sprint across when they’re not looking.”


“They’re all looking this way from the left,” Jyra argued, “and who knows when someone will come back
from the right side.”


“Mace, you’re up first.”


“First for what?” he asked Brandon, but stepped up
alongside him just shy of the doorway and out of sight to the left of the
lizards passing by. 


“When I say go, quietly and quickly cross to the other
side.”


“You’re serious?”


“Yes.”


Mace sighed. “Ok, buddy. You better know what you’re
doing.”


Brandon closed his eyes and concentrated all his focus
in one direction, reaching out with his Ikrid and touching the lizard minds
closest on the left. Within his range he could sense six, with a seventh
approaching as another crossed their path and he discounted that one. So long
as he and the others didn’t turn around they shouldn’t have to worry about
them.


It was the ones pushing the crates in their direction
that could see them, so he gently froze their perceptions with a light haze,
causing their thoughts to wonder a bit while their actions remained the same.
They could see ahead, but weren’t paying attention to what was around them, and
as soon as he was sure it was working he double tapped Brandon on the shoulder
and the Arc Commando jogged out into the open directly behind the lizard that
had just passed him.


He crossed two meters behind him, stepping as quietly
as he could over to the far doorway and around the corner, getting out of
sight.


“We clear over there?” Jyra
asked.


“Standby,” Mace said, then after a long moment he
added, “Clear.”


“Son of a bitch,” she said in amazement.


“We’re not done yet,” Brandon said, keeping
rudimentary contact with the minds to the left but releasing one that just
passed them by and picked up another one as it came into range. “Leo, you’re
up.”


“Ready,” he said, taking a knee next to Brandon around
the corner. He got the double tap on the shoulder then jerked backwards instantly
when Mace called him off.


“Wait!” he warned. 


“What’s up?” Jyra asked so
Brandon didn’t have to.


“30 seconds. Got a roamer here.”


“Just one?”


“Yeah, and he’s taking his time.”


“You ok?”


“I’m out of view, but the doorway isn’t.”


“Standing bye,” Leo announced as they waited…then they
sensed a pair of minds coming up behind them.


“Jyra, you’re up next,”
Brandon said, changing his mind. “Leo, deal with those two.”


“On it,” the second strongest psionic among them said,
backtracking a few meters and ducking into another maintenance chamber with a
host of pipes running up and down through the closet-like room. Leo reached out
with his mind and caused one of the two lizards to hear something behind him,
causing him to turn around and look, buying them a couple more seconds. After
that he used a few more Jedi mind tricks to delay them as best he could.


“We’re going to have to move,” he eventually reported.
“They’re coming to this doorway.”


“Clear,” Mace reported.


“We can use that,” Brandon said as he sent Jyra on across. “Hide.”


The remaining duo pulled back further and ducked into
different side chambers, waiting for the lizards to come to them and having
stun guns ready if they happened to be headed for one of those locations.
Killing them would send up a smell of blood that the rest of the lizards
wouldn’t miss, so stun weapons were what they were carrying for the most part,
though the sound alone would be trouble enough.


When the pair got to them they walked on past, out
into the subsurface ‘highway’ with Brandon and Leo stepping out behind them and
numbing their minds to their footsteps. So long as they didn’t turn around to
see them they’d be ok, with Leo keeping both of their minds under his scrutiny
while Brandon tricked the crate pushers into ‘seeing’ two more lizards in their
place.


The real pair crossed in front of one of the crates
and turned left, heading the opposite direction and prompting the Arc Commandos
to scurry their last few steps so they didn’t get within their peripheral
vision. They ducked into the far doorway and got out of sight from everyone
save for the single crate pusher that happened to be passing at that moment.
Keeping the ruse in place for him was a bit more difficult because the real
lizards were now out of view and there was nothing active for Brandon to copy,
but he dampened his mind enough to allow him to pass without looking to his
left and seeing them as they disappeared into side nooks.


“See,” Brandon said as he stood next to a bulky pillar
that was supporting the structure above them, “no trouble.”


“I wish I could do that,” Jyra
said in envy.


“One day, youngling. One day,” Brandon said as he
stepped out of his nook and walked down the hallway, turning the corner as the
others came out and followed him through the much smaller hallways. They got
about 20 seconds before having to backtrack and hide briefly, then it was more
of the same moving onwards and navigating by guess given that they didn’t have
any blueprints for these lower levels. Orbital sensors couldn’t penetrate beneath
the shielding that all lizard cities seemed to have nowadays, so there was no
way to know how long it’d take them to get to their target.


It was entirely possible that they would have to spend
the day down here hiding out before night came again, but for now they had
hours to work with and didn’t intend to waste them if not absolutely necessary.



Unfortunately that didn’t happen, with them having to
backtrack multiple times as they ran into bottlenecks that they couldn’t
bypass. Too many minds in one place and not even all the mind tricks the four
of them could produce would be enough to avoid detection, plus the security
cameras that popped up here and there had to be avoided, but those at least
were predictable. These were low security areas and not under potential
scrutiny up until they got close to the hatchery. 


That was when they spent another few hours working
their way around the subsurface perimeter looking for a way in and having to
choose between several bad alternatives, leading them to run out of night to
escape in and forcing them to find a quiet room to hide out in while they took
turns making scouting runs of the area and adding it to their battlemaps that they would share when meeting up again.
Through that process they began to get the layout of the entire western side of
the huge facility while they took turns getting an hour or two of sleep each
while another stood watch right under the enemy’s nose.
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“Alright, Jyra,” Brandon said
over the comm. “Go.”


Standing in a wall nook, she stepped out of cover and
ran three quick steps down the hall, coming up behind a librarian variant that
had just come out of the hatchery complex and stuck her stun pistol into its
back and discharged it as quietly as possible. The was a muffled ‘zap’ and it fell
over, with Jyra catching it before it hit the ground
and dragging the lizard off to a nearby room while the others were providing
psionic distractions.


Half a minute later Leo came in, followed by the
others with Brandon bringing up the tail end and heading straight for the
unconscious lizard lying on the floor. He took his armored glove off and
touched the big, angled forehead of the lizard to increase his Ikrid contact
and dove into its memories as best he could, looking for recent information
about the facility it had just walked out of.


Librarians were always a treasure trove of
information, with their minds being the easiest to read of all the lizard
types. Brandon only knew about standard varieties from experience, with the
librarians being ground crew running logistical operations and kept well away
from combat. This was the first time he’d been able to see one in person and as
soon as he made contact he felt the difference in its mind. The standard
variants were elusive in that their focus lay on the matter at hand, which was
always changing. This one was altered, in that its mind was segmented into
easily recognizable sections much like a library, making it a simple task to
look for and retrieve what you wanted to know.


Brandon assumed that was part of their genetic design,
for this one could probably store and analyze data better than the others given
this mental structure. It was a thinking mind, not an impulsive one, and
thankfully for the Arc Commandos this one was naturally observant, with the
path it’d just walked through the facility being mostly intact in its memory,
giving Brandon the position of the checkpoints, security cameras, and traffic
levels inside the sections it had passed through. 


“Damn,” he whispered, looking for some auxiliary
information while he had the chance.


“Fortified?” Leo asked.


“No, just impossible to get in unnoticed.”


“Cameras?” 


“Several, but it’s the traffic flow that concerns me.
Too many bodies around,” he said, then fell quiet as he searched for another
way in. “594.”


“What?”


Brandon glanced up at him. “That’s how many lizards
this facility produces on average…per day.”


“What’s their incubation time?” Mace asked.


Brandon hesitated a moment. “7 months, give or take.”


“That’s faster,” Jyra
commented.


“Looks like they’ve been upgrading their biotech too,”
Mace stated with dissatisfaction. “Might not mean a lot planetwide,
but if we take this out of commission it’ll make a dent in their future
numbers. We just gotta make sure we wreck it good,
because you know they’re going to rebuild.”


“That’s still around 120,000 lizards we can kill
before they wake up,” Jyra said, doing the math. “Worth
it in my opinion.”


“Plus however many they don’t grow while rebuilding,”
Leo added as he watched the entrance and stood ready to distract any lizards
that veered too near their section of what was a utility promenade around the
base of the hatchery, feeding it power, water, and other materials through
pipes that passed through this junction. There were a lot of monitors around
them, meaning this was a ‘come and see if there’s a problem’ room rather than a
workstation, and therefore hopefully wouldn’t be visited.


“Hold on,” Brandon said. “We might have some
relocating to do.”


“Meaning?” Jyra asked.


“Carry him,” he said, releasing the lizard’s head and
pulling his glove back on. “Make sure he stays out.”


“Looks like I’ve got a date,” she said to the lizard
before pumping another stun shot into his chest with the barrel pushed into his
flesh, then she pulling him over her shoulders with most of his weight resting
on top of her pack as the others led the way out. They used their more powerful
psionics to chart a course through the lizard infrastructure and distract where
needed until they came to another one of thousands of innocuous rooms along the
labyrinth of small, subsurface hallways, with Leo ducking inside the doorway quickly.


Jyra heard a pair of stun
shots, but by the time she rounded the corner the pair of lizards in the room
were already down. Both were standard varieties.


“One of us is going to have to stay here,” Brandon
said apologetically.


“I will,” Jyra offered.


“No, I will,” Leo said. “Your psionics aren’t strong
enough.”


“Take these three somewhere else nearby,” Brandon said
as he moved to a specific panel and pressed a few of the lizard buttons that he
knew how to operate, “then get back here.”


“I’ve got these two,” Mace said, picking up the
smaller lizards as Leo took point and went searching for someplace to stash
them. Soon Jyra got a waypoint beacon and she and
Mace took their prisoners out of the room leaving Brandon to work on opening up
the water pipes that led into the hatchery. Apparently the facility used quite
a lot, for there were three different links for water coming in, with this
being one of them. A lot of other pipes were routed through this room as well,
but it was the 1.4 meter wide water pipe that was going to be their ticket
inside.


Brandon deactivated the water flow, then took out a cutting
tool and began slicing open the top of the pipe after insuring that the
pressure on this side was reduced so it wouldn’t spill up out onto the floor,
but that didn’t stop a small geyser of water/steam to shoot out for a few
seconds when he punctured through it the first time. He waited for it to
subside, then turned the small hole into a line that eventually circled back on
itself until the chunk of pipe fell down into the water, splashing out more
onto the floor from the manhole-sized breach point.


“We’re coming back out this way if we can,” Brandon
told Leo, “so keep this location secure.”


“Understood.”


“We’ve got about 300 meters to swim, so give me a
couple minutes head start. No point in your wasting oxygen while I’m cutting on
the other end,” Brandon said as he climbed up on top of the pipe and straddled
it. 


“Where does this lead?” Jyra
asked.


“To a lot of smaller pipes that we can’t fit into, but
we’re getting out early on the other side of the wall.”


“If you say so.”


“Not the best idea, but it’s the only way I know of to
stay hidden.”


“Let’s make it work then.”


“Mace second, you third. Trade out your gear for Leo’s
explosives.”


“On it,” she said, disconnecting her pack from her
armor and setting it on the floor as Leo did likewise.


Brandon took a deep breath, realizing that he was
going to be on the clock here, then let it out slowly as he readied himself.
Leaning forward, he let himself fall down into the water, which gushed out onto
the floor from the displacement, then he began crawling/swimming down the dark
pipe using his Pefbar to see the circular walls as his helmet’s air vents
automatically closed against presence of the water and his backup oxygen supply
kicked in.


His battlemap sensors mapped out the tube as he went,
giving him distance markings so he knew approximately how far to go before
pushing out his Pefbar to look beyond the pipe. He passed by several chambers
that were on the wrong side of the main wall, but he wasn’t sure exactly where
it was. Taking his best guess he went a bit further than that, then started
looking for minds nearby.


He eventually came across one room that had none in
it, with the pipe traveling mostly in the walls and ‘thick’ sections of
infrastructure were a person couldn’t fit, leaving him with only a handful of
rooms to choose from. Taking his luck for what it was, he stopped his movement
and stretched his Pefbar out as far as he could to see what the room was like. It
too didn’t have a door on it, just an opening to the hallway beyond, but he
didn’t sense any minds nearby at all, so hopefully this section of the hatchery
wasn’t staffed.


From the librarian he’d learned where exactly the
workers were, with most of the facility being made up of equipment that had to
be looked after rather than operated, making chunks of it ghost towns save for
the random visit. Hopefully this was one of them.


He used his cutting tool and got to work on the top of
the pipe, not wanting to flood the area by opening up the side or bottom, for
there was still a whole lot of water in the tube, though he was noticing a few
inches of air up top now. Those inside the facility may have noticed the lack
of water pressure, and if they did hopefully this room wasn’t where they’d
check first.


The water vaporized around the tip of the cutter as he
seared through the casing, beginning to trace a slow path around another
man-sized hole and making sure to make it large enough for them to exit with
their packs on as Mace swam up behind him and stopped just shy of his feet. Jyra showed up as well before Brandon got finished, then
the hard casing fell down into the water and he pushed it further down the tube
before standing up and having a look around with water gushing out onto the
floor but not spreading as far as the doorway.


The room was dark save for indicator lights, which was
a good sign. No minds were within his sensing range, so Brandon stepped out and
let his oxygen supply begin to recharge as he started taking in outside air
again. 


“Clear,” he reported, taking up station near the
doorway and sneaking a peak outside. Both directions of the hallway were empty,
with him breathing a sigh of relief. This was actually doable now.


Mace and Jyra joined him, then
the three of them moved out and heading in different directions to start
building a battlemap and looking for the nearest minds, spending a few minutes
orienting themselves before Brandon got a feel for where they were in the
hatchery. This one was larger than the one Star Force had built from lizard
tech, but the basic layout was the same, only redundantly made larger. 


“Alright,” Brandon said when they’d pulled back to
their entry point, making sure no one had stumbled onto their hole in the pipe
or the water on the floor. “Time to hide the easter eggs. Set for remote and timer. 10 hours
or…let’s just make it 3 am. Place as many as you can, but do not be seen.”


“Sneaking as ordered,” Mace confirmed, with the three
splitting up and heading to the periphery of their scouted area. When Jyra got to her section she kept her limited psionics
engaged constantly, looking for nearby minds as well as using her Pefbar to see
through corners to look for security cameras. She took her time and eventually
came to one of the inhabited sections, requiring a bit of sneaking by with the
lizards opening up fully developed pods and releasing the adult, but just
‘born’ lizards one at a time.


She noticed one that came out shook violently when it
was exposed to the air for the first time, with the three others around it
having to physically restrain it as it lashed out wildly until it came to its
senses and saw that it was with other lizards. Jyra
mentally noted never to wake one up and expect a ‘good morning,’ for it seemed
they were always wired to fight as their basic instinct. It was still
impressive though, how the brand new lizard actually spoke to its greeting
party. That meant they did have knowledge preprogrammed into their
genetics…either that or there was some sort of download occurring within the
pods.


Jyra avoided that pod and
several others that had lizards prepping them for release, instead sneaking
over to some that were still in waiting, lined up on a long bay floor in rows
that gave her ample cover if she crouched down. She could tell from the
construction that they were moveable, with the empty one that the brand new
lizard had come out of confirming that suspicion as it sank down into a hole in
the floor and disappeared into a recycling facility that would prep it for
another occupant. 


A moment later another one appeared in its place,
coming down from the ceiling, meaning that Jyra
couldn’t place the bombs on the pods themselves or they’d disappear with them,
and if they did get through 598 a day then most of these would be looked at
before the timers expired. That meant she had to find someplace else to stash
her first little gem, with a bank of what looked like support lines and tanks
on the far wall being the obvious second choice.


As she stalked her way over to them, doing her best
Solid Snake impression to avoid the few lizards walking about checking on pods,
she pulled a small square ‘hockey puck’ out of her pack and linked to it via
her HUD, activating it and programming it accordingly with a few quick commands.
The Arc Commando dropped all the way to the floor and scooted as far as she
could get between several small pipes, then slid it back under them even
further before using her full Lachka power to nudge it along the floor sideways
until it was out of sight and resting behind a support strut.


One down, 35 to
go.



 

Brandon had reserved the busiest section for himself,
heading to the embryo stages where genetic material was being inserted into
tiny pods full of gel that would begin the development cycle. That process was
actually pretty simple and quick, but there were teams of lizards moving around
prepping empty pods with the gel and hooking them up to the support
infrastructure, making it very hard for him to move around unnoticed, with him
having to use a mind trick twice to get by bottlenecks.


Being patient and stealthy, he moved around from ward
to ward, hiding an explosive or two in each, then moving on to later stages of
development. Many of the chambers were the same, but once they reached a certain
point in the timeline they were transferred to the larger pods, which was also
a beehive of activity. He made sure to drop a present everywhere it would do a
lot of damage, not enough to bring the building down, but to junk the internal
equipment and cause them to replace all of it. It would also kill the
developing lizards, and as much as he hated spawn point camping this had to be
done.


These lizards hadn’t done anything against Star Force
yet, and if they’d been another race they wouldn’t have been using this type of
tactic, but never in the history of Star Force had a lizard not wanted to kill
them. These developing here would do the same when they got released, so it was
best to kill them now before they could fire their first shot. They were going
to be enemies regardless, every last one of them. If there had even been a
shred of doubt about that they wouldn’t be here doing this, at least not in
this way, but Brandon and the others were sure. They had to be, for one didn’t
want to make a mistake and kill someone who wasn’t going to try and kill you.


That was one disadvantage the lizards had…they were
all united with a common purpose. After so many centuries of warfare for Star
Force to learn about them through, they no longer needed to be careful to not
target the innocent bystanders, for the lizards had proved there were none
within their race. This planet had been given the opportunity to surrender,
which it hadn’t taken, and wouldn’t as the offer was repeated over the coming
years, so that meant it all had to be destroyed, right down to every last
lizard, including the ones in these pods. 


Brandon and the others did keep running through the
logic in their minds though, rather than taking it as a foregone conclusion.
They had to make sure what they were doing was right, and in this case, on this
mission, it was, leaving Brandon without any regrets or doubts. He just hated
killing like this, but the lizards weren’t giving the galaxy much choice. It
was kill or be killed, and when it came to that Star Force could and would
prove itself superior in that skillset…it just didn’t usually show it off, out
of caution to make sure it stayed on mission.


But today, on this planet, that mission was
destruction, pure and simple. 


Brandon kept moving around planting explosives and
calibrating them to the clock in his helmet to insure that they’d all go off
simultaneously, but there was one more place he had to go and that was in the
genetic repository that held the precious little hand-sized crates that could
create an army for each and every one of them. Typically the lizards didn’t
have many of those on hand, and guarded them carefully against destruction…but
since they didn’t know anyone was here, and this hatchery was still fully
operational, they should be located in the control areas where the monitoring
staff were.


That was going to be the hardest to sneak into, which
was why Brandon left it last on the list, for he was going to need the others’
help to get in there.
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Jyra walked ever so softly
in her armor’s boots, coated in dampening treads over top the hardened under
soles, trying to be as smooth as possible as she strode past a lizard at a work
station. There were 8 of them in the room, all doing this or that with 5 of
them staying put. Three others were roaming from station to station, based on
the patterns the Arc Commandos had been monitoring via Pefbar through the walls
and nearby rooms before sliding a tiny remote camera in through the doorway.
They’d used it to get more info on the control room, including the placement of
two security cameras that Jyra was walking
around…right in view of the rest of the lizards.


Those lizards were attending to their work and she
wasn’t noticed, for Mace and Brandon were working them over with psionics
during what they thought would be another few minutes of inactivity from the
roamers. Right now two of them were seated and the third was standing in front
of monitoring displays. It had been doing that regularly before transitioning
over to check another, more formal station.


Jyra and the others had
spent over an hour watching their movements in order to plan this out, and now
that she was doing it she could feel the danger around her. One look was all it
would take to blow their cover and they’d be on the run, but they really wanted
to make sure the genetic material didn’t survive the explosions and the only
way to make sure of that was detonating one of their little hockey pucks
directly on them, else their protective shells would more than likely keep them
intact.


The three of them had planned this out prior to her
entry, and Jyra was walking a very deliberate course
around and through the workstation. The lizard directly to her left all but had
its eyes on her, but they were tilted down slightly to look at his station screen
and a heavy dose of Ikrid influence to make him keep them there.


Jyra moved slowly, at
approximately the speed the roamers moved, with that image being put into the
minds of any of them that happened to turn in her direction. They couldn’t
psionically dampen all 8 at once, so they were working on the ones most likely
to spot her with Jyra’s psionics being used as a
backup in case something went wrong.


She made a hard left past its station, then ever so
carefully dropped to the ground and crawled past another station that had a
security camera over it, she turned right and went within a meter of one
sitting lizard’s tail that was sticking out the back of its chair, twitching
lazily in the air a few inches off the ground. She made sure not to touch it and
kept moving.


After a few more zigzags she ended up in the back room
where another security camera was covering the genetic repository, which was
basically an elaborate closet indented into the wall. The second camera was
there, covering it, for which she opened her hand and a small piece of material
they’d scrounged from the cover of a supply canister in the pod prep area
gently floated up into the air. Her psionics might not be that strong yet, but
make the object as light as a big pebble and she could work it around just
fine.


It rose up and put its flat width in front of the
camera mount, blocking the view and held it there. Both of the others were busy
keeping the lizard minds occupied, so it was her job to multitask and keep it
aloft in that precise space while she dug into her open pack and pulled out her
last bomb. There wasn’t much in the way of places to hide it, but they knew
from experience that the genetic material was so dense that multiple canisters
would not be needed for months, so the likelihood of someone coming over here
to pick up another one anytime soon was slim.


There was a small lip behind the cartons that held the
protective canisters and she set the explosive there, making sure it was out of
the line of sight of the camera. There was nothing covering it, but Jyra could only make out a bit of it from above when she
pulled her arm back, and fortunately the lizards were shorter than her.
Confident that it would go unnoticed despite not being hidden well, she began
to make her way back out into the control room, tugging the little piece of
thin material back into her hand.


If someone was actively watching the cameras then
they’d notice an interruption, but they wouldn’t see her black armor. Given how
low level the security was here, for there were no invading troops in this city
anymore, they’d wagered that not every camera in the entire city would be
monitored and were probably there for use in an active situation or for replay
after the fact. It was a bit of a gamble, and if someone was watching and came
to check on the camera it would increase the likelihood of the explosive being
found, which was why as she backed away she toggled the explosive’s settings to
include movement detonation.


Hopefully this planet didn’t have earthquakes, for
aside from that it wouldn’t go off unless someone picked it up or something
really big crashed nearby and vibrated the floor. But if there was going to be
someone to find the explosive before the timer expired, it would be best for
the rest of the lizards not to know what was going on and give them a chance to
search for more. Dead men tell no tales, and that would certainly be the case
with anyone who found this one, though the others spread throughout the
hatchery were not so set, for some of them were in locations where there could
be vibrations, plus they were hid a lot better.


Jyra walked/crawled her
course in reverse, then casually stepped out of the control room and turned the
corner, breathing a huge sigh of relief as Brandon signaled danger to the
right. She stretched out her senses and found another mind approaching from
that direction so the Arc Commandos went left down the wide hallway and ducked
into a side room to let this lizard pass one way or another.


I can’t believe
we pulled that off, Jyra said telepathically as
they hid out. It never should have
worked.


Never
underestimate the stupidity of a lizard, Mace responded. 


Or the power of
psionics, Brandon added as the one they were mentally watching turned to
the right and out of their hallway headed away from the control room and into
one of the growth chambers. Let’s go.


The three of them played their now familiar game of
hide and seek, crossing the hatchery and taking their time doing it to keep
their cover secure, all the time wondering if/when someone would show up to
inspect that camera. They didn’t pass anyone that looked to be in a hurry on
their way back to their entry point, but the sooner they left the better.


Psionics said the room was empty before Brandon
rounded the corner and looked inside with his eyes. The puddles on the floor
had since dried, but apparently no one had come in here to see the damage. How
long the lack of pressure would go unnoticed he wasn’t sure, knowing that this
was only one water feed into the facility. Had it been the only one an
immediate problem would have arisen, and in truth he didn’t know whether or not
a lizard team was already on the case, for looking at this mundane section of
pipe was probably not going to solve their problem…unless they expected an
invasion team to cut their way out of it.


“Leo, how we doing?” Brandon asked.


“Good to go. You all done?”


“Headed back through the pipe now,” he said, motioning
for Jyra to head in first. 


Without hesitation she walked over and pushed her
helmeted head into the water, sliding into the pipe with her feet disappearing
last. Mace gave her a 5 count then went in after her, with both of them
splashing water out, though not as much as last time.


Brandon waited a bit longer, searching the area around
him with his Ikrid then checking on the status of the bombs in his HUD. They’d
lose their short range tracking signals soon, but he gave them one last pulse
command that triggered a return pulse. All of them updated on his HUD with an
extra hour on their timers, for it had taken them longer with the control room
than he’d thought and it would be best if they could make it back to their
speeders before they blew, though even with the extra hour there was no
guarantee of that. 


He dove into the pipe after one last look around,
happy to have gotten this far successfully. Now it was time to run, but they
had to do so as carefully as before with a city full of lizards all around
them. 


That thought was on his mind as he crawled/swam
through the dark pipe until he came to the bit of light at the far end where he
pushed his helmet back up into the air next to the mental signatures of his
team. Leo extended a hand down and helped pull him out, with his armor dripping
off excess water within a few seconds thanks to the non-stick coating on the
surface.


His boots stepped into a small puddle, but he didn’t
linger there as Mace was already out the door charting their way back. Jyra followed him out next, then Leo, with Brandon bringing
up the rear. They’d be in range of a kamikaze burst transmission for a while,
which could set off the explosives remotely, but the more city they put between
themselves and them would diminish the signal’s reach…plus one that loud would
be picked up by the lizards, cloaked nature or not. Brandon also knew that it
wouldn’t penetrate the shielding the lizard buildings had at surface level, but
if they were discovered in the next little bit he could still trigger the bombs
early.


Fortunately that wasn’t needed and the trek back
across the undercity was much like it was coming in,
with the dart across the highway becoming a bit more dicey. The long convoy of
crate pushers was gone, replaced by groups of individuals walking in either
direction. They had to wait it out looking for an opening then play Frogger to get across one by one while the others dampened
the minds closest to them. It took time but they managed to get everyone
across, then they worked their way back to the ventilation shaft and sent Leo
up first, with him psionically checking out the rooftop.


It was night already, a few hours in, and there were
no minds present, prompting him to climb on out and stand up in the planetary
atmosphere again after spending so much time buried in infrastructure. He
couldn’t feel the wind on his skin, but he could taste the difference in the air
as he breathed it in and relished the freedom it invited. 


As the others came up he headed over to where they’d
stashed their two speeders, relieved to see that they were exactly where they’d
left them and that the two dark blots had ridden out the day cycle without
drawing suspicion from aerial traffic. 


He pulled up the sheath on one of them and slid onto
the seat with Mace following him and working his armored body around his fellow
Arc Commando’s in a very awkward riding style, but after the climb through the
ventilation shaft and the water pipe this was easy in comparison, requiring him
to do nothing but hang on and ride.


Jyra took the other bike and
Brandon likewise wrapped himself around her waist, then the two speeders pulled
up their landing gear and eased up over the rooftop and across to the next
building, beginning another hide and seek game to get themselves back to the
edge of the city. They took their time, knowing that being reckless right now
when they were so close to getting away would be the epitome of stupid, and
they were about 2 miles from the rocky wastelands beyond when the timers
expired and the bombs exploded.


Jyra didn’t see or hear
anything, simply noting that the countdown inside her helmet expired. She
deleted it from her HUD and flew on, knowing that the lizards would be alerted
to some form of trouble, but right now it was behind them and they intended to
keep it that way. 


With her and Leo being even more cautious on these
last few sections of building hopping and stopping more often than not, they
eventually came to the low buildings on the perimeter at the same location as
before, passing between defense turrets and dropping to the ground in the night
on the city’s edge, then slowly easing their way further out and using what terrain
there was to further hide the shadows that were their bikes. 


Knowing that they were in the clear now both drivers
kept their movements fluid, retracing the path they’d came in by that was still
logged in their battlemap and which led them out to the other two hidden bikes
that were agreeably still where they’d left them. Jyra
let Brandon slide off low to the ground then took a moment to swing her legs
off her pommel seat, stretching out a bit before the four of them mounted up again
and headed across the countryside for as far as they could get before having to
put down and make camp before the sun began to rise.



 

Six days later Alpha 9 came up on their extraction
coordinates, which were little more than an anonymous spot out in the barren
countryside near to the front lines and just on the Star Force side…but far
away from any of the captured cities or friendly firebases. They set down
inside a shallow canyon and sent a signal straight up to orbit where the
lizards couldn’t detect it, telling the fleet that they were here and needed to
get pulled out. Their speeders’ fuel cells were almost on zero charge, as
expected, and they couldn’t fly the rest of the way to one of the Star Force
held regions if they’d wanted to, though they didn’t, for that would invite
wisp attention that the speeder bikes were ill equipped to handle anyway.


After a couple of hours a dropship was sent down from
orbit along with a convoy heading towards one of the secure landing zones. It
split off from the group near the surface and buzzed the terrain all the way
out to their position with the lizards not bothering to follow it, fortunately.
Jyra watched it coming on the battlemap that they
were now fully reconnected with given their distance from any functioning
lizard city…though there was one about 75 miles out that had been reduced to
rubble. It had been the first they’d targeted from orbit and thoroughly razed
in order to clear a decent perimeter to set down their first prefab structures
around. Since then they’d been taking the other cities over land save for the
anti-orbital guns and shield generators that they’d plucked from them.


Destroying an entire city took time and Star Force
hadn’t brought many bombs with them, knowing how inefficient such weapons were
in a long campaign. The charred wreck beyond them had been taken down with
energy weapons only, with all of the high buildings being torn down to the
point where Jyra had only been able to see a few
jutted pieces on the horizon before they’d come down into the canyon.


There was nothing left there to pick up their signals
even if they’d transmitted in the open, so using their normal ‘secure’ signals
was of no conceivable threat this far out. And if even they were picked up,
there were no lizard units nearby to intercept them…so long as their ride got
here, otherwise they’d be in a heap of trouble.


But it came without incident, zipping into the canyon
and dropping down right over their location. It opened its boarding ramp midair
and the four speeders flew into the hold of the Falcon-class dropship, passing inside its IDF field and allowing
the craft to start accelerating away before the door had even began to shut.


Jyra popped out the landing
gear and set the speeder down on the deck, with the cloaking sheath having
already been powered down but not removed, for it had been firmly attached at a
few points before the mission. She peeled it back and climbed off at the same
time the others did to find an Archon acolyte standing at the end of the bay
looking at them.


“You guys alright?” he asked.


Leo pulled off his helmet and looked at the helmetless
Archon that was otherwise fully clad in his silver armor. “We’re good.”


“Blow up anything useful?”


“We didn’t stick around for the fireworks,” Brandon
said, likewise removing his helmet, “but unless they found and disarmed the
bombs, which I think is highly unlikely, then you can scratch one lizard
hatchery off the list.”


“A hatchery?” he said with a satisfied nod. “I was
under the impression you were going for some firearms warehouses, or maybe a
production facility.”


“Gotta have lizards to shoot
them or they don’t work,” Jyra said as she and Mace
also pulled off their helmets.


“True,” the Archon said, looking them over. “I gotta ask…why the old armor?”


Brandon shrugged. “We haven’t always used it, but I
personally like the extra 7% armor on it.”


“Yet you aren’t wearing the heavy model that has 46%
more?”


“A little too bulky for my taste. Maybe if we were as
fast and strong as you guys we would, but it slows me down a bit too much.”


“I’m just an acolyte, so my strength probably doesn’t
exceed yours…yet,” he said, motioning behind him to the passenger section.
“Come on, brought some hot food for you guys.”


“Ah…” Jyra sighed. “I love
you.”


“How’s the fighting going?” Brandon asked as Jyra slid past the Archon and out of sight into the forward
section.


“Tooth and nail. We’ve got reinforcements on the way,
but we’ve got to hold onto our orbital slot and at least one ground site until
they get here. Since you left the lizards got one of the anti-orbital guns
working again. If we don’t start expanding our foothold soon, we’ll either have
to fight another costly bombardment war or pull back our cover of the ground
troops…which we cannot do.”


“Damn,” Mace whispered. “I didn’t realize it was that
bad.”


“They’re flooding us with swarms of a size we’ve never
seen before, from wisps to tanks to infantry, and the cruiser count in orbit is
going up faster than we can cull them. I think the lizards have been letting us
take worlds while they focused their attention on Skarron territory, but they
know they can’t lose this link in their supply chain so we’re getting the full
hammer, and they know what it takes to beat us. We’ve given them plenty of
lessons in the past of how many troops are not enough. They’re not making that
mistake this time.”


“Any word on another mission for us?” Brandon asked.


“Not yet. Eat up, rest, and get some training in. If
you think of anything on your own again, don’t hesitate to ask. If you really
did get a hatchery, it’ll have an effect. Too bad we can’t confirm it from
orbit.”


“Sorry,” Leo offered, heading past the Archon to find Jyra and the food. “Those bombs are too heavy to carry.”
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March 3, 2934


Gvaris System (lizard
territory)


Far Outer Zone
(on approach)



 

Paul waited in the command nexus onboard the Excalibur in the final stages of his
journey to the Gvaris System where all available Star
Force fleets were diverting. Those closest to the invasion point that had been
engaged in attacks on less defended systems had already been diverted to
reinforce the foothold Sara had gained on one of the two inhabited planets
there, but in her updated report sent out via courier ship she’d indicated that
the situation had grown far worse despite the reinforcements.


IT’S GOING
DOWN. EVERYONE GET HERE NOW OR WE’RE LOSING THIS ONE.


Per her summarization, he had heeded her request and
dropped what he was doing in the ADZ and gathered up as many Clan Saber ships
as he could, namely the ravagers that he’d been producing independently from
Mainline, but he had also grabbed whatever else he could naval wise and set off
to aid the others that were also converging on that point with a variety of
fleets.


So it only mildly shocked Paul when just prior to
deceleration they picked up a repetitive warning signal being transmitted from
the enemy system. It was Star Force, and indicating that a huge swath of the
jumpline in near the star was a ‘no go’ zone. That meant something was blocking
their path and a collision was imminent, or some other type of nastiness was
waiting for them.


Acting quickly, for the signal strength wasn’t up to
interstellar relay standards and could only reach them a short ways out, he
ordered his fleet to come out at a different jumppoint further out in the
system, requiring a much harder deceleration. Had he not been in the nexus
someone on the bridge crew would have acted on the warning, but he got to it
first and sent the signal out to the ships following the Excalibur and giving them a bit more of a heads up before they all
began to push against the limited gravity pull of the star ahead sooner than
normal.


In addition to that the Star Force ships exerted more
than normal power, for typically one didn’t overexert gravity drives during
system to system travel unless you were in a massive hurry. The Clan Saber
fleet hadn’t been going slowly and were making good time, but they always kept
some engine power in reserve for just this reason. Flying blind into a star
system was a good way to run into a debris field that hadn’t been there before,
and the lizards had tried that trick at Brenaldfor,
damaging sixteen jumpships on arrival but failing to kill any of them thanks to
the slower speeds of impact.


Since then Star Force ships entering an unknown system
often went in on irregular jumplines or more slowly using a considerable
portion of their gravity drives’ tugging power to actually decelerate slightly
off jumpline by pulling on a planet or even going into a slingshot deceleration
curve around the star where the lizards could not anticipate them.


Paul and the others hadn’t seen many more debris
mining attempts, but if they really were pulling out all the stops for this one
then it made sense for them to have thrown out a bunch of rocks for his fleet
to run into, and cleaning up such things took a lot of time, which was why Star
Force didn’t use the tactic, not to mention for the possibility of snagging
other ships entering that were not the enemy.


So when the Excalibur
decelerated hard, coming out of the jump first in the convoy, Paul expected to
receive the battlemap information from the other ships in the system and see
debris fields blocking several of the jumplines…and he wasn’t disappointed,
save for the fact that the field seemed to cover huge swaths of space around
the star, and the millions of ‘rocks’ were in fact lizard ships.


“Damn, Sara,” he said, mentally diverting the Excalibur off the jumpline and sending
out orders for the rest of his fleet to do likewise, heading for one of the
smaller outer planets where a priority tag was situated, “they really don’t
want us getting this one.”


As the battlemap transmissions were picked up, the
ship’s computer made them instantly accessible to Paul’s mind, allowing him to
read through them far faster than his eyes alone would have allowed. Rather
than going through the summaries he instead went straight for the tactical
feeds and used his Sav to start running through the
battle history since the last records Sara had given them as his ships
continued to drop out of their jumps and follow his command ship over to the
priority tag slowly.


The situation was not good. The lizards held naval
dominance throughout the system save for several points that Star Force was
hunkered down in. The main planet still had a Star Force fleet in an orbital
slot covering their ground invasion corridor, which had added another lizard
city to its possession since the last report, but otherwise was still hemmed in
firmly by the enemy in an Alamo-type scenario, save this one was taking place
across a region hundreds of miles in radius.


What had not been in the previous report, at least not
by the time he’d left the relay network, was Star Force bases on not one, but
four outer worlds. Two were moons around a distant and cold gas giant, with the
other two being on planets that held no atmosphere at all. Each of them had a
defense fleet guarding what was listed as active construction projects, one of
which Liam’s ID marker was at, in addition to 3 other trailblazers that had
apparently already made it to the system to reinforce Sara and Kiran.


There were also lizard fleets around those
planets/moons, spamming swaths with nothing but cruisers, and Paul intended to
head not to the ‘safe’ zone above this planet’s outpost, but directly into the
lizards to say ‘hi’ on his way in.  He
didn’t even bother to wait for the rest of his fleet to catch up, instead
barreling straight into the outer band with a quick microjump that wouldn’t
allow his presence to be detected given the lag of the lizard sensors.


When the big donut of a ship decelerated he was within
120 miles of the nearest lizard ships and drifting closer on purpose,
eventually coasting to a near stop within weapons range as the cruisers
inexplicably ran rather than stood their ground and fought. Paul raised an
eyebrow and took off after some of them, for while his ship was bigger it was
also the faster. He succeeded in killing a few dozen cruisers before a
holographic transmission from Liam appeared in his nexus and off his right
shoulder.


“You won’t get many that way,” his fellow naval expert
advised. “They’re blocking transit of smaller craft but refusing to engage
short of insane numbers. If we take after them in force they’ll counter with
the same, but otherwise this has become a chess game that we are badly in need
of more pieces to move around…especially those ravagers you brought.”


“You’re welcome. Now tell me what the hell is going
on? The last report I got didn’t indicate a lizard fleet one tenth of this
size. Where are they coming from?”


“Both directions, but the masses are coming from their
core systems. I think we’re seeing the reserves they’ve been holding onto, but
not the last of them. There’s been a continuous flow of ships coming in, and
despite some initial successes at sniping them on arrival, the lizards are
doing a good job of preventing that now. I can’t stop them with that many ships
around the star, which if you’ll look at closely contains some chess pieces of
their own…which are also growing in number.”


Paul bit his lip even as he was controlling the still
ongoing hunt for some of the cruisers in orbit with part of his mind while he
spoke to Liam. “26 invokers? Please tell me you’ve killed at least one?”


“And 13 assault pillars,” he added. “No, we haven’t
been able to get close. We can’t jump in on top of them with so many ships
around, and we get swarmed when we try the front door. I think they’re going to
mount an attack on our surface troops with the assault pillars, which is why
we’re building additional bases out here.”


“Explain that.”


“We need resources to build our own anti-orbital
battery.”


Paul raised an eyebrow. “Why not request a Sentinel?”


“I get the feeling the moment we bring one in we’ll
invite a counterattack to take it out before it can be assembled. I don’t want
to risk that until we can properly defend it. We need a strong point, at least
one Keema battery that can reach out and pound an invoker or assault pillar and
provide a pocket for assembly. Then we can bring in the Sentinels, several hopefully.”


Paul thought about that for a moment as another pair
of cruisers bit the dust to drones that had deployed mid microjump and cut them
off on their run to a larger group of ships that were also beginning to pull
back towards the stellar jumppoint. 


“You think we can build one without them knowing about
it?”


Liam nodded. “Totally subsurface. I’ve already got the
site picked and being prepped, but the lizards are forcing us to use jumpship
convoys to get the resources from planet to planet. Dropships are being chased
down when we try, hence the chaperones you’re greeting now.”


“And if we kill all these off they just replace them
with more?”


“At the rate they’re getting reinforcements we can’t
piecemeal them to death. 100 cruisers, 1 drone, if they scatter most will get
away and they’ll win the numbers game by the looks of it. We’ve made some
deeper attack runs near the star, but those they will not relent on. If you
want to do some hunting around the edges be my guest, but your ravagers are
going to draw a lot of attention. They know now to focus them.”


“Figured they would. I…damn,” Paul said as his mental
update on the battle reports finally came to one particular entry. “They tried
to ram an assault pillar into the planet?”


“Thankfully Kiran saw it
coming and diverted it. But yeah, they’re gonna use
them as big missiles if they can.”


A sick feeling crept into Paul’s gut. He knew the
lizards were capable of this, but up until now their kamikaze tendencies had
been smaller scale or a last resort. He pulled a bit more of his mind away from
organizing the orbital hunt and left that to his bridge crew as he analyzed
what had been an approach to the main planet. Kiran
had taken his own command ship directly into the cruiser swarm behind a wedge
of drones that had acted as blockers, ramming the lizard ships as necessary to
get him through.


But then the assault pillar had turned off, apparently
realizing it wasn’t going to get within range to hit the ground…or at least not
where it had intended, for the command ship could nudge it off course and land
it on the lizard-held sections of the planet easily enough. That was one perk
for only controlling a tiny sliver of the surface. They had to hit a very
narrow target and even a bump at range could send them
hundreds of miles off course.


“You’re also worried about them ramming the
Sentinels?”


“Less so. They can move if needed, but I think they’ll
turn into bug zappers with the cruisers going for them. Big pieces are a
liability at this point. We need scores of drones to cover while we place them
appropriately. I’ve also requested some special tech from back home, but will
try to build some of it here. Right now we need raw materials, so any spare
techs you have onboard please send down. We’re more short
on hands than equipment at this point.”


“You sent for more, I assume?”


Liam nodded. “We’re building war colonies on these
outer worlds while just trying to hold onto our piece of the main prize. That
way they can’t take out everything we have in just one surface strike.”


“We need kinetic shield generators…big ones.”


“That’s what I sent off for, but if we’re going to
block an assault pillar modular units won’t cut it. Right now a planetary Keema
battery is higher on my want list.”


“Why are we still trying to take lizard cities if
we’re planning to build our way out of this?”


“For as many reinforcements they have coming in,
they’re still building and growing plenty on site. If we can take some of those
factories offline, so much the better.”


“And more ground for us to defend.”


“Sara’s on it. We’re claiming a few strategic
locations then torching the rest, capturing the cities long enough to gut them.
If the lizards want to take them back they’ll find a few surprises waiting for
them.”


Paul smiled. “Bit of justified irony there.”


“I know you just got here, but what are your
impressions?”


“That we’re fighting the war we thought we’d have in
the core out here first.”


“Not quite, but close. They know this will sever their
empire in two and that any future convoys will be ambush bait. They either hold
here or cellular divide into two separate entities. If we can split them, I
think their pushing into Skarron territory will diminish without their
industrial powerbase feeding it.”


“It may slow them down, but I’ve been going over the
Voku reports in detail and I think they’ve already prepared for that
eventuality. They’re bulking up key worlds on the other side of the border in
what looks like the outer reaches of a new core network. Not sure where it is
yet, but I get the feeling it’s already out there and growing by the day. Too
bad the Skarrons aren’t living up to their rep. Even with the light Preema
support they’re not making any counter gains, just stemming the tide a bit.
Cal-com even admitted that they’ve pushed near to the edge of the galactic arm
coreward and beyond his ability to monitor.”


Liam closed his eyes. “I didn’t realize it was that
bad. I was working off the maps they’ve given us.”


“Which are no longer accurate. The lizards have not
only surpassed our coreward border, they’ve also spread beyond the Voku’s detection range and apparently even the Preema have
not been able to keep up with them with Skarron intelligence. There’s word of
tendrils shooting off everywhere and cherry-picking going on rather than just a
massive wall moving forward. All unsubstantiated, but Cal-com shares such
rumors with me. It’s against his nature to report on anything that could be
inaccurate, but he trusts me to be able to sort things through myself.”


“Still don’t know why he’s taken to you more than the
rest of us, but I’m glad he’s sharing. No help here though?”


“He offered some light assistance, but I told him to
make use of it elsewhere. If the lizards are pouring all this here, more so
than I realized at the time, then there are worlds out there that won’t be
getting supplemented. He’s going to hop the lines a bit too and hit some bigger
targets. If he pulls some heat off of us so much the better. If not he should
take them a lot easier than previously expected.”


“Assuming we survive this, good call.”


“The lizards aren’t the only ones who can fight in
multiple places at once.”


“The Nexus really should have killed these guys when
they were weak and small.”


“Agreed, but at least they’re finally pushing back a
bit on the H’kar border.”


“Small victories,” Liam conceded. “If you let me
handle the Grand Admiral role here, you’re free to go hunting with your
ravagers. Just leave me a few extra defense ships if you can.”


Paul smiled. “You know me too well.”


“You designed the crude things, go use them,” Liam
scoffed.


“Slight offense taken,” Paul said as the transmission
cut out and he was left with his Sav-enhanced mind
running through the battle reports, which now increased in pace even as he
watched the status of the orbital pursuits that were dwindling down. The lizard
ships were slower than theirs, but they also knew that and were taking the
scattering technique to heart. Paul was going to have to poke them somewhere
they were willing to fight, which meant either the main planet or back at the
star.


To that end he finished up reviewing the reports and
then began to pick out his best hunting grounds, intent on starting to rack up
his own kill count in this massive campaign, hoping that a lot more Star Force
ships were on their way and trusting the other trailblazers to scrounge up what
was needed, even if it meant abandoning other war fronts. This was a must-win
system for the lizards, meaning they weren’t going to pack up and run. They
were going to hold to the last, and with their industrial capability that
‘last’ might never come. If Paul couldn’t eventually gain control over stellar
orbit he had no doubt the reinforcements would continue to pour in
indefinitely.

















 


 

8



 


 

January 2, 2936


Gvaris System (lizard
territory)


Inner Zone



 

Sen Legat Remmington-A002-92
watched from the command deck onboard the King
Kong-class seda RTL as the massive battle station made its slow
deceleration into the Gvaris System. Slow because the
gravity drives were ill-equipped to move something so large at jumpship speeds,
made only worse by the ponderously slow transit required into this particular
system in order to avoid the lower stellar orbits. As it was they were going to
arrive perilously close to the lizard fleets guarding the star, but he’d been
promised support upon arrival if he could time it close enough.


And the Canderians had not failed in that regard. They
were arriving within 20 seconds of the allotted time, a few early in fact, with
the RTL being first in line of a long convoy of sedas and drone warships. If
the lizards were waiting for them, so be it. He could fight his way through
them if needed. This system had becoming the largest campaign in Star Force
history, and now that they’d received permission to come Canderous was going to
do their part.


The hyper-accelerated light coming into the seda’s sensors was being toned down by the defense shields,
but a piece of it was allowed through to give them a visual regardless. That
image of the central star grew steadily larger as Remmington watched, then when
its size began to stabilize the color returned to it along with a host of
tactical data as the seda’s speed matched that of the
system and the battlemap signals became recognizable…as did the signatures of
the hundreds of thousands of lizard ships waiting directly ahead of them and
currently engaged with a much smaller Star Force fleet that had cleared the
path for their arrival.


“Helm, move us off the jumpline but drift towards that
engagement. We’ll be the fulcrum with the rest of the fleet redirecting. Bring
warships into escort formation as they arrive, but keep them behind us,” he
ordered even as the big spherical station began to reposition and the visual
displayed across the entire forward wall of the chamber showed the ongoing
firefight. “Initiate battle spin and give me safe targeting lines. We’re going
to clip a few enemy ships if we can.”


The RTL wasn’t the largest Seda in Canderous, but it
was the second largest by class and the biggest being brought into this system.
At 72 miles in diameter it was far larger than a Sentinel, though somewhat less
powerful weapon wise. What it made up for in combat was its bulk and its
ability to act as an instantaneous placement of an orbital colony, complete
with all facets of industry, bioharvest, military, population, and everything
condensed down into a nearly self-sufficient system that could anchor a
campaign like this.


But Remmington wasn’t here just to feed supplies to
the rest of the combined fleet. He was here to fight as well.


“We have navigational orders from trailblazer Paul,”
one of the command deck staffers said aloud. “Outbound vector to one of the
smaller rim planets.”


“Get the fleet moving there immediately, but we lag
behind as rear guard,” he said as another seda, this one Donkey Kong-class, emerged from just behind a fleet of some 24
warships. Each was bigger than the drones Mainline and the Clans used, though
small for a jumpship. They were all unmanned, like a Sentinel, and flown by
remote pilots within the seda. “Do we have a targeting lock?”


“All the attacking ships are cruisers. It seems their
larger vessels are not engaged in this battle and beyond weapons range. However,
the smaller ships are coming to us around the flanks of the Mainline
fleet.”


“Target the densest clusters and fire at range. Launch
all starfighters and give me some initial kills. Orders to pilots to not go deep into their lines. Just
engage the periphery as it pushes towards us. Warships to interspace between
them and us leaving beneficial firing lines for our main batteries. Fire at
will.”


Remmington remained silent for the next few minutes,
watching more sedas and warship fleets coming out of their deceleration jumps
and pivoting around to move off the jumpline, then back out to the edge of the
system that seemed to nominally be Star Force territory, but in addition to the
hundreds of thousands of enemy ships engaged ahead, there were literally
millions indicated on the battlemap spread across the system…along with over
300,000 Star force ship icons ranging from the tiny Cutter-class drones to full blown jumpships. 


There was not a Sentinel in play yet, and the reasons
for that had been explained to him by trailblazer Greg when he’d accepted the
Canderians’ request to participate. At present there was not a safe location to
set up a Sentinel, and they feared that any attempt to do so, even on the
system’s edge, would draw an immediate attack to deny the segments from being
assembled. In the past that wouldn’t have been an issue because the lizards had
lacked binary gravity drives. Now Star Force no longer possessed that advantage
and the enemy could get to wherever they went, albeit a bit slower.


His sedas, however, were fully operational upon
arriving, evidenced by the super-heavy Keema batteries sending slightly
distorted, yet clear beams of raw destructive energy into the lizard cruiser
swarms and piercing ships at distance, sometimes two or three at a time. Even
the misses destroyed ships when the beams lost cohesion and fanned out, for
their power was so intense that even the ‘spit’ was dangerous for a distance
afterwards. 


This seda carried the largest Keema built for space,
equivalent in yield to what a Sentinel had, though less of them. Only planetary
defense batteries were larger, one of which was said to have been under
construction. Not on the main planet, but one of the smaller uncontested ones
without an atmosphere, though by ‘uncontested’ he knew that meant on the
ground, for he could see even now that there was considerable naval activity
around the planet where he was sending his fleet. 


But there was a Star Force arrival committee there as
well to insure they didn’t get ambushed, though they’d make any attackers pay
if they did. 


Remmington was one of only 72 Sen Legats
in Canderous, which equated to their leadership cadre of regional commanders.
In some ways they were structured like the Archons’ trailblazers, without a
single head position and made up of peers, but it was beyond rare when 2 Sen Legats were in the same system at the same time, and today
was no exception. He did have 6 Kit Legats with him,
each of which was accustomed to leading the affairs of an entire star system
worth of sedas. This campaign was deemed essential enough to bring them all
with him, and there had been a waiting line a mile long full of volunteers.


He was going to need them, though, for the Canderians
were not just here to defend orbital slots. They’d brought their armies of
infantry, aircraft, and mechs along with them, intending to take the fight to the
lizards on the ground when and where the trailblazers allowed. Remmington fully
expected Canderous to be fighting in half a dozen different locations
simultaneously going forward, and he couldn’t oversee all of it at once…at
least not to the degree of detail his men needed, hence the Kit Legats had been brought in to enhance the leadership effect
when the already chaotic scene escalated further.


Right now the Kit Legats
were transitioning with their sedas and the convoy away from this battle, but
after several minutes of holding position and lightly engaging the enemy
cruisers that stupidly dove towards them, an unusual prompt flashed on the main
screen…one that the Sen Legat had only seen twice
before.


“Paul is requesting control of this seda,” a staffer
informed him unnecessarily, for the trailblazer’s icon was emblazoned on the
link-in request. Canderous warships and sedas had their own sovereign control
system and shared data with the larger Star Force battlemap network, but remote
control could not be taken externally without internal overrides being enacted,
which the trailblazer was now requesting.


“Give him control,” Remmington ordered. “Pilots, do us
proud.”


A few seconds later the wall-sized screen changed,
gaining a golden trim that was instantaneously followed by commands being
issued to the Canderian pilots, with their warships being ordered forward into
the space brawl…then the Sen Legat realized that the
seda was also moving forward.


“That’s not me,” the helmsman said, raising his hands
in the air for emphasis. “He’s assumed navigational control directly.”


“Main batteries too,” another Canderian said, sitting
back in his chair now without a task to deal with.


“My friends, stay at your posts and await the moment
he relinquishes control, for it may come at any time,” Remmington said
wistfully. “But make no mistake, we are to be used here and now, not as a space
station, but to kill as many of the enemy as we can. Paul has sensed an opening
and is taking it. Mark my words.”


The trio of command ships before them grew steadily
larger as the seda accelerated forward, then suddenly Remmington saw the Keema
batteries go offline. He frowned for a moment, ignoring similar glances from
others as he sought to find a method to the madness…with the answer coming as
the shield generators received the additional power and the invisible shell
around the seda grew steadily stronger as they approached the trio of
donut-shaped ships, each the size of a small seda themselves. 


The three realigned their positions into a triangle,
with his seda heading for the center and the Canderian warships being flown into
the shadow of the artificial moon. Remmington ground his teeth together in
anticipation, thinking he understood what the trailblazer was doing. 


All assets forward, close formation. Deny the swarm
its area of effect and punch a hole straight into it.
There weren’t any assault pillars, invokers, or jumpships nearby to go after,
so he wasn’t sure where Paul was taking them exactly, but the movement had
drawn all the lizards off their pursuit of the still incoming convoy…with them
all heading towards the seda and closing in around it like a giant beehive hand
with dozens of fingers comprised of the tiny yellow/tan warships. 


To his chagrin he saw the starfighters being recalled
into the seda, approaching from the back side and told to park inside rather
than take the fight to the enemy. The Archons never did like using
starfighters, even unmanned ones, but this battle was Paul’s to command and
Remmington wasn’t going to second guess him, though he had never fully
understood their dislike for the tiny, agile ships that could fly rings around
a lizard cruiser.


He checked their kill stats, seeing that they’d
already knocked down 13 enemy ships during the ‘light’ skirmishes, though a few
of those were probably cleanup runs after the warships knocked them down a peg.
Didn’t matter now, he’d have plenty to review later if/when he got the chance,
for he could already see from the system-wide battlemap displayed in holo
beside his command chair that this system was active and he didn’t expect it to ever settle down, given the size
and scope of the conflict happening here.


A secondary warning flashed on one of his personal
displays, indicating that seda OEG had been engaged at the head of the convoy
as it entered planetary orbit. Remmington pulled up another holo of that
location and set it to his left so he could keep a wandering eye on it, seeing
that the Mainline fleet was there with them, so he
assumed they’d get into position without delay, though maybe taking a few
scratches in the process.


Just then all the secondary weapons on his seda opened
up, firing directly ahead along with the command ships as a tendril of cruisers
flew right at them. Many of them were shredded, with the debris continuing to
move forward on a ballistic trajectory, but the intact cruisers didn’t alter or
slow their approach. Instead they stayed on the same course as the debris and
suddenly the shields were being rammed by both at considerable speed.


Not a few collisions, but a deliberate pounding by the
enemy fleet. The sheer audacity at seeing hundreds of warships flying suicide
missions directly at his seda shocked him, but then he understood the need for
additional shield power. Paul had known this was coming, and even now
Remmington could see their defensive power lessening under each hit. The debris
was forced aside, with the giant sphere acting as a snowplow against it and
clearing the path for the warships to follow…and not just the Canderian ones,
but the Mainline drones as well.


“Evacuate outer hull, collision protocols,” he ordered,
not knowing how much of this pounding was going to occur. “Lock down the Keema
batteries, full shell mode, but leave the other guns operational. If we take
hits I want them to be bee stings only. He’s using our mass as a shield, so
let’s turtle up as much as we can. Shunt all outer ring systems to automatic
and cancel any damage repair teams until I order otherwise,” he said, finally
rising up out of his chair and choosing to stand as they dove into the enemy
horde. “Expect a pounding.”


And a pounding they got. Like bugs to a bug zapper the
lizard cruisers came, feeling they had an opportunity to damage or destroy the
massive station…and they did, had the crew been inept, but his people weren’t
anything but skilled combat veterans and they had a trailblazer personally
leading this battle, meaning the lizards weren’t going to do squat. That said,
Remmington conceded the fact that his seda might be significantly damaged in
the process, but if that was the case so be it, for it would take that damage
away from the drone fleets that were much more vulnerable.


Paul had them plow directly into the center of the
hundreds of thousands of cruisers ahead of them…something that he didn’t think
the lizards expected. They poured in on them like sand collapsing into a sink
hole, with his seda and the 3 command ships taking the heaviest of the
pounding, most of which came from collisions. But the genius of it all was the
fact that the incoming lizard ships were moving slower than even his seda, and
they couldn’t ram it en mass without making tiny
microjumps. Those jumps couldn’t happen through their own fleet, so they had to
ram it at slower speeds in groups that also had to adjust to the forward
momentum that somehow Paul was succeeding to randomize with constant gravity
drive adjustments to not only the seda but the entire fleet simultaneously.


They moved left, then up, then down and through a
variety of small, yet mathematically significant alterations that did not allow
the lizards to anticipate where they were going to be in order to set up more
damaging assault runs. He was lessening their damage potential with navigation
and forcing the lizards to act more spontaneously…which with their limited life
expectancy kept them from having any veteran commanders, Remmington suspected.
Such newbs, no matter how much genetic knowledge they
were gifted with, would react with less efficiency than commanders who had been
in tense combat multiple times before, not to mention relentless training
simulations that honestly made this level of insane combat feel…familiar.


Once the seda and the command ships made it through
the entire lizard fleet, punching a hole clear through to the other side, the seda’s shields were down to 12% and still taking additional
hits, but rather than run Paul had them come to a dead stop and the command
ships move out like extending flower petals as they turned back on the chasing
enemy that the drones, that had been taking shelter in the mass shadow of the
bigger ships, were now attacking in a frenzy like a bottle of soda that had
been shaken up and held in check up until now. Those tightly packed fleet
formations were exploding outward into the the lizard
fleet and began to eat away at it from the inside as more and more cruisers
continued to pour into the seda’s shields.


The enemy had a choice to make, with it seeming to
want the big station dead. Remmington held his teeth firmly together, knowing
what this would mean. They were the anvil on which the lizard hammer was going
to fall…all the while the smaller fleet of warships were going to devour that
hammer from the handle on up. The only question was how much of his seda would
remain once the shields fell, and how well had Paul calculated the potential
damage.


A quick check of the larger battlemap indicated that
there was no immediate lizard reinforcements coming. This massive fleet they
were engaging was to be their only opponent so long as this didn’t drag on
hours…which it very well could. Right now though the lizards had either been
caught off guard or they were confident that they could do what was necessary
on their own without additional ships.


Remmington didn’t know if they could or not, the
numbers involved were so large he didn’t have the ability to glance and assess
the dangers involved. He hoped the trailblazer could, but regardless of the
outcome Canderous served the Archons and would follow them into any battle
anytime, anywhere. If they did die here, which he thought would be unlikely
given how much mass this seda held and the bunkers at the center that would
preserve them against almost any pounding, then so be it. It wouldn’t be a
waste. He trusted the trailblazers enough to insure that, but found it much
more likely that Paul’s cunning would win out today as it had numerous times
throughout Star Force’s history.


And the bastard was probably going to do it with the
starfighters parked in the hangar bays.
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January 4, 2936


Gvaris System (lizard
territory)


Planet 13



 

Jasmine-CT294-17 ran into the hangar bay along with a
few other crewmembers and up the ramp onto the Pantheon III-class dropship and took her seat, allowing the others
to get situated in quick fashion and clear the narrow hallways allowing the
copilot to come forward after securing the rear hatch and insuring that all
were onboard. They lifted off from the RTL’s hangar deck and flew out the
containment shield and into space accelerating heavily. Though born and raised
in space, Jasmine still took a long, deep breath, knowing how vulnerable they’d
just become.


But then again the pantheons had been designed for
just this type of hazardous duty, carrying more armor and engines than Mainline dropships to get crews and cargo up and down from a
planetoid faster and more reliable under combat situations. The tradeoff was
that they carried less cargo, but as Jasmine agreed that wouldn’t matter if
they didn’t make the trip in one piece.


Planet 13 had never been inhabited, by the lizards or
anyone else known, hence it didn’t even have a name and in the two days since
she’d got here she hadn’t been informed that anyone had given it one yet. That
seemed rude, for both Star Force and the lizards were paying the world a lot of
attention right now with the sedas ringing the small planet like a necklace and
orbiting over the construction site constantly with the lizards trying to send
cruisers down into the gap to catch some of the thousands of dropships
transiting to and from the surface.


Both the Canderous and Mainline fleets were repelling
them, but she’d previously seen one or two make it through and the dropships
had to go evasive to avoid it. They were smaller and more maneuverable, but
even with their armor and shielding they couldn’t stand up to much pounding
from a cruiser. That danger wasn’t deterring the flow of supplies and
personnel, though the lizards had made much more of a fuss about it yesterday,
the debris from which was still visible in orbit.


The monitors in the passenger area showed the RTL as a
wall of green metal at first, slowly expanding to encompass the curves of the
giant sphere. The damage on the surface was obvious, with huge chunks having
been torn out by ship impacts. Jasmine knew that repairing such damage would
take years, and as long as they were in this system the wounds would simply be
patched over and contained while all available materials were being sent down
to the construction site that she had been assigned to along with a host of
other Canderian techs. 


All of them were also trained soldiers, but they
wouldn’t be needed in that role in the coming days. Still, it felt comforting
to know that she would be working with other Canderians and not just the Mainline techs. They had some combat training in their
maturias, but it wasn’t anything compared to what Canderians had to endure.
Jasmine was a solider, but one who had chosen to focus on tech duties in order
to fight the enemy by other means…means that were being relied upon heavily
here to gain Star Force the true foothold it needed to conquer this system.


Her pantheon zipped down from their fairly high
orbital position to the airless planet’s surface where some 18 Mainline drones
were sitting on the rocky ground acting as temporary defense batteries around
the construction site, which on the surface stretched about 2 miles in
diameter, but she knew it was much more sizeable underneath where there was
already well over 50,000 crew working on harvesting resources from the planet,
as well as to construct the makeshift colony that was centered around the
planetary defense battery that was still under construction.


When the pantheon got to ground it floated down into a
rocky, rectangular hole until a lateral bay became visible with two other
Canderian dropships coming back out. They gently passed each other by as more
came down behind Jasmine’s ride, then hers set down on a crowded deck and the
passengers jogged out much like they had coming in, saving a few seconds here
and there that would amount to a full round trip eventually. A little prudence
now could have an effect down the line, and all Canderians had been taught from
birth not to waste time or resources, for both could be critical in combat and
survival operations.


She hadn’t brought any gear with her, not even a
datapad, but everything she needed to work was already on station, sent ahead
by other Canderians, and Jasmine immediately joined the work crews that were
helping the Mainline techs construct the massive
weapon. It was housed well below ground with the corovon-laced armored doors
being the first items that were constructed. Those covered what would be the
surface of the battery, though even they were encased beneath dozens of meters
of rock so the lizards wouldn’t be able to see what they were building and
strike it before it was completed. Shield generators were already up to protect
the site against kamikaze strikes, but the enemy had more than enough ships to
overwhelm them if they so chose.


Anonymity was the defense here, and it was her job to
help get the battery operational before they realized it existed. The
technology was the same as the smaller models within the seda she had been
living the past 52 years on, though it wasn’t her origin. That seda was CT and
located back in Sol, one of the permanent stations that could only be moved
around by cradle, for it didn’t have its own interstellar-capable gravity
drives. It was also a lot smaller than RTL, but it was where she had been born
and gone through her maturia training, hence it was a part of her name and her
memories. 


She hadn’t helped build RTL, but she had assisted in
the maintenance of the Keema batteries and was familiar enough with the tech to
be assigned to one of the teams working directly on it while most of the others
were going to the mining or construction sites that were expanding on the war
colony. Living space was nil, with the Canderians having to be shuttled back up
to the seda after a few days of long hours and brief naps to recharge and
refuel. Other than bottles of water and snack rations, Jasmine was going to
have to make do with her current energy reserves, for until ample living
quarters could be established they were all going to be migrating to and from
the sedas on a regular basis along with the supplies, for there was almost no
industry present down here either…at least not compared to what they now had in
orbit.


Already the amount of raw produce coming back down
from the seda had exponentially increased the construction rate of the battery,
and the more raw materials that could be harvested from this planet and others
throughout the system would only snowball it further. The sedas were the
Canderians’ homes, and with them came everything they needed to survive and
flourish in the harshness of space, including the industry to produce every bit
of technology that weapons and ships required.


Some duplicate facilities had already been built
underground by the Mainline techs prior to their
arrival, but they had little to work with. Jasmine was mildly impressed with
how much they’d been able to build without even an MCV-class jumpship to work from, but when she got to the battery
itself her feelings plummeted. There was a massive chamber dug out of the
planet’s bedrock, inside of which there was very little weapon constructed.
There was, however, a flow of Canderians moving about the place in nothing but
their black/green uniforms that appeared to be getting a more robust effort
into motion.


Jasmine had no construction armor either, for there
wasn’t enough for all of them. This chamber was pressurized and heated, but
they all wore a small armband that held an emergency shield generator that
would encapsulate them should the pressure drastically fall off, giving them a
few minutes of life and oxygen recycling during which they could hopefully find
their way to safety…though if a warship came crashing through the armored doors
above she knew there would be little point in that. 


The skeleton of the weapon was partially complete, and
she was directed to head to the ever growing barrel to join an all Canderian
crew that was receiving structural segments and attaching them Lego-style into
place and forming what looked like a crane ladder. It would stretch nearly the
full length of the spherical battery when completed, but barely looked like a
stub protruding up from the floor at this point.


When Jasmine got down to there, being flown over on a
small, four-man anti-grav sled, she realized that
they were going to be working in natural gravity. The hangar where they’d
landed and the facility they’d walked through had been AG equipped, but in this
chamber there was none, nor an IDF field to give them a 0G environment for
construction. It felt like .3 or under to her legs, and while that would make
lifting things easier than normal, it was going to slow things down. An IDF was
preferable and she wasn’t sure why one hadn’t been built here yet.


Maybe it was also on the work schedule, or maybe they
were prioritizing resources to the battery itself. If that was the case she
could agree, for getting this thing built as soon as possible was key to this
campaign, and if that meant some awkward construction environment then so be
it. She and the other Canderians were up to the task, and she didn’t doubt the Mainline crews would be either.


Jasmine climbed off the sled and onto a catwalk
network that had been built up around the growing barrel, found a tool set and
was given a post waiting for another segment to come down on the western side.
A much beefier sled carried it overhead and lowered it into position while more
than a dozen Canderians climbed up onto it and guided it in, setting it into
exact alignment using some calibration brackets while the sled continued to
hoist the majority of the weight.


When she got the word, Jasmine found one of the seams
and began sealing it with an injection filament, which looked like a straw the
length of her arm. She slid it into a hole on the new segment, with it
inserting at an angle that brought it down into the base piece. Once in place
she activated it with another device and the rod melted, with the liquid disappearing
down the hole. Had this been a 0G environment the tool would have pushed it in,
but in this case gravity was helping as the temporarily liquid material
filtered down through smaller and smaller passages and settled into the
microscopic gaps between segments.


The top segment had a hole in the base that the plug
on the bottom fit into, and that would hold the majority of the sheering
stresses, but this Syfonate would allow the minor
positioning that the size differential from plug and socket allowed. With
everything in place she used her datapad and sensor to confirm adequate levels
across all bonding points, then realized she needed to insert another half rod.


That was odd, so she did another scan and realized
that the segments were cut wrong. The plug was too small by a fraction, then
she realized it was probably due to an unanticipated difference between
Canderian and Mainline molds. The new piece was probably one of the first built
by the sedas over the past day and a half, with the one she was standing above
having been built on site by the makeshift factories.


But it would still work. She inserted another rod and
used a different tool to cut it off before liquefying it. She had to add a
touch more before getting full saturation, then Jasmine inserted a prompt into
the hole that made contact with the liquid there. She hit a button and sent a
triggering burst of energy that traveled the length of all the liquid filaments
that she had inserted, initiating a 6 second solidifying process that firmly
bonded the two frame segments together. 


Another scan confirmed it, then she waited in place a
few minutes until another segment was brought down and she got the base of it
as well while the other techs were working on the lateral connections. The
barrel was in grid form at the moment, with more holes than casing, but it was
interlocked with secondary structural supports and even smaller tertiaries. By
the time Jasmine got through with the second one she and the other techs had
established a rhythm that kept them motoring through some 36 more segments
until they ran out of parts. 


Beefy as the sedas’ industry base was, they could only
produce so many so fast, so Jasmine and the others
were shunted to another work project, then another, and another. Each was
building a piece of the mile-wide weapon, some on site while others were being
assembling in nearby caverns only to be moved into the main when they were
finished. Had Jasmine not worked maintenance on the Keema batteries before she
would have been thoroughly lost, but as it was she knew what everything was and
how it had to come together even as it was lying in bits and pieces across a
labyrinth of tunnels and rock-carved chambers that hadn’t even had walls and
framework built into them yet.


This was definitely a makeshift site, but it was an
orderly one that allowed her and the others to get to work immediately and
stick out an 80 hour shift before heading back up to her seda for a 20 hour
rest/training block, then she was shipped back down to work another shift and
would continue to do so indefinitely. Time blurred away and she knew to simply
delve into the work else she’d get distracted. When she returned to the seda
she didn’t check the status of the battles, focusing instead on her needs and
compartmentalizing herself to the task at hand. 


The work had to be done and done right the first time,
as quickly as possible. She could get caught up on current events later. Right
now all that mattered was this Keema battery, and if others were able to find
or ship in the necessary raw materials to allow the sedas to fashion all the
necessary components…which she considered the truly hard part in all of
this…then she was going to be damn sure the assembly went off without a hitch.
They didn’t have a schedule to follow, working with what pieces were brought to
them when available and adapting as they went, but the skill and speed of both
the Mainline and Canderian crews was admirable and she doubted the lizards
could have done the same.


It took them another 11 months after she arrived to
get the battery constructed, which was breakneck pace considering the
situation. When it was completed that wasn’t the end of her stay, for there was
even more work to do on the surrounding structures. Star Force needed to expand
their base and construct a legitimate war colony underground, which meant
getting rid of temporary structures and building proper ones.


The Canderian construction crews were given priority
over most of that while the Mainliners were shipped off to secondary sites retrieving
raw materials or expanding upon those temporary bases elsewhere in the system.
That suited Jasmine just fine, and though the architecture wasn’t Canderian
specs she found it reasonably familiar as all Star Force tech was, and more
than one of the other workers had noted that this construction effort was less
building a base on the planet rather than turning the planet into a makeshift
seda of its own.


That wasn’t even near to accurate given the size of
the planet, but something about it rang true regardless and from that day on
she started to think the same, with the Canderians building another home in the
rock rather than in the void of space.


And once the Keema battery was built she allowed
herself the luxury of watching the battle updates, for scuttlebutt said that
the finished construction was going to usher in the next phase of the invasion.
She didn’t know what that would be, but was interested in finding out.
Protecting this planet with the big gun made sense, but not when the sedas in
orbit were already accomplishing the same task. She also felt something was in
the works, and was working in one of the residential facilities installing a
door when word was passed from worker to worker.


A relief fleet had just arrived, which wasn’t uncommon
given the size of this campaign, but with this one had come something
unexpected…in the form of Sentinel segments.


Lots of Sentinel segments.
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February 12, 2937


Gvaris System (lizard
territory)


Inner Zone



 

Paul stood in the Excalibur’s
nexus as he watched the clock ticking down. The lizards still controlled low
stellar orbit despite his many attempts to root them out of it, due in no small
part to their ever flowing river of reinforcements. No matter how many ships he
destroyed more would come to replace them, and without controlling the inner
zone he couldn’t ambush them on the way in. Furthermore, there were cruisers
being built on the two inhabited planets round the clock, adding to the number
of orbital fleets that kept growing and growing despite the rising number of
Star Force vessels in the system.


Every time a convoy arrived it had to do so on a
predetermined schedule so Paul could get to its jumppoint and screen for them.
A few ships could arrive easily enough and avoid the lizard swarm near the
star, but a long convoy was an invitation for them to come further out and jump
it before they could all safely arrive…and this one coming in was going to be
the largest and most important to date. 


With a thought he sent the warning signal out from the
Excalibur detailing the exact
jumppoint he wanted the convoy to arrive at. The lizards had been pushing their
fleets further and further out, forcing incoming convoys to brake hard and exit
early in the weaker outer system gravity and come to a stop before they reached
deep into the inner zone. It was a fuel heavy maneuver, but doable so long as
the convoy wasn’t traveling at too great a speed. 


With less than a minute remaining Paul sent his drones
on ahead in a small microjump to get into position, heading almost directly
down the jumpline the convoy would be arriving on and attacking the lizard
ships already drifting out in their direction. He kept the signal transmitting
a bit longer, then jumped the Excalibur
itself up into position and plowed into the growing lizard fleet, destroying
many of the cruisers and pushing the others back for fear of being destroyed
prior to gaining sufficient numbers to do the damage they knew was necessary to
take down the drones, let alone a command ship.


It had been a long time since one of the donuts had
gone down, but the lizards had never forgotten. Paul hadn’t been there, but
he’d reviewed the mission reports in detail. Most of the crew had survived,
thanks to the rest of the fleet surrounding the dying ship to cover for an
evacuation, but the Evanescence had
been so badly damaged it could no longer move. System purges had been enacted
to erase data from the ship’s computers, but that had been a moot point. As
soon as the weakened fleet pulled back with the evacuees the lizards chipped
away at the ship until it became a debris field.


Paul thought that was more out of vengeance than
prudence, but ever since then the lizards had been more coy
about attacking the command ships. They knew how much it would take to damage one,
and even with the tech enhancements that both sides were escalating through
they could still guess at the changes. The sedas were another story, for they
weren’t used to fighting constructs of that size. The assault pillars and
invokers were still sitting quietly in the stands watching this campaign
unfold, but Paul had a feeling that today that would change as soon as they saw
this convoy arrive.


The first ship to enter was a Warship-class jumpship, followed soon by two more only seconds
behind that immediately linked into the battlemap system and Paul incorporated
them into his fleet. He had them launch drones immediately after moving forward
off the jumppoint and began to spread his umbrella of protection out further to
the sides as more and more ships came in. 


In response the lizard fleet came out in even greater
numbers than before, knowing they’d have to up their game to get to the convoy
this time, but Paul thought they had another agenda in play. For these holds
meant he had to fight them straight up, and he thought the lizards were just
trying to take out Star Force ships whenever and wherever they could, then rely
on their industrial might to replace whatever they lost. So far it was working,
save for the fact that Star Force was also sending in replacement ships, but
the lizards seemed to be gaining the advantage as time passed…which is what he
hoped they would think.


When the first cradle came through carrying a
12-kilometer long piece of Sentinel everything changed. The other lizard fleets
throughout the system began to move, knowing that they had to destroy it before
it became operational. The sedas were already giving them considerable trouble,
able to take such a beating and keep on fighting, and they knew the Sentinels
were worse. They had no crew, no living structures, not even a single hallway.
They were simply a mass of weapons, armor, shields, and power generation…and
Star Force was bringing six of their biggest ones in today, each in four piece
segments.


Those segments were a pain in the ass for the jumpship
cradles to carry, for unlike the new sedas the Sentinels couldn’t travel on
their own. Their gravity drives were small, enough for maneuvers around orbit
or a slow hike from planet to planet insystem. They could not travel from one
system to another, nor were they meant to. They were defensive strongholds,
typically meant to be built on site, though Star Force had gotten in the habit
of designing them to break down into ‘travel carry’ size. It would only take a
matter of minutes for them to be assembled, not days, and once they were they
would put out more firepower than even the largest of the sedas…and they were
expendable, so Star Force wasn’t shy about having them eat up as many lizard
ships as they could before being destroyed.


The lizards knew that about Star Force tactics, which
is why after a delay even the assault pillars and invokers started moving. It
was going to be too late though, for as soon as the first piece arrived Paul
had it move off the line and make a microjump out deep into the system. It’d
have to run its engines hard to slow down again in that limited gravity, but it
would take it well away from the lizard fleets that would have a harder time of
chasing it…yet chase they did.


Numerous cruisers disappeared from the battlemap as
they made their own microjumps to go after it and the escorts Paul had already
traveling there from elsewhere in the system. There would be a massive fight
out there, with the second Sentinel piece arriving a minute and a half later
and moving out to join them. The two pieces were meant to fit together, but the
third one that came in was not. It was a duplicate of the bottom segment that
had already gone out to the edge of the system, with Paul sending it on
microjump in another direction towards a rendezvous with a second escort fleet
even as his neighborhood was filling up with ships rapidly, including the first
assault pillar to arrive from its parking position deep in near the star.


The cruisers in front of it split, opening up a
corridor through which objects were hurled at controlled speeds. When they hit
the Excalibur, if they ever got that
close, they’d do some damage to the shields but not nearly as much as a
kamikaze cruiser. No, these were meant to relay the firepower from stone to
stone and hit his command ship outside of the Excalibur’s range to return fire.


But as soon as the assault pillar launched the first
object he knew something was wrong, for it wasn’t shaped the same way they
typically were. Six of them were released and traveling towards his ship, about
to get picked off by his defensive guns and picket ships, whichever got to them
first, when they exploded on their own. Not in any damaging way, but
fragmenting into a halo of pieces that did not scatter. Rather they held their
ring-like shape up the line all the way back to the assault pillar, which then
emitted a blinding aqua-colored light that passed through each of the still
moving rings and hit his command ship’s shields.


The blast didn’t abate, but kept grinding off shield
energy like a firehose. Paul knew from his connection to the computer exactly
how much shield damage it was doing and the fact that if the Excalibur just sat here it was going to
penetrate within 42 seconds. After less than 2 seconds he already had his
drones moving to a position to target the first of the rings, but when they
destroyed it with ease the beam only scattered a bit, enlarging its footprint
on the shields and lessening the overall damage a chunk, but it was still
draining them. 


Paul had the command ship move to the left, but
somehow the rings also moved laterally. They must have had gravity drives of
their own for they brought the focusing power of the beam back onto the Excalibur, catching a corvette in the
process. It blocked the beam for a few seconds, then was burnt through in a
popping explosion that let the rest of the beam get back to draining the Excalibur’s shields. 


Paul raised an eyebrow, noting the design upgrade and
the fact that this energy was not their invoker style arcs nor their phaser
tech. This was something new, but it wasn’t going to be enough. The trailblazer
moved his escort ships out of the way then executed a short microjump out of
the firing line and drifted back in towards the lizard cruiser swarms while the
assault pillar moved forward towards the now exposed jumppoint as drones were
headed towards it and cruisers were forming up in defensive screens.


Paul sent another signal up the line, telling the
incoming convoy to break harder and move the jumppoint out while he slugged his
way through lizard ships and used the fleet of drones to go towards the assault
pillar…not to shoot it, but to shoot the focusing rings it was launching
towards the next incoming Sentinel segment. Simultaneously he had another
command ship move in to block the firing line for when the huge chunk of
relatively unprotected tech appeared insystem, long enough anyway for it to
make a microjump out to head to site number 2.


But despite the lizards’ cunning, and the fact that
two more assault pillars and an invoker were heading to the jumppoint, this was
all a diversion. The Sentinel segments that were being pursued were not going
to stop and try to assemble. They were merely drawing large chunks of the
lizard fleet out of position. The next Sentinel segment to arrive jumped to a third
site, but the following one, which based on the pattern would follow it to mate
up, did not. It jumped to Planet 13, then three more segments came in with very
little spacing in the deceleration jumps, all of which followed it as Paul took
the Excalibur directly for the
invoker, intending to fight it head on while the rest of his fleet was going to
delay the assault pillars as best they could.


The four Sentinel segments that headed for the planet
were met up in orbit with a defense fleet there that was screening against the
entire orbital fleet the lizards had. A massive battle was already underway,
but the Sentinel segments were maneuvered down into low orbit and into a
holding position that required a lot of tugging by the cradles to keep them
from falling down onto the planet. Until their own gravity drives segments got
powered up they were going to have to hold them in a mutual IDF field, which
was difficult but not impossible to manage while their own gravity drives held
the whole assembly aloft.


Trick of it was they had no power left for shields, so
it was up to the fleet to defend them while they hastily assembled the four
pieces into the thick Sentinel ‘rod’ that the lizards had come to fear. 


The ships that had left to pursue the other pieces
were now too far away to get back to Planet 13 to stop this Sentinel from being
assembled, but many of the others weren’t. All across the system ships with
decent jumplines took off towards the outer planet and began spamming orbit,
first with cruisers, then four invokers arrived ahead of six assault pillars
just as the first two pieces were assembled.


The numbers, however thinned by the subterfuge and the
Sentinel pieces continuing to arrive that were moving off to yet other
rendezvous points within the system, were not in Star Force’s favor. Thanks to
Paul’s update, Liam was able to get drones into position to snipe at the first
of the ring targeting relays and take them out as the assault pillars launched
them, but soon those ships were overwhelmed by cruisers and destroyed with Liam
keeping them there as long as possible to delay the big enemy ships from firing
on the helpless Sentinel segments or the cradles keeping them from crashing
down onto the planetary base directly below them.


Except it wasn’t exactly underneath, with a small
chunk of the planet’s surface cracking apart and being shoved aside like a mole
moving dirt to expose thick armored doors set just below ground. Those doors
then parted, revealing the aperture of the planetary defense battery. It
rotated in its spherical socket and took aim under Liam’s personal control. He
altered the beam width into a very narrow cone then targeted a group of
cruisers where there were no Star Force ships engaging them.


The almost totally clear beam leapt up from the
surface and disintegrated 27 cruisers in a matter of 4 seconds, with the excess
energy that missed them moving off into space past the engaging fleets. The big
gun suffered a recharge period while its capacitors filled to the brim, then
Liam fired again taking out another swath of cruisers before lining up a shot
at one of the invokers that was coming in to engage a fleet of drones. He had
the drones part ever so slightly as they danced around the energy arcs that
were covering the big ship in a bush-like shroud of rainbow light, then he
dialed back the conical spread to as fine a beam as he could manage and put a
shot straight through his fleet formation with it passing unseen into the
maelstrom.


Instantly that tumble of energy reduced, with visible
gaps forming in the cascading arcs. It didn’t stop its forward progress though,
heading directly for the Sentinel pieces and intent on either ramming them or
burning them if it had any weaponry left. Liam accounted for the first
possibility by sending ships to push the invoker out of alignment, but first he
had to get it disabled or any ships getting close enough to yank it away with
an IDF field would be shredded by what looked to be standard invoker weaponry,
though perhaps beefed up in intensity a bit based on how some cruiser debris
literally puffed into dust upon impact with it.


Liam fired another shot, then two more before the
energy arcs all but went out and the invoker was clearly aiming to ram either
the Sentinels or the base below, but a swarm of drones rushed to it like pilot
fish and pushed it aside using both IDF and their own hulls that gently rammed
the sides then pushed into it, often imbedding themselves in the craft as their
gravity drives shoved the invoker off its path.


The now dark ship passed by the Sentinel segments with
7 kilometers to spare…a near miss considering how big these constructs were,
but more than adequate. Now all Liam had to do was repeat the process and use
his fleet of drones to harass the assault pillars a bit longer, for the third
Sentinel piece was now locked into place with only one more to go.


The lizards knew they were out of time, but Liam’s
fleet was too well arrayed and the planetary battery was delivering too much
firepower to let the big ships ram it. One assault pillar tried though,
positioning far out for a jump that Liam knew was coming. He forced a group of
drones through the lizard lines, losing more than half of them in the reckless
charge, but the others he had break through the shields at two points with
concentrated attacks enough to slip a few drones through and onto the hull
where they became engines that he could use to steer the assault pillar a bit.


It still made its jump, but sailed past the Sentinel
and hit the planet a few hundred miles away from the base. The impact was
massive and sent tremors across most of the planet, not to mention debris all
the way back up into orbit that would be raining down on the planet in the days
to come, but it had failed to take out the Sentinel before the fourth segment
was attached.


When that happened the internal components realigned
and the power cores came online…along with the shield generators and all the
weapon systems. Its Keema batteries weren’t as large as the planetary one, but
this Sentinel had 24 of them…not to mention other short range weapons and a few
tricks to avert collisions.


Liam linked to it with his Sav-enhanced
mind and added its firepower to the ground battery and began tearing through
the lizard fleet that was surrounding it as the cradles fled. The Sentinel
floated over the planet, now suspended by its own gravity drives, and Liam
nudged it further up towards the bulk of the lizard fleet killing cruisers with
single hits and often taking out two with one penetrating shot. 


When he got the short range weapons into play the
lizard fleet did not turn and run like it should have, rather the assault
pillars and invokers both attacked along with the cruisers, intent on taking it
out no matter what the cost.


Liam admitted this one might be lost, but even as he
pushed it further out into orbit more Sentinel pieces jumped down into the gap
with the planetary battery covering them while the Sentinel fought the lizard
fleet. It wasn’t exactly a ‘safe’ zone for assembly, but it was far more resistance
than the lizards had expected and Liam knew they’d get the others online, for
all the pieces that had fled to other parts of the star system and were being
continually chased eventually headed to Planet 13 and began assembling side by
side.


There was no way to stop them all now, and by the end
of the day three of the massive defense platforms would be destroyed, along
with a fourth being heavily damaged, but two would remain intact protecting the
planet, and from that point on Star Force had its foothold, as well as a temporarily
weakened lizard fleet to contend with.


And both Liam and Paul knew it was only going to
snowball in their favor from that point on.
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