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May 2, 2536


Gwet System (Delta
Region)


Inner Zone



 

Riona-111 read the message from the Hycre on her
command chair’s personal display then nodded to the Admiral, indicating for
them to make the jump. Her warship and the others in the assault armada leapt
off the largest of the three stars at system’s center and crossed the short gap
to the desert world of Leonis where the Hycre fleet
was just finishing up with the lizard incursion, tearing apart what looked like
three battle stations in low orbit while chasing dozens of other ships as they
fled down towards the surface.


Like the message had said, the road was plowed…now it
was time to bring in the convoy. 


Riona searched the updated map, receiving new data
from the Hycre as well as from the Adamant’s
sensors as the Melee-class warship led
a handful of Star Force Warship-class
jumpships into planetary orbit ahead of the troop transports that were to
follow a few minutes later. The warships moved out into escort positions for
the incoming ships while the Adamant
moved down to low orbit as Riona quickly picked her position.


Three months ago a routine scouting expedition through
the ADZ had picked up lizard activity in this system, which was on the very
edge of the upper curve of the sphere that made up the Alliance Defense Zone.
It was an uninhabited system, but it lay inside their ‘line in the sand’ and
signaled that the lizards were attempting to bypass existing strongholds and
make a push towards the nearest Alliance worlds, though none were close to Gwet. Greg had assumed it was an attempt at creating a
stepping stone in closer to the prime worlds, and one that had to be gotten rid
of.


How many other incursions there were
Star Force didn’t know. They could only patrol so many, with the lizards having
had at least a few months head start setting up here before they’d been
discovered…and had they not had scout ships out and about in the ADZ the
incursion could have gotten considerably more advanced prior to their finding
out. Greg had counted them lucky that they’d picked it up when they did and
assigned Riona to taking care of it while he and the trailblazers mounted other
assaults outside the ADZ ‘encouraging’ the enemy to fight them there rather
than inside their borders.


Underscoring the importance of this mission, Greg had
loaned her a Melee-class…something
that Riona had never had the privilege of commanding before. It was here, not
to cleanse the lizard fleet from orbit, for the Hycre were just finishing up
that, but to protect the ground troops and secure the system while they fought
on the surface…though in point, that was going to be Admiral Bocco’s job, for she was going down to the surface with one
of the teams for cleaning duty. Which one yet was still to be determined, with
Riona assuming she’d end up wherever they encountered the most trouble.


When the ship settled into low orbit it decelerated
into a temporary hover, something the big ship wasn’t well suited for, nor had
it been designed to enter the atmosphere…though Liam had assured her it could
do so in a pinch if necessary. She hoped that wouldn’t be necessary, but a
piece of the ship was going down and Riona was riding it all the way to the
surface drop zone.


The armor plates on the center underside of the huge
warship began to peel back slowly like a metallic ripple, exposing the armored
hull beneath that eventually began to detach once the opening was clear. The 2
mile wide center ‘plug’ of the ship pulled out from the giant donut and began
to descend into the atmosphere as the Adamant
then accelerated laterally to get itself back into a proper drift orbit.


According to sensor reports, mainly comprised by the
Hycre but now being backed up by Star Force’s own, there were over 1200
grounded lizard cruisers in some 833 surface facilities that were busily
recreating the sandy landscape into infrastructure. A few of those facilities
already had full-fledged bases set up with defense shields, while most of the others
were either still under construction or building underground where orbital
bombardment wouldn’t reach. Riona had ordered assaults on the exposed ones from
orbit, with her taking the Adamant’s
‘TF’ dropship down into an open area of the surface situated between three of
the largest bases.


It landed on hundreds of thick leg-like pylons,
sinking down into the sand and requiring some finesse by the pilot to get the
ship to sit level. Once it did doors opened up all around the exterior and
troops began to pour out as anti-air batteries all over the dropship began
shooting down the lizard fighters coming out from their bases to engage the
dropship.


Riona left the ship in a skeet, zipping out of a
special aerial bay and into clean air a moment before she saw an approaching
enemy cruiser on the horizon get skewered by a cleansing beam from orbit. The
ship listed to port and smashed down into the sands, taking one of several out
of the sky that were approaching as rail gun rounds began to fall on the others
and would continue to do so until they got within the perimeter line…after that
it was up to the dropship and its defenses to keep them off the ground
pounders, which is why Riona had decided to go pilot today rather than sit on
the ground and hope not to get shot.


She flew the neutral grey skeet away from the dropship
as fast as she could then dove into a cloud of approaching wisps along with two
other pilots, unafraid of the mass of 200+ fighters. They peppered her shields
with tiny green plasma blasts, but the advanced matrix that protected her tiny
craft absorbed all of the plasma fire that hit it and was thirsty for more.
After a long time trying, Mark had finally got the techs to work out a plasma
resistant shield setting, allowing the skeets to transition back and forth
between ‘normal’ shields and the anti-plasma variety, and with it Riona felt
very safe amongst the enemy that relied almost entirely on plasma.


Their warships were known to carry some missiles at
times, but the fighters only had plasma weapons. Combined with her craft’s
maulers and hyper lachar, the skeets were clearly the superior fighter, so much
so that they literally gobbled up the lizard wisps, leaving Riona with a target
rich environment that she eagerly dove into and began racking up kills with
ease, for the maneuvering capability of the skeets were also greater. 


Riona was in a standard fighter, but coming out of the
dropship were also anti-air versions specifically designed to shoot down
missiles and other fighters, with those pilots heading directly for the swarms
along with her while the anti-infantry and anti-mech versions held back as a
secondary screen around the dropship, also capable of eating up a lot of wisps
if needed, but without that being their intended purpose.


A train of equipment poured out of the dropship at
ground level behind an army of mechs, bringing the base assault gear out and
getting it moving towards the nearest target some 28 miles away. It was going
to be a long hike for the mechs, during which they’d be picked at by the enemy,
but they were ok when dealing with airborne targets on their own and this time
they had ample fighter cover so Riona assumed they’d get to the shield
perimeter intact, though when going up against the lizards you never truly knew
what to expect.


Riona was going to get to the shield far sooner than
they would, with the defensive barrier being a flat circle riding high above
the base rather than the bubble shield that Star Force used to protect its
cities. The lizard version was designed simply to protect against orbital or
aerial bombardment, leaving its ground troops able to fight it out against
whoever dared hit them up close and in person. Creating a flat shield like that
allowed for more matrix strength, maximizing the lizards’ limited technology
and making for a potent deterrent. That said, Star Force knew it could breach
the defenses from orbit if they spent enough time pounding, 


With so many bases to take out Riona wasn’t going to
waste time and ammunition hitting them from orbit…at least not all of them.
Even with cleansing beams the shields would hold up for a long time, and the
largest cleansing beams she had available were the medium grade on the Adamant, which could only target one
base at a time if it got really close and the weather was favorable, otherwise
the beam could be scattered, reducing its effect.


So the navy was going to pick at the surface targets
while the mechs, aerial, and commando divisions did the real house cleaning.
This opening gambit was all Star Force, intended to hit the strongest lizard
targets as well as probing to see what kind of reaction they were going to get.
What they couldn’t have was this invasion being a multi-year affair. They had
to take the lizards out quickly before they had a chance to resupply and
reinforce, otherwise this could become the beachhead for a new offensive corridor
if the enemy chose to devote enough materiel to it. 


Riona didn’t know what their plans were, but the more
she could destroy before their friends had a chance to react the better, so it
was full on assault after this opening move, with the rest of the fleet waiting
in orbit for her staff on the Adamant
to assign them landing zones and targets…and for her to give the final word. 


That fleet wasn’t made up of Star Force personnel. 42%
of it was Axius, with the balance being Scionate. Only the ground troops she’d
brought down on the dropship were Star Force, given that they didn’t have so
many to go around…but they were the best by far, hence she was using them in
this initial assault to test the waters. 


Riona chewed up some 6 wisps before breaking off and
making an attack run on one of the lizard cruisers that was getting a bit too
close to the TF, pulling a lot of pursuing fighters in her wake. She saw
several hits on the underside of the kilometer long yellow/tan warship from
mechs, along with a bit of mauler fire coming from other skeets as they dove
into and out of the plasma shards, able to survive short runs then circle out
and recharge their shields…allowing the skeets to literally pester the big
ships to death and the enemy knew it, hence the fighter screens that were doing
their best to overload the little fighters.


As the Archon made her first pass over top landing
some 19 mauler hits to the upper side of the hull she immediately lost her good
mojo. She’d made a run from aft to fore, with something on the ship not looking
right. Riona turned around and flew high, looking down at the top of the ship
and seeing an unfamiliar bump in the hull that had otherwise been burned into
her memory given that the lizards had used that exact design for centuries…but
now something was different.


A minute later she got her answer as to what when a
solid green lance of plasma leapt out the front of the now burning hull and
shot into the shield covering the dropship…and didn’t let up for some 13
seconds.


“What the hell?” she asked, immediately refiguring
strength numbers in her head and opening the ‘all’ comm. “Heads up, looks like
the bad guys have got some new toys. Cruisers have plasma streamers now. Keep
them off the TF, I don’t want it taking hull damage.
Ground convoys increase your spacing. I don’t want them laying that streamer
down on several of you at once. Make their gunners earn their hits and maintain
evasive weave to target until we knock them down.”


Riona adjusted frequencies to a secure line. “Admiral,
get a few drones in atmosphere. I need them nearby just in case.”


“Already gave the order, Archon. They’re heading to
atmosphere now.”


“Thank you,” she said, signing off and heading back at
the cruiser again. Its shields were more or less down, with small segments
coming back online with minimal power, one which she targeted and knocked down
again before peppering the hull plates with mauler fire and vaporizing more
divots into it along with toasting one of the few anti-air batteries remaining.
Between her and the other skeets it was nearly plucked of its anti-air
defenses, making their survival a bit easier even with the hundreds of wisps
circling the big ship in a desperate attempt to fend them off.


All the while the green plasma streamer was pounding the
side of the dropship. She was about to inquire why there was no return fire
when she saw several small explosions on the front end from lachar hits eating
into it like a rapid fire chain gun…but the cruiser didn’t continue to move
forward, wisely keeping out of mauler range as it continued to deliver plasma
at a greater distance than lizard weapons were typically effective from.


That said, the ship’s other
plasma cannons weren’t firing, which suggested it was only the streamer that
had the extended range. That was good to know, but it was still hammering the
shields on the dropship along with four other cruisers…make that three, for one
had just gone down on the north side, but there were still 17 more enroute and
only so much she and her air cover could do to hold them off if they didn’t get
close enough for the TF to eat them up with maulers.


Riona knew the dropship’s shields were solid, but
there were gaps where the troops were still coming out. Fortunately those
hadn’t been hit, but land a streamer into one of those and it’d mess up the
interior bad…not to mention killing any personnel out moving around the deck. 


No, they had to keep them back, and if the lizards
weren’t so inclined then she had to take them down before they could overwhelm
the shields or go kamikaze against them. 


“Damn it,” she said, seeing one of the cruisers coming
in at higher speeds than the rest. Not an obvious ramming effort, for the
lizards were coy, but her gut told her it was going to hit or at least get
close enough for a few sucker punches before it went down. 


“Mechs, I need you,” she said, tagging the cruiser on
the battlemap. “Hit this son of a bitch at range before it can get to the TF. I
think it’s a kamikaze.”


“Copy that,” Hammer-521, the Archon leading the ground
assault said as Riona saw immediate movement on the ground. A few moments later
she saw a missile launch from one of the mechs, then another, then hundreds of
them turned into a firestorm of smoke and flashes that shot out towards the
north and on the long haul out to the incoming cruiser.


It opened up with all of its plasma shard anti-air,
knocking down plenty of the missiles but there was no way for it to get them
all. The bombardment hit and penetrated the ship’s shields within seconds, then
began ravaging the hull inside the cloud of smoke and debris.


Riona made another pass on the cruiser she was engaged
with, then as she swung around to recharge her own shields she saw the Kamikaze
cruiser in the distance emerge from the cloud of smoke in a graceful downward
arc, eventually falling into the sand dunes and breaking in half as it caught
and tried to roll over, snapping at the midsection from the torque and cutting
a huge gash into the landscape as its momentum dragged it forward, eventually
settling at about 6 miles out from the huge dropship.


“Whoo,
nice one, Hammer.”


“Can’t do that very many times,” he warned. 


“I know. We’ll have to do better up here. Thanks for
the bail out.”


“How about some close in naval support?”


“On its way. Keep an eye out
for more kamikaze cruisers until it gets here. I’m kind of busy at the moment.”


“Will do.”


Riona clicked off the comm and made another attack
run, this time melting through the armor and opening up a vulnerable section of
the hull which she tagged as a prime target. The other skeets with her adjusted
their own attack runs and pounded that section, eating down into the unarmored
interior and opening up an opportunity for one of the anti-mech fighter
squadrons to come in and deposit some missiles into that hole. 


The resulting explosion ripped through the interior,
but only blasted out through a few of the wounds on the ship, with the armor
acting like a cage to contain and enhance the internal detonations before
ultimately hitting the anti-grav, for the big ship
went down and pancaked the sand below…fortunately without any mechs beneath it.


“One down, a billion more to go,” she said, signaling
for one of the drone trios to be assigned to her. 


Riona swung back towards the TF as the unmanned
fighters were coming out of the bay and picked them up using an auxiliary
control panel, slaving them to her own skeet. Each of them looked almost
identical, save they didn’t have a cockpit. What they did have was more
weapons, including missiles, which she was going to need to take down the other
cruisers with the help of many, many others. As advanced as their aerial
division had become, warships were still freaking huge and heavily armored,
requiring an insane amount of ordinance to take down.


Which was why she enjoyed it so
much. Fighters should never be able to take down a warship, so whenever
it did happen it was a sweet, sweet moment…except that right now there were
others still in play that needed to be killed and they weren’t obliging Star
Force’s mauler range on the dropship, meaning this was going to be a slugging
match.


“Guys, a little cover please. I don’t want the wisps
picking off my drones.”


“On the way,” another pilot in her temporary squadron
responded.


“Alright,” she said, shooting down another two wisps
and getting a third with her drones as the four of them ducked through a swarm
enroute to the next closest cruiser that was already hammering the dropship
with plasma. “Let’s find a sweet spot.”
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Wen’sta’lon sat in the cockpit of his Wildcat-class mech, strapped into the
control harness and waiting impatiently as the Axius transport made its way
down to the surface of Leonis. He’d been briefed on
the assault progress earlier, knowing that Star Force mainline troops had
already secured a beachhead and were in the process of taking down two lizard
bases, but that’s not where his team was heading. They were going after a
different lizard base, one that had already been hit from orbit and blasted
into smithereens…on the surface at least. 


Orbital scans showed at least some subsurface
structures, how many of which was still a lingering question. He wouldn’t be
probing those himself, for his mech would most likely
not fit inside, but others would. His job was to secure the surface, eliminate
any hostiles, and cover for the burrowing teams as they made their way down
inside to engage the enemy.


This was the third combat assignment that Wen’sta’lon
had seen, given that the Scionate had only recently earned his spot in the
Axius military and one of the first native born colonists to do so. He was only
10 years old, but had shown remarkable skill in piloting the wildcat…or at
least compared to the few others who had tried, for the mech was quadruped in
design and Star Force had few that could pilot it, most of whom were immigrant
Scionate completely unfamiliar with the concept given that his native race used
tanks rather than mechs.


Wen’sta’lon had learned quickly, but he still was
being given small assignments…for which he was grateful. He’d much rather be
out here fighting real enemies than stuck in training simulations and games,
especially since this time it was personal. The lizards had invaded the ADZ and
they had to push them out else risk their own worlds. Yes, he definitely wanted
to be out here, even if all he was going to do was swat a few infantry to cover
for the others.


The long trip down in the dragon was tedious, but when
the bay doors finally opened he and one other wildcat
exited first, walking then running out onto the mix of burnt sand and building
that had been scattered by the rail gun impacts. The mech’s paws sunk in deep,
but he was still able to move about easily enough, running forward at a lope
and pulling a quick circle around the drop zone as more of the Axius dropships
came down. 


He spotted one lizard amongst the rubble and ran after
it, seeing it scurry behind a piece of shrapnel the size of a Calavari and
disappear. Wen’sta’lon popped out his mauler cannon from under the ‘chin’ of
the mech and fired at it, melting the piece of building and vaporizing the
lizard at the same time. His first target eliminated, the Axius Scionate returned
to his patrol loop.


More and more dropships came down, unloaded, and took
off again returning to the jumpships in orbit ferrying the troops here. Once
sufficient infantry were assembled Wen’sta’lon was ordered to scout out ahead
which he took to with eager lethality, hopping over various bits of debris in a
way that only a quadruped mech could and getting a good head start on the mix
of various races that made up the commando units. They were all armored up, but
he didn’t want any of them getting killed so he kept close attention on the
area he was scouting out, intent on killing any and all of the little green
heads that showed themselves. 


The next thing he knew his shields were taking plasma
hits from the starboard side, with him turning his mech in that direction with
a shuffle of the huge mechanical legs and finding a pair of lizard tanks hidden
under an overhang of rubble. One was a shade, the other a copper, and both were
pouring plasma into his shields…though most of the damage was coming from the
shade. 


Wen’sta’lon decided to target it first, running
towards it and firing his mauler twice, missing low with the first shot and
melting the sand in front of the lizard anti-armor tank into a puddle of glass
that shot up like a geyser, obscuring his view. The next one went right through
that cloud and nailed the shade, killing it with the single well-placed
hit…though in truth it had been more luck than skill. 


The copper began backing under the overhang and
exiting out the far side, causing Wen’sta’lon to accelerate up into a full run
to chase after it…then his footing suddenly went out from under him as the sand
fell away and he dropped down into a chasm.


There was a loud ‘thunk’
outside the mech, but with the IDF he didn’t feel the impact as he hit the
rubble strewn ground of a cargo bay. His wildcat was laying
on its side, but within the cockpit the Scionate looked around, seeing on the
hologram that he’d fallen through a hole in the ceiling that had what looked
like now torn paper glued to it.


“Tricky bastards,” he growled as he worked the
mechanical legs around in order to get to his feet as a missile impacted the
head of his mech, followed quickly by more missiles and a hoard of plasma from
the ambushing troops around him in the hollow. 


Even before he fully stood the wildcat up he started
shooting the infantry around him with his secondary weapons, popping them up
from behind armored plates around the mech’s hull and shooting with computer
support using buttons on the claw pads and teeth bar. The blue plasma he fired
back clashed with the deep red his mech was painted, making for a terrifying
sight as the enemy infantry melted under the counter attack…then larger plasma
blasts began to hit the wildcat from repositioning lizard tanks, with
Wen’sta’lon realizing he was in a tricky situation.


His mech would hold up to plasma fire for a good
while, but the rubble he was trying to stand on was causing him to trip and
stumble, essentially holding him still in the bay and giving the enemy a
stationary target to shoot at. He belatedly realized he was standing in the
crater of an impacted rail gun slug that had collected the debris from the
roof, meaning he was essentially standing on rough pebbles that kept moving
underneath his mech’s feet. 


By the time he’d eventually gotten some balance his
shields went down, but he was unable to turn around and fire his mauler at the
tanks behind him. He was hitting them with the aft plasma cannons but not doing
enough damage, for there were more than a dozen tanks down here and there were more
coming in from other subsurface chambers.


“So much for fighting on the surface,” he said,
crouching low before jumping off the rubble with a bit of help from his limited
jump jets. He didn’t clear the edge of the crater, but did get his front two
paws on the unbroken ground around it and pulled himself clear as his armor
began melting off. 


Before any of the enemy weaponsfire could penetrate
clean through he bathed the floor ahead of him with plasma fire, burning away a
few dozen infantry and seeing a secondary explosion from a missile launcher
that knocked over a few more. When he turned his mech around to face the
majority of the tanks he got a warning on his battlemap, prompting him to run
around the large crater, still taking shots and losing armor, enroute to the
closest tank and pummeling it with mauler energy.


He worked his way up the line, still getting swarmed
with infantry blasts and a few missiles as the other wildcat came down through
the hole above, landing with a crunch on its own jump jets and getting tripped
up as well, but not fully falling over on the bad footing. It eventually got
clear on the far side and the pair of mechs worked together to chew into the
tanks with Wen’sta’lon taking heavy damage.


As they did so tiny little mechs poured in through the
hole, floating down on their jump packs and hopping off the debris in secondary
jumps to get to the edges whereupon they ran forward and the Axius Irondel
began engaging the infantry directly, both with the chicken walkers and a few
quadruped neite minimechs. Following them down came a few biped armored
infantry with a handful of Humans and 7 other races of similar biology all
wearing what appeared to be commando armor, yet it also was colored the deep
red that Axius was known for.


Those infantry spread out and worked in conjunction
with the minimechs, which stood about the same height as them in most cases,
and tore through the unarmored lizard infantry, most of which didn’t even have
protective vests on, just plasma rifles and a fiery determination. It didn’t
take them long to thin them out, then they were faced with too many corridors
to follow the retreating enemy through and wisely held themselves back to
secure the underground bay while more reinforcements came down.


“You certainly bit the wrong tail this time,” Ha’mon’sta commented over the comm to his fellow Scionate.


“Shut up,” Wen’sta’lon bit back. “It was a trap.”


“That you fell into.”


“You would have as well.”


“Maybe,” the older Scionate said, happy to see the
‘prodigy’ having some setbacks, “but right now your armor is torn up and your
shields are weak. Restrain your combat accordingly. I will take the lead.”


Wen’sta’lon growled but didn’t offer any other
disagreement, knowing he was right. He watched as the other wildcat walked out
through one of the large doors ahead of a column of infantry enroute to hunting
more lizards, probably of whom would have more tanks
that needed to be eliminated.


Wen’sta’lon cursed himself for being so sloppy, as
well as the blasted shields for taking so long to get back to full strength.
Once they did he assigned himself to another infantry group heading out and
worked his way to the lead, comming the troops to get
out of his way so he wouldn’t step on them, then it was back into prowl
mode…with the armor damage now concealed underneath his shields an ever present
warning in his mind not to get too careless. He didn’t want to lose his mech,
else he’d be sitting out this assault and who knew how many future ones until
he got a replacement.



 

Riona walked into the command center in the TF, just
having gotten out of the shower after a forced four hours of sleep. She hadn’t
wanted to take a break, but given that this assault wasn’t going to be over in
a day’s time she knew she had to keep herself fresh and reluctantly had sent
herself to bed after making sure both assault groups had gotten off to a good
start.


The Archon was about to head back out again in her
skeet but needed to get a good overview of events across the planet before she
did, and while it was possible to do so from the cockpit the layout of the
command center made it much easier and quicker to get up to speed, hence the
drop-in on the way to the hangar. 


“Talk to me,” she said, walking inside and getting the
attention of the current staff, which were also having
to rotate out to keep fresh.


“Axius has successfully landed and begun assaults on
six sites,” a ranger by the name of Yensic began. “Mild
resistance on the surface, but it’s getting nasty underneath. No fatalities
yet, but they’re losing a fair amount of equipment.”


“Warn them to be patient.”


“I already have. They’re not proceeding recklessly, our old friends are just being their usual selves.”


“Why do I ever expect less?” Riona asked rhetorically.
“Where are the Scionate?”


“They landed an hour before Axius. 13
current assault zones with another two due to come into play inside the next
six hours. I’ve been having discussions with their commander concerning
tactics, for they are losing troops, though they’re still winning at the
moment.”


“Do any good?”


“Probably not, but I felt like trying.”


“Some people have to learn the hard way. Where do we
stand?”


“Choppy, but we’re starting to break through. The
lizards have detonated a number of explosives to seal off access shafts to the
lower levels of the city. A report less than 20 minutes old indicates that they
may have some seriously deep infrastructure.”


Riona nodded. “Signal the troops for upper level
sweeps and to avoid going deep just yet. My spidey senses are tingling, so
let’s get the obvious stuff out of the way first before we bite off more than
we’ve realized.”


“You think there’s a lot of
them down there?”


“I think we’re only hitting the tip of the iceberg. When
we go deep I’ll lead the way, but for now I’m sticking with the air. Lots of targets to hit up top. Where do we stand with the
enemy cruisers?”


“They’re still hiding out there somewhere. Scouts
located one concealed surface bay, but there may be a lot more out there that
we don’t know about.”


“Meaning they plan to jump us?”


“I wouldn’t bet any credits to the contrary.”


Riona shook her head in dismay. “They didn’t come here
to build, they came here to fight and have been setting traps for us from day
1, but building surface blinds to hide warships is an altogether new trick. I’m
surprised we haven’t thought of that.”


“Nice how the lizards keep teaching us new things,” Yensic commented dryly.


“Sensor stealthed, I assume?”


“More than that, there isn’t just a blind, but tunnels
connecting the entrances to, we suspect, a main hangar underground.
Infiltration team hasn’t got that far, still just chewing up the blind we
control.”


“Chewing?”


“We blew up the cruiser inside, now we have to fish
the pieces back out.”


Riona rolled her eyes. “Figures.”


“I suggest you start here,” the ranger said, pointing
to a third city on the map that was about to see mechs and tanks meet up about
a kilometer outside of the perimeter defenses. “They’ve been gathering up
fighters from other locations while you slept. I think they intend to hold this
one.”


“Like hell they will,” she said, already having chosen
that group to fight with the moment she walked in and saw their position on the
holo map. “Anything new from the Hycre?”


Yensic adjusted the smaller
map alongside the main display, bringing up an orbital diagram. 


“Kills made in the following locations,” he said as
the computer threw up a few new icons. “Most of their fleet is in the system
hunting down the other cruisers that didn’t go to ground.”


“Any help with the surface targets yet?”


“Actually, they’re the one that killed the cruiser in
the blind.”


“So they are engaging ground targets?” Riona asked for
clarity. 


“A few targets that they choose, but they don’t have
many ships down here for some reason.”


“Maybe they know something we don’t.”


“You want me to ask?”


“Yes. Phone in the results,” she said, having seen
enough and heading back out and over to the hangar. Within minutes she was back
into the sky and heading towards the mechs now engaging the lizard tanks
underneath a swarm of wisps that were dying quickly but adding enough plasma
damage to be troublesome. One drone corvette was also there, adding its
weaponry to the battle, but there were literally thousands of wisps in play
overhead of hundreds of tanks with more coming out onto the sands by the
minute.


Numbers…always a numbers game with the lizards, and
they usually played it well, but in this case the Alliance should have the
advantage, so long as they didn’t waste it. The lizards were going to hit them
hard and try to bleed them of troops, not enough to stop their assaults but to
delay them long enough for help to arrive. That meant Riona and her assault
force had a lot of work to do and not so long to do it. 


A month, maybe more before they saw fresh enemies
coming into play. By then she had to have the major strongholds eliminated or
this could turn very ugly. The ADZ was going to take this world no matter how
tough it was, because leaving it in play would create an advantage for the
enemy that would cost them more later, so it had to
go. Her job was to hit it fast and efficient in order to avoid that
eventuality.


The lizards weren’t going to oblige her, as was their
nature. They’d fight to the last individual and try to take as many of the
attackers with them as possible, meaning suicide attempts and as much other
mayhem as they could muster. She was probably going to lose troops to some of
it, and she hated that, but the more fights like this the Alliance made the
more wary they were of the lizards’ tricks, which was why Star Force was
hitting the big targets, hopefully sparing Axius and the Scionate mass
casualties.


She trusted her troops, but Axius was still fairly
green and the Scionate were like the Hycre…allies, but out of her control.
Riona had command of the entire surface campaign, but she didn’t have the
ability to micromanage them like she could with her own troops and even Axius,
via the battlemap and her authority as an Archon. 


Which was why she thought of the Scionate as ‘help’
rather than her own, focusing on what she could control and doing her best to
outthink the enemy…a long ongoing challenge that Archons had been facing for
centuries, with plenty of successes and failures on both sides. 
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May 16, 2536


Gwet System (Delta
Region)


Leonis



 

Riona’s skeet took a hit, and not a small one. Somehow
one of the two lizard cruisers engaging a Star Force corvette a kilometer over
the surface of yet another enemy base that they were in the process of invading
had hit her with a primary cannon blast and tore off the right side engine pod.
The Archon drifted through the fire zone on the other two, eventually righting
her ship enough to fly in a straight line but was pounced on by the remainder
of the wisps in the battle.


They hammered her hull until they knocked out the left
side pod, which left her skeet hanging nose to the ground on the last one and
losing altitude. She tried to fly on just the one out of the battle but didn’t
make it another 10 seconds before her tail was blown off by a missile launched
from the infantry on the surface. Their new favorite weapon left her central
hull fully clipped and tumbling to the ground where she crashed into one of the
outlying lizard buildings.


She didn’t feel the impact, for thankfully the IDF was
still functioning, but did get a jarring vibration through some of the
connective beams letting her hear just how hard the hit was. She activated her
Pefbar and got a look at what was around outside, realizing that her skeet had
landed upside down and the cockpit was pinned to the ground in the rubble. 


“Wonderful,” she said, triggering the release and
hearing a small click as it failed to move. Riona twisted around in the cockpit
and got her feet above her, quite a trick given the small confines, then pushed
hard wedging her back against the pommel seat.


She got a couple of inches of separation, wedging her
left toes into the crack to hold it as she mentally turned on her striker
armor’s powered setting, giving her a strength boost that allowed her to widen
the crack further. As she got it a foot or so open she felt the gravity
difference in her foot so she held form a moment and telekinetically reached
out to turn off the artificial gravity…with her head feeling like it flipped
over so that she was now standing upright rather than laying on her back. 


Riona walked her feet further into the gap then let
the skeet fall back down on her ankles as she slipped off the pommel and
crouched down a few inches below it, getting a handhold on the rim of the
fighter and lifting as hard as she could. It didn’t move easily, but she did
get it up off the ground about a meter before she pulled a tricky one handed
support that let her drop down underneath it and get a shoulder on the rim. She
almost missed, but got herself wedged in with her muscles straining despite the
power enhancement when her head started to swirl with instability.


“No, no, no, not now!” she said, concentrating and
scattering the effect. Given any other circumstance she would have welcomed the
ascension prompt, but right now she was in hot water and there was no time.
Fortunately it took her warning and disappeared, clearing her head and letting
her focus on lifting what was left of the skeet up again.


Riona repeated the jerk drop, this time forcing her
arms up as she lowered her torso and held an Atlas pose for a moment with her
butt nearly touching her heels. She took a twitchy step forward and came back
up, pushing her helmet against the hull and making very tiny steps along it
until she caught against a section of rock-like wall and could go no further,
so she twisted around and pushed laterally as the fighter slipped down,
creating a small crevice that she got herself stuck in just as a pair of
scalely heads began to climb up over the debris.


One of them got its rifle up and into firing position
before Riona yanked it from him telekinetically. She thought about trying to
shoot him with it as the other came up into firing position then abandoned the
idea, emitting a Fornax field as she wiggled and clawed her way up a few inches
with the fighter still pinning her against the wall. 


It was an effort to move, let alone maintain the
field, and the instability in her head started to come back again. Now
thoroughly frustrated she dismissed it a second time and continued to work her
way up, glad that her striker armor’s design was smooth on the exterior and she
wasn’t wearing a pack or rack on her back, for eventually she was able to slide
free once she got her waist up past the choke point, letting her slender legs
pull through without incident. 


Riona climbed on top and finally released the Fornax
field, sagging a bit with relief as she reached down and picked up one of the
lizards, throwing him off the heap of rubble that was inside one of their
structures and knocking down three more climbing up towards her. She mentally
flicked on her shields as plasma fire started to hit around her and pulled the
lizard rifle into her grip as she side kicked the other one off the top of the
skeet wreck.


Her plasma rifle was in the cockpit, but she wasn’t
going back down to try and pull it out at the moment, needing to deal with
these infantry first. The striker took two short steps over the burnt hull and
jumped, coming down into the group below and firing at them from pointblank
range, taking hits to her shields as she did so.


The exchange didn’t last long, with Riona mowing them
down with ease and them unable to get through her shields, though one did try
to grab her legs and knock her over. He got sent back the other way with a
stern kick before receiving the last plasma blast to his chest, melting through
most of his vest armor before she fired a second for good measure, punching
through the hole and killing him.


Riona tossed the weapon aside, noting how it wasn’t as
strong as she was used to as she concentrated and searched inside her ship with
her Pefbar, eventually finding her rifle and guiding it up through the crevice telekinetically
and over into her waiting hand.


“That’s better,” she said, turning the power on and
jumping over some of the low rubble before climbing over a broken wall and up
near to the roof. She didn’t have a jump pack on, or anything else for that
matter, so she tossed her rifle up first then jumped, getting a handhold on a
broke piece of ceiling and pulling herself up where she awkwardly pulled her
body over the ledge and into the clean air.


Riona retrieved her rifle and looked around, seeing
that she was still well within the lizard base but not too far from a pair of
mechs blasting their way into the interior…with the enemy counterattacking with
overwhelming numbers of infantry and a good number of tanks in support.


“When in Rome,” she muttered before running over to
the edge and sliding her legs over the side before dropping down to street
level some 13 meters below. She fell on impact, but partially rolled out of it
and came up into a run headed for the nearest lizard as they saw her and
responded accordingly. 


Riona dove into the melee and got to work, remaining
with the ground offensive until she ran out of ammo a few minutes later, then
began working her way back to the exterior of the base and fighting hand to
hand where necessary until she got to a group of Star Force commandos and
bummed a replacement clip from one of them, then took up command of their small
group along with grabbing a Calavari Knight from nearby. With the four-armed
mass of white armor leading the way she assisted them psionically in punching
deeper into the infantry as one of the nearby cruisers fell out of the sky and
shook the ground so hard two of her men tripped and fell.


The battle from that point on was one-sided, with the
Star Force warship eventually killing the other cruiser and using what
operational weaponry it had for close-in fire support, but none the less the
combat was brutal up close with the lizards making them pay for every inch of
ground they took…and then once they had the surface secure they transitioned
into a subsurface theatre where the naval and aerial power couldn’t come into
play. The mechs did, to a certain extent, but some 36 hours later they were
still fighting it out hand to hand deep inside planet’s crust as an Axius team
came in to relieve the battle weary mainline troops.


Riona stayed and helped them clean up most of the hot
spots, then with fatigue dragging her into a near coma she eventually relented
and turned over command to an Axius Protovic, letting him see to the rest of
the sweeps and allowing her to return to the surface where she called for a
dropship to pick her up and take her back to the TF.


Riona dosed off enroute, having to be woken up by the
pilot when they’d returned. She thanked him then dragged herself out, turning
on the powered nature of her armor to help her walk back into the confines of
the huge dropship and find her temporary quarters where she began stripping off
her sweaty armor, feeling a huge sense of relief. She was about to grab a very
quick shower, if she could keep herself awake long enough, when she got two
steps away from the tube entrance and fell to the ground when the instability
in her head returned.


“Alright, might as well,” she said, urging it on and
feeling the stress immediately increase. This had happened once before, or
rather four tries ending up with one new ability, plus
the battlemeld transfer that Jason had helped her trigger. Her Yetu ability had
manifested just like this, and she was eager to see what new ability was making
its way forward, despite how tired and loopy she was.


Lying on the elevated shower platform sweaty and
naked, she suffered through the transition pains and succeeded in pushing it
all the way through to spurn the new tissue growth…which left her in so much
pain spread across her entire body that she wondered what the hell she had just
gotten, or whether or not her fatigue had contributed to the effect, perhaps leaving
her too weak for a ‘regular’ transition.


Sweaty and smelly as she was after spending a day and
a half in her armor, Riona mentally told herself to forget the shower and began
to climb to her feet to head to bed, not getting more than a knee step forward
before saying to hell with it and easing herself back down to the ground and
sinking into the fluffy bath mat and falling asleep within seconds.



 

Riona woke up 6 hours later, feeling like it had been
maybe 5 minutes, and was shocked to see how bad she’d been hit. Her entire body
ached and her neck had a pinch in it from the angle her head had been bent, but
she summoned up enough energy to finally take her shower, then she got dressed
and dropped into bed for another 4 hours before getting up and eating something…and
by something that was two plates full of food and a load of ambrosia cookies.


Knowing she was unfit for combat and curious as to
what new ability she’d gained she headed over to the TF’s training facilities
for some light workouts. The dropship didn’t have a sanctum onboard, for that
was located in the rest of the warship, but it did have an abnormally shaped
running track/hall plus several sparring chambers and challenge specific rooms.
Riona went for an easy 5 miles to start with, trying to work out the burning in
her muscles from the transition before grabbing a punching bag and doing some
light sparring with it…that she gradually escalated up into her normal caliber
blows.


Despite her body disagreeing with her she activated
her Yetu, which was a combination neural enhancement/muscle speed mode that she
could maintain for 12 seconds max…or at least that had been her best to date.
She didn’t try for anything so energetic, instead pulsing
it for .5 to 1 seconds and getting some blurry punching combos in on the bag,
which registered hits and strength intensity on a holographic diagram floating
nearby, which the striker used to calibrate her workout and create a baseline
for analyzing just how bad her body was at the moment.


She’d been worse before, but only barely. Everything
in her seemed to be hurting, and the Yetu made that pain flare up something bad
but she stubbornly kept nibbling at it, trying to work herself into a semblance
of normal so she could get back out into the field. Flying a
skeet wasn’t that strenuous, but she needed quick hand movements to fly
effectively and right now she couldn’t hold her hand still. She was shaky and
needed to bleed it off, and triggering Yetu was a painful, yet effective way of
resetting herself through the super speed that her twitchiness seemed to be
imitating.


Rather than trying to hold herself still she’d feed the
movement, or so her theory went. It wasn’t working well but after a while she
started to get a bit of inner calm that she knew would transition over into
other things with time, so she pressed on. The workout continued well past an
hour, but she didn’t relent nor did she escalate, preferring to just ‘grease
the gears’ rather than exhaust herself again, with that sensation lingering on
the edge of her senses as it was. 


Riona went through a series of kicking drills against
the target, some hitting with her foot and others with her shin…which was usually a bad idea for there was no muscle covering it,
just skin over bone for the most part and not a good place to get hit. The bag
was soft enough to alleviate that but firm enough to give necessary resistance,
so after several hundred kicks her shins were starting to complain a bit…which
was when it finally happened.


As if protecting her leg from the next impact, Riona
felt an invisible bubble directly over her bare skin hit the bag without her
flesh ever making contact. She kicked three times in sequence, with the same
light effect, until she finally stopped and tried to figure out what was going
on. The Archon touched her bare leg with her fingertips, wondering if her skin
was starting to get abrasion fried, but there was no sign of it so she went
back to the drills with the sensation returning some 30 seconds later.


This time she caught it, mentally speaking, and pulled
back from the bag while maintaining the feel over her right leg. She reached
down and touched it again, with her finger being stopped a few millimeters away
from her shin against a slick but firm force.


“Holy shit,” she whispered, not believing what her
senses were telling her. She touched the invisible barrier again, then forced herself to let it go and reengage it, fearing
that she wouldn’t be able to. It took several tries but she did manage to find
the mental trigger and recreate the bioshield over her shin again.


Riona stood up and focused on her left hand, forcing
what felt like a glove to form around it, then curling her fingers down into a
fist and forcing as much energy as she could out into the aura around it…then
she stepped forward and punched the target, hard.


The hologram registered the impact, but she never felt
it hit her skin. Instead she felt the pressure all along her arm, as if the
shield were physically connected not to one piece of her anatomy like an
emitter, but to her entire limb…which was when she realized why her entire body
was aching. The bioshield upgrade Paul had got had created little bits of
tissue everywhere that acted as emitters rather than one or two solid chunks. 


Suddenly Riona was glad for the excessive pain, for if
she was right then she’d be able to create shields around any and all parts of
her body. 


She took a few more ‘gloved’ blows on the bag, then her head started to spin as she suddenly felt the
effects of low ambrosia sweep over her.


“Dumbass,” she criticized herself. “Paul said it eats
ambrosia. I’ll need snacks,” she said, leaving immediately for the cafeteria to
collect a stash of ambrosia-laced foodstuffs along with several bottles of red,
feeling the draggyness of her workouts already. 


When Riona came back she spent the next 3 hours
probing her new ability and working through stretching and light sparring
drills while her snacks digested to continue to loosen up her body then, after
she was convinced she was fit to fight, went back to her quarters and set her
alarm for 45 minutes, catching a rejuvenating nap before heading over to the
hangar bay and grabbing another skeet. She headed out to the closest battle
zone that needed fighter cover, this one being a Scionate offensive, and dove
back into the fray, overly pleased with her new ability but knowing that she
needed to put it aside for the time being. She’d have an opportunity to train
later, right now there was a planetary assault requiring her skills and
attention.
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July 12, 2536


Gwet System (Delta
Region)


Leonis



 

Riona flew her trio of drone fighters in a triangle
formation behind her skeet, two positioned above and one below so they’d all
have forward firing arcs as she made yet another pass on the lizard cruiser
pummeling the TF with a green plasma streamer. The weapon was holding out
despite the fact that the back half of the ship was on fire and smoking
heavily. The lizards had put most of their shield strength forward to protect
that battery and Riona hadn’t been lucky enough to get a shot through the tiny
opening that was allowing the plasma to come out.


So the Archon did the next best thing and kept
hammering the exposed section of the warship while six others were still
pouring fire into the massive dropship as it recalled the last troops from the
surface campaigns. Likewise Axius and Scionate dropships and transports were
pulling up the last of their troops in the face of a huge lizard relief fleet
that had come into the system a day ago prompting the recall. All of the lizard
bases had been eliminated with some residual cleanup efforts ongoing, but those
had been quickly scrapped in order to get the troops back onto the jumpships
and out of the system.


The bulk of the Axius and Scionate fleets had already
left, with the Adamant and the
handful of Star Force warships and their drones providing cover for the others
on their way out. Riona’s TF was the last major chess piece on the planet,
given that she’d had her mainline troops assume the final responsibilities to
cover the others getting out, meaning there were still convoys coming in to the
big dropship even now.


They had avoided the warship barrages, which seemed
more interested in killing the dropship than strafing the troops on the ground,
though the mechs had downed one of the cruisers on their own when it got too
close. Perhaps that was the reason they were staying back and hitting the TF at
range, but while they did other warships were scouring the planet and harassing
the fleeing Scionate and Axius groups who were putting up a good fight while
covering the evacuation.


Meanwhile orbit was where the heavy fighting was going
down. The Hycre had long since departed, apparently having left the system but
in actuality had gone into hiding within it, so when the lizard fleet arrived
to face off against the Adamant and
the ‘small’ number of warships it had with it the lizards thought they’d
brought more than enough firepower to overwhelm the big ship.


That hadn’t happened, with the Hycre jumping the enemy
at a very vulnerable transitional period between star and planet, hitting both
locations simultaneously and making several devastating attack runs that sent
the battle into a free for all as the lizards split their attention between the
Hycre and pushing down to the vulnerable transports waiting nearby their
warship escorts.


The few ships that had come down to the surface were
nothing compared to the hundreds going at it above the atmosphere, and Riona
desperately wanted to be up there in a command nexus but that wasn’t an option.
She had troops to get back onboard and right now that meant taking down this
warship, which she tore up a little bit more with a mauler storm augmented by
the few missiles her drone fighters still had left onboard.


As soon as she zipped past overhead a pair of wisps
fell in on her tail that she had to deal with, triggering a preprogrammed
attack pattern in the drones and having them split up and loop back. The wisps
were caught with four targets to chase and only two fighters to do it with,
allowing two of the Star Force craft to get in behind them and execute the
kills in short order. Riona had the fighters reform behind her and turned for
another run on the warship when she saw a concussion ripple move through the
atmosphere as something big inside the lizard cruiser detonated…with it falling
to the ground in a soft crash, bending it slightly on impact but otherwise
leaving the smoking hulk intact.


Riona tagged the next closest cruiser as the primary
target for the 18 other pilots flying with her, a few of which had their own
drone escorts, and zipped off towards it together rather than splitting their
fire between multiple targets. The rest of the aerial craft were dealing with
targets in other planetary locations, covering for their allies while leaving
her with the job of supplementing the TF’s defenses.


That hadn’t been the plan, but rather the only option
given the timing of the lizard attack. She’d been inside the TF when it had happened, leaving her too far away from the other locations
to do any good so she’d decided to make sure the TF remained where it was to
pick up the ground troops while the other pilots were off making the kills.
Only recently had these warships come into attack range giving her something to
do, but in truth she would have preferred they’d just stayed away for the
shields on the TF weren’t going to hold out forever.


That said, the last of the troops were nearly onboard
and it wasn’t but a few more long minutes until the last of the mechs backed
their way into the exposed hangar, firing up at the few wisps stupid enough to
follow them into range of the TF’s anti-air, with the shield dropping down to
cover the hatch before the bay doors fully closed. When that occurred Riona got
a notification on the battlemap and broke off from her current attack run,
taking the other pilots and drones with her as they shot upward ahead of the
big dropship as it slowly began to rise up from the surface.


The skeets from all areas coalesced at various
altitudes in bunches, with Riona taking the highest grouping. As the TF rose up
the aerial bays opened and the fighters flew inside during transit, making for
a dicey catch even as the enemy cruisers followed it up continuing to throw
plasma into the shields. The atmospheric friction cut down on the amount making
it to target, but they didn’t let it go, eventually moving in close and using
their primary plasma cannons in addition to the streamer to try and get through
the now very weak shields before it could hit orbit.


But that also brought them into range of the maulers…or
rather their outside range. They weren’t nearly as effective, but what energy
they could deliver to the cruisers added up, stripping off their shields and
beginning to eat through their hulls while more and more fighters slipped
inside the dropship.


Another dozen lizard warships broke away from the
orbital battle and dove into the atmosphere, flashing by Riona’s position and
heading into the melee below as the TF couldn’t climb very fast given it had to
pick up the fighters enroute…which was when Riona made a different call,
linking into the comm of all those below.


“Change of plans. If anyone doesn’t have intact
atmospheric seals speak now because we’re going orbital. Rendezvous with the
donut ring and get there as best you can or head back down to the planet and
wait it out. The TF has to go, now, and we’re holding it up.”


Riona changed frequencies and contacted the commander
of the big dropship, with the TF immediately gaining speed upwards and actually
bumping one of the cruisers out of the way. She cringed when she saw that, with
the dropship’s shields disappearing in the collision, but soon it didn’t matter
for rest of the Adamant had been
coming down towards the atmosphere to meet it and the armor on the dropship
would hold out for the rest of the trip up.


Taking her own advice Riona launched her skeet up
above the atmosphere and flew directly towards the Melee-class warship, mentally crossing her fingers as the space
around it was filled with lizard warships. Their fighters weren’t built for space,
so she didn’t have to worry about them, but there were so many ships exchanging
fire with the massive donut that it looked like there was no way she was going
to get through…but the sizing was deceptive, and what looked to be an unending
net of plasma fire actually had huge holes in it, enough for her to shoot her
skeet and drones through to one of the big ring’s docking bays just ahead of
the ‘donut hole’ coming up from underneath and beginning to slide into the
giant ship.


Riona parked her skeet haphazardly on the deck,
getting it out of the way of the others but leaving the crew to reposition it
where it needed to go as she jumped out of the cockpit and ran towards the
exit, headed for the nearest lift to get her up to the bridge. 


By the time she got there the TF had fully merged back
into the Adamant and the ship had
moved back further up into orbit, heading right into the heart of the lizard
attack group while the Warship-class
jumpships held perimeter positions while firing into the hoard of ships to keep
out of the worst of it. The Adamant
took the brunt of the attacks and tore through the enemy fleet by the dozens,
but still there were more lizard ships arriving in groups and adding to the
onslaught, making final fleet strengths impossible to determine.


Riona got over to the command nexus and linked in, reorganizing the battle slightly from what the Admiral
had them running and chewed through as many lizard ships as possible while the
Hycre fleet really did most of the damage. Eventually the Adamant’s shields went down in several places, with the huge ship
beginning to take hull damage but she didn’t pull it out, knowing the beast
could stand up to the slugging and reaping the rewards from it. The lizards
took to the dropped shields like a swarm of bugs to a light, which allowed the
Hycre to literally rip them to shreds.


Rather than retreating the lizards fought to the last
ship, with several trying to ram the Adamant
and one succeeding in slipping by the specialized shield emitters designed to
‘cushion’ the blow. That ship imbedded itself far enough that the Adamant had to stick around in orbit for
another two days cutting it loose before they were finally able to withdrawal
and make the jump back to Star Force territory.


Eventually it was decided that the ship needed to be
repaired rather than being sent into another campaign immediately, which it
could have been given how big it was and how it could take several more such
hits and still remain mostly operational. Star Force didn’t like operating that
way when they could avoid it, so the Adamant
returned to Earth where it could fit into a sufficiently-sized slip and undergo
repairs…along with a few new upgrades.


Riona went with it, hopping onto a dropship in orbit
and riding it down to Antarctica where she eventually found her way into the
V’kit’no’sat pyramid.


 “Knock, knock,”
she said softly coming into the open doorway of Paul’s quarters as he was
riffling through a drawer to find a particular headband he wanted before
heading right back out to the sanctum.


He looked up at the sound and smiled, not having felt
her approach. “Hey.”


“Hey to you too…you got a minute?”


“I’m kind of in the middle of something, but if you
feel like walking and talking you can come with.”


“Works for me,” she said as he came back out and shut
the door, walking at a brisk pace and her able to sense a bit of an adrenaline
rush in him.


“What’s up?” he asked.


“You first,” she said, glancing at the headband…which
with Paul’s short hair didn’t seem necessary.


“Prototype sensor. Headbands
aren’t my thing and I forgot to put it on this morning…then I got a whiff of
instability and rushed back here. Might just be my imagination but I think I’ve
got another ascension coming on.”


“And that would be how many now?”


“Uh, not counting battlemeld this will be the 5th if
it pans out.”


“And with?”


“17th. Haven’t found any new
ones recently, and neither have the twins. Whatever they are they’re buried
deep…or we’re just going about it the wrong way.”


“You have to start counting those.”


“Can’t use them alone, so they’re a
different category.”


“If you say so. My count just
escalated to two, which is why I’m here.”


Paul looked over at her curious as they walked. “What
did you get?” 


“Bioshield.”


That stopped him in the middle of the hallway. So far
he’d been the only one to manifest that ability, try as the others had.


“Where and when…be specific.”


“In battle on Leonis.
Popped up after a crash that I had to crawl out of. I
had to dismiss it at the time but was able to get it a day later when I got
back to the TF.”


“Describe the crash…it’s important.”


“My skeet took a warship
level plasma hit, then the stupid wisps finished me off. IDF was functional so
I didn’t feel the hit, but what was left of my skeet went straight into a
lizard building and I landed upside down. Had to lift the thing off to get out,
and I’m really glad I had my striker armor on or I would have been in trouble. Fought my way back to our ground troops after that then stayed with
them until fatigue started to win out. I was almost in the shower when
the instability hit again, then I let myself pass out on the floor afterwards.
That whole body transformation thing is sick.”


“I know,” Paul said thinking hard. 


“What?”


“Just working on a theory.
You got time to talk in detail later?”


“Ha. I came here to find you so you could teach me the
ways of the Force. I’m your girl until you get tired of me.”


“Never,” he said with a wink. “Give me four hours to
finish what I’m working on then we’ll get busy,” he said, raising
up his hand palm out. “Show me what you’ve got.”


Riona did likewise, forming her weak shield over her
hand and pressing it up against Paul’s. The two shields touched and…


“That feels so weird,” he said, relishing in the new
sensation until hers popped. “Sorry.”


“That was probably just me. I can’t hold it long.”


“With time and training, you will.”


“Four hours?”


He nodded. “Meditation room.
We’re going to tackle this through battlemeld.”


“Do I have to be naked like Rikku?” she said with a
bit of disgust.


“No,” he said with a laugh. “Though I’ll be honest in
saying I didn’t mind those sessions.”


“Well if you feel like going it in the buff be my guest,” she offered, “but I tend to concentrate better
with at least a few clothes on.”


“I wouldn’t be a distraction?” Paul said, mock shocked.


Riona cracked a smile. “Ok, you have a point there.”


The levity left Paul’s face. “Full
clothes and full effort. I’ve had time to get a lot of ideas and haven’t
had anyone to practice with until now. It’s going to be extensive, if you’re up
for it?”


“Always.”


“That’s my girl,” he said, lightly punching her in the
shoulder before heading off to finish up whatever crazy training he’d just been
doing, for Riona noticed his uniform was already soaked with sweat.


She let him go and stood in the hallway for a moment,
trying to figure out exactly where she was for the Archon hadn’t been back here
for many years and she’d never gotten the complete layout of the massive
facility down. The residential area she was in now was newish, she thought, not
able to remember completely given the continuing construction on the command
deck and other places as Star Force added additional buildings inside the
pyramid as needed. As of now it held a population of more than half a million,
making it a busy city of its own, though still a secret to the public and most
of Star Force.


Riona walked around a bit until she found a familiar
hallway and headed back out a different entrance than the one she’d come in
through, heading out for a bit of a sightseeing expedition and catching up on
the new developments and discoveries as well as to just enjoy the sights. The
pyramid was pretty much Disney Land for Archons and she liked being here just
for the ambiance…and the constant reminder of their true enemy and how
formidable they were. It both scared and impressed her to no end. To have
someone that powerful as an enemy was terrifying, but to have someone that
powerful was also an opportunity to learn and grow faster than you would on
your own figuring things out through trial and error.


Which was why she wanted to come here to learn from
Paul, knowing that he’d cut years off her own learning curve while remaining
ahead of her the entire time. For bioshield he was the trailblazer, and she was
immensely glad that he was still here pressing his abilities and developing
others rather than out fighting in the field. She needed and wanted a
teacher…not to mention the chance to get to know him better. Normally the
trailblazers kept to themselves as far as any close personal bonds went, but
that was to be expected. She was just a ‘second gen’ and they all outranked
her.


But now that she had something to offer Paul she was
eager to help out, and despite the fact that he had years of training ahead of
her in this discipline she now had something the other trailblazers didn’t,
making her a ‘peer’ despite the fact that she’d been an Archon almost exactly
as long as they had been.


To her it felt like she’d just been bumped up to the
big leagues, and now she felt different. The slight resentment towards the
trailblazers was gone, now that she felt she was on par with them. 


Actually, she kicked herself for having felt the
resentment in the first place. It was childish and, now seeing it from a
different perspective, admitted that instead of being their equal they’d
‘believed’ they were their equal, which involved more whining than doing. Now
that she suddenly found herself on the other side of the line, even slightly
so, it was an epiphany moment, feeling like she’d all of a sudden experienced
another upgrade.


“Time to get to work,” she told herself, letting go of
the last feelings of resentment and the ‘second gen’ label she’d worn with a
mix of pride and embarrassment for centuries. She was an Archon, pure and simple,
and it was her skills that defined her, not her birthdate. 
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September 13, 2536


Solar System


Earth



 

Smooth, Paul
reminded her as his thoughts transmitted through the battlemeld telling her
exactly what she needed to do through memory rather than words.


Trying,
Riona responded, summoning up another weak shield in front of her and barely
holding the effort. Manifesting the barrier around her body was easy compared
to creating an independent wall not locked into a specific distance from her
frame. With the invisible barrier visible to her senses, and Paul’s as well
through the link, she held it in place and slowly began to walk a circle around
it, forcing her to maintain its position while altering hers.


The effort was intense, but not something she could
achieve through raw power. Push too hard and her ‘grip’ would slip, which was
what Paul was trying to teach her. Drawing on his experiences, memories, and
realtime guidance, she soaked his skill in through the battlemeld and held up
the shield for the complete walk-around, then took up a position behind it as
the thud shooters in the walls warmed up. 


Or rather one did, placed directly in front of her
while Paul was sitting with his back to the wall just underneath it and
telekinetically adjusting the control panel from afar, which she could also
feel through the battlemeld. He specifically wasn’t using any other psionics,
such as Pefbar, so Riona couldn’t draw on those. Rather, he was letting her
‘pick his brain’ as to how her own abilities worked as the first tiny
projectile shot out and hit her shield wall.


It nearly overloaded it, and when she tried to repair
it she suddenly got a lot of intricate instructions from Paul, again, not in
words, but in raw mental images that essentially guided her with a level of
knowledge she did not currently possess. This was Paul’s choice of instruction,
and Riona had to admit she was making far more progress than she’d expected. He
was showing her things above her level, almost like a cheat, and as a result
was helping her level up much faster than had she been doing this alone or even
with an advisor. 


It was almost as if he was controlling her shield for
her, save for the fact that she was still making the actually projections and
corrections, which right now involved reforming the damaged pieces of the
shield matrix and holding them intact, for it didn’t matter how much energy she
provided the shield if she couldn’t maintain the structure. Let go her
concentration and the energy would dissipate…unless she recalled it, which was
another trick that Paul was trying to teach her.


Riona had learned that, like the emitters on their own
armor, a semi-functional shield matrix was held inside prior to deployment…kind
of like opening an umbrella. That meant when a shield first formed it could be
somewhat stored away for later deployment. If the shield was completely
destroyed then it would have to be reformed before it could get to full
strength again.


The bioemitters in her body weren’t quite to the
‘storing’ phase yet, and Paul said they’d have to be kicked in the ass to get
it going, which was the next phase of this little calibration exercise…after
she blocked 3 more staggered hits. 


Barely making it through those, Riona then had to
recall her damaged shield. She tried, really, but almost all of the energy was
lost when it hit her flesh, like a glass window shattering and falling to
pieces on the floor, except that in this case the shield energy simply
dissipated into the environment without so much as a sight or sound…though for
Paul, he could ‘see’ it through Riona’s senses thanks to the battlemeld. 


“That’s better,” he said, releasing the link and
standing up.


Riona frowned. “How was that better? I lost it again.”


“Not all of it. Your emitters pulled back in a touch.”


“I didn’t feel anything.”


“Yes you did, you just didn’t notice it because it’s a
subtle sensation. The effort was blinding you but I was able to pick it up
because I was specifically looking for it. From now on that amount you recall
will grow, thanks to the small crack you’ve formed. That was the transition
point, and you just achieved it.”


“If you say so,” Riona said, not sensing anything
different in her body. “Are we done or are you just tired of being in my head?”


“Just taking a break, or did you not feel somebody at
the door?”


“I thought they were walking by.”


A telepathic prodding resulted in the chamber door
opening and Aaron walking in. “Sorry for the interruption,” he offered.


“You’re excused,” Riona said sarcastically.


Aaron smiled at her then turned to face Paul. “We just
got word from the Hycre that the Elarioni worlds are getting hit by the
Skarrons. So far they’re just fighting the Nestafar on the surface, but there’s
no way of knowing how long that will last. They’re requesting any help the Alliance
can give in evacuating their entire population to the ADZ.”


Paul whistled. 


“I know,” Aaron agreed.


“How many ships do they have available?”


“Not enough, but they were able to get a messenger out
through the fighting easy enough.”


“How many worlds are currently under assault?”


“They said 5 of 8, but the Nestafar are still on the
other three, so they can’t just pack up and leave without getting shot at.
They’re only safe underwater because the Nestafar don’t have the resources or
tech to hurt them there.”


“Is Kyler going to take this?”


“Hasn’t reached him yet. I
thought you’d like to handle it since you and Ariel are so close…and the fact
that we’re talking a huge naval operation to get to them. Plus Kyler is
probably busy with the lizards right now.”


“And I’m just sitting here training my butt off.”


“We’re just sitting here training our butts off,”
Aaron amended. “I can go, but I figured this is more in your wheelhouse.”


“It is,” Paul agreed. “But there’s no way we have the
ships available for this.”


“The Adamant
will be available soon,” Riona added. “Repairs are almost finished.”


“We’re going to need more than that,” Paul said with a
shake of his head. “Even if we can fight through both the Nestafar and Skarron
fleets, it’s going to take a long time to evacuate their people…not to mention
we’re going to have to configure cargo ships to carry aquatic passengers. That
alone will take a few months, minimum.”


“Yeah, about that,” Aaron said deviously. “Sounds like we could use a little help.”


“So it does,” Paul agreed after a second’s delay.
“Then take them to Atlantica?”


“Not sure about that one or what kind of resources
they need, but that’s a definite possibility.”


“How many people need to be transported?”


Aaron cringed. “The Hycre couldn’t give us a specific
number.”


“Wonderful,” Paul said, frowning. “Did they say where
this messenger was?”


“At a Hycre world in the old
Calavari zone.”


“Well I need more information if we’re going to make
this happen,” he said, turning to Riona.


“Go,” she said, dismissively waving her hand at him.
“I can take it from here.”


Paul frowned. “What, and leave my new best friend
behind. Uh uh, you’re coming with.”


A smirk worked its way onto her face. “Best friend
huh?”


“You know someone else with bioshield?”


“So you only like me for my abilities?”


“Pretty much,” Paul said, turning back to Aaron. “I’ll
take care of this, but I may need your help down the road.”


“You know where to find me.”


Paul fist tapped Aaron’s chest and jogged towards the
open door. “You mind keeping her company for a while? She gets lonely real
easy.”


Riona scoffed at his back as he ran out of view, then
saw Aaron smirking. 


“Shut up.”


“I didn’t say anything. You up for
some sparring?”


“Actually…yeah,” she admitted.


“Come on, we’ll grab a different chamber. What were
you working on?”


“Shield deflections,” she said, walking out with him. 



 

Two months
later…



 

Paul and Riona crossed through the shield barrier on
the rear of the Sparrow-class
dropship and into the watery environment of the Elarioni hangar bay. Each
Archon wore a wet suit with breath mask and swam away from the dropship to
where one of the mermaid-like aliens were waiting.
Their muscular tri-finned tails trailed below them in the blue-lit water as
their neon-colored hair floated loose around their heads. All the Elarioni were
‘female’ in appearance, reproducing trisexually, so they all tended to look
alike…almost identical save for a minor tweak here and there.


Whereas Ariel had green hair these two had orange, and
one of them raised a three fingered hand up to wave them forward. Paul and
Riona followed, swimming crudely by Elarioni standards through the tube-like
passageways with Paul doing a weird looking flip kick for propulsion that kept
him ahead of Riona and her struggling to keep up most of the time.


Their guides slowed to match their pace, but were
clearly riding the brake the entire way to a large chamber that had a squashed
spherical design with multiple protrusions that doubled as ‘chairs’ in that
there were Elarioni latched onto them operating various control consoles,
though in truth they were merely floating in place, tail down for the most
part. 


Both of them were led over to a pair of spindly
tentacle-like arms coming up from the floor that put them nearly in the center
of the room with something to hold onto, after which a blue-haired Elarioni
swam down to them, her skin darker than her hair save for the patches that
glowed with bioluminescence. 


“Thank you for coming,” she said, translated through
the programming in the Archons’ breath masks, which likewise transferred their
words into the Elarioni language…with a bit of imperfection, but reliable
enough for most conversations.


“If we’re going to make this happen I need
information,” Paul said without preamble. “How many of you are there, where is the fighting currently taking place, how many enemy
ships, etc.”


“We will tell you what you require. At present there
are 800 billion Elarioni spread across 8 worlds. We believe that all will be
under assault in the near future, which was why we have come now to ask for
assistance.”


“How many can you transport on your own ships?”


“Only a small fraction, I’m afraid. We have lived in
seclusion for so long we do not have many starships, but we do have warships
and we will fight both the Nestafar and Skarrons in order to get free. We
simply do not have the numbers or transports to do this alone, and we will not
leave people behind to die. We ask that you help us evacuate everyone, and in
exchange we will use our abilities, knowledge, and strength to become part of
your Alliance and fight both the Cajdital and the Skarrons. We had hoped the
latter would be honorable, but their conduct thus far has shown otherwise.”


“How did you get this ship out through their fleets?”


“It wasn’t difficult. Their technology is vastly
inferior to ours and as you well know orbit isn’t something that can be locked
down easily. We ran through their lines and jumped away from our world without
major inconvenience, but they also didn’t know we were coming. An evacuation is
quite another matter.”


“As I well know?”


“We are well aware of who you are, Paul-024, even
before you agreed to this meeting.”


Looks like your
famous, Riona commented telepathically.


“And who am I?”


“A skilled naval tactician and a
bold and powerful fighter. We have seen the recordings of many of your
battles, including the raid you made against the Scionate den.”


Guess I am
famous, Paul answered her. “Then you know what I’m capable of, including
sizing up our opposition. Getting your people out will be very difficult, but
there is a plan in the works. Before that can begin to take place we need
data…and an understanding. Have you reviewed the message?”


“Yes. Our sister has described the world in question
and we are willing to take her at her word. We also thank you for rescuing her.
I would ask, on a personal note, how have you preserved her so long? She is
more than twice the age of the oldest known Elarioni.”


“A little thing called self-sufficiency.”


“A drug?”


“No, it’s a state of maintaining a positive healing to
attrition ratio, accomplished primarily through training. She learned to do it
and as a result doesn’t physically age, though she does grow wiser with time
and experience.”


“We have no knowledge of such things.”


“We can teach you, or she can.”


“And there is much we can teach you, in exchange for
your assistance.”


Paul smiled, tapping into her mind for a bit of a
read. “You’re not sure she’s telling the truth.”


“We have no reason to doubt the word of our sister.”


“You doubt whether she is real or a fabrication we
have concocted. You don’t think it’s actually possible to live that long.”


The Elarioni was silent for a moment. “I do wonder why
you did not bring her with you.”


“Time,” Paul stated simply. “If we’re going to
evacuate your people the longer we wait the more the war between the Nestafar
and Skarrons will escalate, which will make a difficult extraction even more
so. At present Ariel is in transit. She will not be coming outside the ADZ, but
I’ve arranged a meeting on a world near the border.”


“What do you require of us, in addition to
information?”


“If we are going to go to the effort necessary to pull
your people out, it’s not going to be so you can sit in the ADZ and watch the
rest of us fight. You will have to become invested in the defense as well…and
not just in an advisory role.”


“Agreed.”


“What are your combat capabilities?”


“Nothing that would be of use to you on land, but our
ships are superior to yours. Given time to build more
we will be able to defend any world you give us.”


“We’re not giving you a world,
we’re offering to share one.”


“I misspoke. I apologize. I only mean to say that we
will not be a burden in the long term. What aid you give us now we will repay
down the road once we are free to build and grow.”


“By that do you mean other worlds?”


“Possibly, but I meant being free to build without
having an enemy sharing the same worlds. The Nestafar have restricted our
growth, though they also helped to hide our existence. We do not wish to make a
visible impact on galactic events, for it could draw our pursuers to us, but at
the moment we face a more imminent concern. We must step into the light whether
we wish to do so or not. I must ask, for Ariel mentioned it, that you too are
hunted by the V’kit’no’sat?”


“They do not know we exist, but if they did they would
hunt us to extinction. Of that I have no doubts.”


“Yet you operate freely and obviously. Is that not
welcoming your enemy to you?”


“I hope not,” Paul said honestly. “But if we’re going
to have any chance of standing up to them in the long run we have to build and
grow now. It’s a bad situation all the way around, but if we’re going to die
we’d rather die trying than waiting and hiding.”


“Waiting and hiding have served the Elarioni well. We
are uncomfortable with what we must do, but we have no choice. I would ask that
our contributions to the Alliance be allowed to occur in less obvious
pursuits.”


“So long as that doesn’t mean you’ll shy away from a
fight, I think something can be worked out. In fact, I already have something
in mind.”


“And that is?”


Paul smiled beneath his breath mask, but the Elarioni
couldn’t see the gesture. “What is most obvious to outsiders is your
technology. They recognize ship hulls first off, so the answer is simple…don’t
use your own. Use ours instead.”


“Yours are inferior.”


Paul raised an eyebrow. “I’m not so sure about that.
But even if I grant you your point, keep your current technology for defense of
your new home, but use ours when battling elsewhere in and around the ADZ.”


“I hardly think you have ships to give away so
freely…or do you mean to teach us how to make yours?”


“Actually, I was thinking of a third option…some of
your people joining Star Force.”
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May 27, 2537


Solar System


Inner Zone
(Warship Adamant)



 

Paul threw a handful of tiny thuds at Riona,
telekinetically guiding them into hovering orbits around her in an erratic
pattern before launching one in at her leg. It hit just above her skin and
bounced off, with him catching it and returning it to the halo. He repeated the
process with one coming down at her head from above, but the Archon blocked it
high with a projected shield rather than a ‘skin’ one. Next came
a simultaneous pair, one coming at her gut and the other at her back with her
deflecting the one in front but missing the other and getting a little tap on
her spine.


Paul shook his head. “Pay attention
to your surroundings, youngling.”


Riona rolled her eyes. “I suppose I deserve that,” she
said, resetting her mental composure.


“Yes you do, “ Paul said,
sending in another towards her face that she reached up and swatted out of the
way with a shield-covered palm. 


“Better…” he added, sending in two again, this time
from left and right. 


Riona closed her eyes as she manifested dual shields
both a few inches away from her body and only a hand’s length wide. Both
circular barriers went up in time to block the hits, but the left one was
weaker than it should have been and crumpled on contact, letting the thud drop
motionless to the floor while the other bounced off as it should have.


“Tolerable,” Paul noted. “You need to think of both
shields as two parts of the same projection. You’re favoring one over the other
and that’s a bad habit to get into.”


“I know. Hit me again.”


Paul did as asked, working with her for another 15
minutes with little progress, but each failure and mistake she made was
something Riona could use to calibrate, thus the experience, while
disheartening, was for a purpose and she understood that. She also knew that
Paul knew, meaning there was no ego involved. He was pressing her to force her
into a situation where she could learn from mistakes and kept the pressure on
so that she would keep making mistakes and challenging her current limits.


That was the sort of thing a friendly Archon did, but
if you didn’t have the right understanding in place beforehand it could be
misconstrued as hazing, for Paul sought out any and all opportunities to
exploit her weaknesses and really grind in the failure. Fortunately the two had
gotten used to each other quite fast, helped in no small part by the battlemeld
sessions, though for this workout that would have been counterproductive. 


When he’d finished pummeling her they switched up,
with her pelting him and watching how he responded. Riona didn’t hold back
either, throwing three and four at him at a time and Paul having to block them
with small shield projections only…no all-encompassing shield that she knew he
was capable of summoning up. Still, she couldn’t get any through until she
added a Fornax blast and caught him off guard, bouncing two off his taught
chest.


He looked over at her with a wry smile. “Cheater.”


She was about to say something when the intercom
activated with a repetitive tone. Both Archons glanced at each other as Paul
walked over to the side and hit the comm. “Yes?”


“They’re here,” the Admiral said pithily.


“On my way,” Paul said, turning the comm off and
walking out of the training room and eventually the sanctum onboard the warship
with Riona at his side. The two eventually made their way up to the bridge as
the main holo was depicting the arrival of several dozen massive ships, each
far larger than the Adamant and
bullet shaped, much like the old school Star Force jumpships had been, save
these were shiny chrome in color and looked not to have a single protrusion,
bump, or dent on their hulls. 


“How are we set?” Paul asked.


“All fleets are on standby.”


“Have they made contact yet?”


“No.”


“Do so, and route it to the nexus,” Paul said, heading
over that way. Riona followed him and stood a respectful two meters back to
stay out of the holocomm when it activated, showing a small version of a Voku
with its pointy head and thick, muscular arms. Its skin was pitch black and it
had but one eye, that one a deep green and wide set like a visor, for it
appeared to be made of crystal rather than flesh. Riona didn’t know if that was
a natural growth or a mechanical implant, but regardless it made the Voku look
intimidating…despite the fact that they were the size of Knights and larger.


“Greetings, Warlord Paul.”


“Morning, Cal-com. Glad to see you could make it.”


“I have no greater mission of importance at the time.”


“Which group are you personally traveling with?”


“That which proves the greatest challenge.”


Paul smiled. “Same here. Our
ships are a bit slower than yours, especially some of the transports we’ve had
to scrounge up. Do you wish to jump with us or ahead of us?”


“We will not attack until you are there, so there is
no need to travel separately. We will escort you to the divergence point.”


“How soon before your full fleet arrives?”


“Only moments more.”


“Our two largest ships will bracket the convoy. The Ultrix will lead,
I will bring up the rear in the Adamant.
Work your ships into the formation wherever you like.”


The Voku bowed his head slightly. “As
you wish. Jump when you like, we will follow your lead without further
communications being necessary.”


“What is your full ship count?”


“There will be 37 conglomerates arriving. We will not
reform prior to the last segment of our journey.”


“Very well,” Paul said, seeing that 32 Voku ‘ships’
had arrived. “I’ll signal the fleet to get underway.”


“May fortune favor us on this endeavor,” Cal-com said
before cutting the transmission, with his holo being replaced by the sensor
feeds as they came back from their miniaturized form on the left.


“Friendly,” Riona commented.


“I’ve met him before and we have an understanding.
They don’t talk much, so don’t take that as a negative.”


“Big ass ships though.”


“Their version of a jumpship…except that there is no jumpship.”


“I’m interested in seeing that.”


“Apparently you’ll have to wait a couple months.”


“Bugger.”


“Yeah, it is pretty impressive.”


Riona raised an eyebrow as Paul handed out mental
orders to the fleet through the nexus. “You’ve seen them transform?”


“Nothing that large, but yeah, when we had our meet
and greet they showed off a bit.”


“And?”


“Worth waiting for…and stealing, if
I can work out a way to do it.”


“What’s the holdup?”


“Their combat philosophy doesn’t match ours exactly,
and they’ve tailored their tech to match it. Still, the adjustable nature of
the transformations is immensely useful. I just have to find a way to do it
without sacrificing the advantages we already have.”


“Lesser applications?”


“Probably. It’s a back burner
project I dabble with from time to time. Don’t expect Optimus Prime to show up
any time soon.”


“You mean for a mech?”


Paul’s head came up slightly and he turned back to
look at Riona. “Damn girl, I hadn’t even thought of that.”


“I see that spark in your eye and I like it. I’m
calling dibs on naming privileges for whatever you come up with.”


“Deal,” Paul said with a smile as he turned back to
look at the holos…which was unnecessary since he was
already mentally linked in, but he did so just in time to see the Ultrix begin repositioning around the
star to get to their outgoing jumpline with a handful of warships and a host of
cargo ships following.


It took a long time to get all of them into position,
with the Voku ships slipping into the gaps as groups would make jumps out together,
spaced with at least 1 or 2 seconds between each ship so they didn’t ram each
other on exit or entry to the next system on the decel
end of the jump. Larger gaps of 30 seconds or so existed between groups,
allowing for the spacelanes to clear out on arrival
and each progressive group tagged with emerging from the jump in progressively
higher orbits, laying out the fleet in a long carpet each time it hit a new
system.


Then they’d all have to reposition to the new jumpline
again, stagger up and make similar jumps. That was the nature of interstellar
convoy travel, and over the next pair of months they continued to do exactly
that, leaving the Core Region, then the ADZ altogether and passing through what
had once been Calavari territory and was now partially Nestafar and partially
unclaimed wasteland. 


When they got to a predetermined system within
Nestafar space but uninhabited by them, the Star Force/Voku armada split up
into 8 attack groups, each traveling to a system with Elarioni in it with the
intent on hitting them simultaneously so both their enemies wouldn’t have any
forewarning that they were coming. Paul, Riona, and the Adamant headed towards the most populous Nestafar world and the one
that should prove to be the hardest to get the evacuees out of. It was called
Vionsed and was part of a three planet Nestafar civilization, meaning they
would have to contend with the system defense fleet in addition to whatever
surprises they had in store around that particular world.


They weren’t going in completely blind though, given
the information the Elarioni had provided. What they didn’t know was that the
Skarrons had already invaded Vionsed. One other world in the system had already
been battling the Skarrons on the ground, but when the Adamant arrived a few minutes behind the leading warships Paul saw
their sensor data on the battlemap and the Skarron
units already in play on the ground. 


Not to mention a huge Nestafar fleet in orbit, with
Skarron ships elsewhere in the system, though primarily holding onto turf
around the other world that now seemed to be mostly under their control based
on orbit and surface readings being fed to them by Star Force scout ships
deployed there to assess ship numbers. 


“Alright, time to get to work,” Paul said, mentally
triggering the TF to being the dislodgement procedure from the Adamant, which Riona was on. As he did
so the warships alongside began disgorging their drones and deploying them into
screens as the Nestafar fleet started to come their way…but like clockwork the
first of the Voku ships entered a slightly higher orbit and kept some of its
forward momentum, blowing by the Star Force ships as the huge chrome bullet
began to disintegrate, with smaller pieces falling off it looking like sand
prior to large chunks breaking off, all of which gave the appearance that it
was dying a quick death at the hands of some invisible Nestafar weapon.


But each of those chunks didn’t stay rugged. They
morphed into smaller chrome ships of various designs, all with smooth lines and
perfect hulls that shot off deeper towards the planet and engaged the Nestafar
head on, despite their superior numbers.


They were buying time for the Adamant to drop its invasion troops to a landmass on the edge of
the ocean where the transports would start setting down. They had to secure the
area then hold it for the duration of the evacuation, but to do that they first
had to get down there and there was no time to waste. Give the Skarron ground
forces time to redeploy and you’d be in a world of hurt…something that Kip had
impressed upon Paul prior to their breaking up and heading to different target
worlds. 


Sending a signal to the Admiral and his bridge staff,
Paul ordered the Adamant lower into
the atmosphere and directly into the Nestafar fleet once the TF fully
separated. While the Voku made up the bulk of the firepower in this operation
he wasn’t going to sit back and let them take all the damage, especially
considering that their ships were all manned, tough as they were. To that end
the giant donut-shaped warship slid down into the Nestafar swarm and began
racking up ship kills as another Voku ship entered orbit and began
disintegrating into warship pieces that fell down into the growing melee.


By the time the 3rd arrived the Nestafar saw that they
were in a world of hurt and pulled back before their numbers could drop below
the 50% mark, for the Voku were tearing them to bits. 


They began fleeing on separate vectors, clearing the
path that Star Force was hacking out down to the surface and moving off to
other orbits and seeing what their new enemy would do. Paul’s ships held
position, as did about two thirds of the Voku, but the rest of them pursued the
Nestafar who regrouped at various locations and continued the fight with better
odds.


Paul let them go, knowing that he couldn’t take the Adamant after them if they chose to
dance around orbit. Besides, killing the Nestafar wasn’t the point of this
mission…that was just a bonus. Getting the Elarioni out was the reason why they
were here and to do that he had to hang onto orbit and protect the transports
which would start jumping in from the star as soon as he signaled it was fairly
safe. Right now the Voku were guarding them there, and as much as Paul wanted
to head down to the surface and join in the fighting that was sure to come he
knew he had to stay right where he was and oversee the naval situation for the
duration of this operation.


Sometimes being the ‘Admiral’ was fun, other times it
just plain sucked.



 

Riona didn’t wait for the TF to land, instead
launching from one of the bays during the decent. Her skeet got bounced around
a lot by the turbulence but eventually she got it righted and pointed down,
lining up the streamlined hull with the oncoming air and pulling out away from
the huge distortion ripples coming off the 2 mile wide ship with more fighters
following her out. They immediately had their hands full as Skarron fighters
moved to intercept the TF and met them literally half a minute after exit.


Riona ducked her skeet down through a long, hard
braking loop to level off and begin chasing them through the dogfight that was
forming as they tried to throw plasma into the side of the TF. At first the
atmospheric turbulence shielded it for the most part, but when the tiny white
plasma orbs began hitting the shields the anti-air fire started coming back
too, with the enemy fighters quickly learning that this wasn’t an undefended
target.


That left them to contend with the Star Force skeets
that were easily outnumbered. Riona and the others kept it together though and
started racking up kills while going evasive far more than they liked until the
Voku fighters came down from orbit, dropping like rocks that then split up into
fragments that began chasing after the Skarron fighters. The smallest of the
Voku ‘pieces’ was more than twice the size of a skeet and outmassed it by a
factor of 6. That said, the craft were still nimble, nearly the match of the
skeets in agility alone, and armed with directed energy orbs.


They weren’t plasma, but a form of energy that Star
Force hadn’t gotten around to creating yet, even in engineer play, which saw
the Star Force techs building all manner of things from the database that would
never be put into practical use, just so they could say they did and learn from
the experience. These weapons were known as Dwio, and had an active guiding
mechanism in the fighters to steer them into targets like a guided missile. 


Riona could see multiple colors that she didn’t
understand the significance of, but she did see that their shots rarely missed.
Even when the Skarrons evaded a lined up shot, the orbs steered themselves into
a correction…and passed right through the enemy shields. 


The Skarron fighters had the same armor on them that
their walkers did, though in significantly lesser amounts, allowing themselves
a bit of longevity against the Voku orbs but it wasn’t nearly enough, with two
or three shots bringing one down and there being plenty of Voku fighters to get
the job done, in addition to the skeets were which holding their own.


Riona was glad for the help and by the time the TF
finally set down and began unloading mechs and other ground vehicles they had
the immediate airspace secured and were working on
pushing the perimeter out and hitting the few surface targets that were of
note, some Skarron and a lot Nestafar. Nothing civilian, but a few weapons
emplacements that were throwing up anti-air and larger plasma weaponsfire at
the fighters, though some tried to play dead and hide, but eventually Riona and
the others cleaned out the surrounding area in preparation for the battles yet
to come.


And they were coming alright. Skarron walkers were
redeploying on the south and west while Nestafar ground troops were massing on
the north, with the ocean and the Elarioni to the east. Within a few hours,
maybe a day tops, there was going to be a showdown, with both sides looking
like they weren’t going to tolerate anyone on their turf, making Riona wonder
who would be shooting who if the Nestafar and Skarrons got to each other. Three
way battles were extremely rare, but this looked like it might just be one in
the making. 
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Ker-shat stood shoulder to shoulder with the other
Voku troops inside the transport as it traveled down to the surface of the
planet under assault, waiting patiently until the doors underneath his feet
eventually opened, leaving him and the others standing on small squares with
nothing but an energy shield separating them from the quickly moving ground
beneath. As the transport slowed those behind him were released, with him
waiting a few moments longer before his shield disappeared and he dropped
through the square and into freefall. 


The 8 foot tall Voku cushioned the drop using his
flight harness, coming down onto the dirt and rock-strewn ground in a crouch as
two others fell beside him. One was a skirmisher like himself, while the other
was wearing the exoskeletal heavy weapons they were meant to escort to the
target…which in this case was an enemy walker with infantry support that was
pushing towards one of the Human positions where their infantry was guarding
the coastline. 


The Star Force mechs were elsewhere, dealing with
larger threats and the Nestafar were trying to slip one of their own through a
weak spot in the perimeter, yet it was far enough away from their massive
dropship to be out of its weapon range. Those closer positions were reserved
for the dozens of transports coming down and parking near the water’s edge and
extending pylons out into the depths to facilitate the transfer of evacuees…and
this walker was heading for the nearest of them.


The Voku transport had put them down behind the enemy
grouping, with the leading elements already engaging the Humans and the
four-legged machine blanketing the area ahead with plasma that the Humans were having to evade while effectively chewing up the enemy infantry.
As soon as Ker-shat  got to his feet he
and the other two Voku began to run, then they leapt forward and flew some 80
meters before landing again and running some more. They repeated this process
three times before coming up on the rearmost infantry, with the Voku leaping up
again and grabbing one of the flying Nestafar by the neck from behind.


He dragged it to the ground with him, placing a
killing shot to the back of its neck from the blaster gauntlet that he wore
attached to his forearm then discarding the body as he landed and ran forward.
Meanwhile his double did likewise, rising up as he fell as both of the
skirmishers paved the way for the slightly slower moving teammate coming up
from behind as he refrained from firing so as to give the skirmishers more of a
surprise factor…though his sights were set dead center on the walker ahead. 


Ker-shat was wearing very little, as was Voku custom.
His black body was covered by an equally black and flexible skin-tight sheath
that provided a bit of armor value against abrasions and weaponsfire, but in
order to preserve his agility the bulk of his defense came in the form of a
pair of shield generators housed in solid strips along the outside of each hip.
One was an energy shield, in that it repelled all energy while making an exclusion for his own weapons. It operated like a bubble
surrounding him and anyone he kept close, with him able to adjust the size with
a simple touch to the control interface he was wearing.


The second shield was the more complex, for it was
anti-ballistic and also encompassed him in a sphere of protection. The delicate
nature of the construction only blocked fast moving objects, allowing Ker-shat
to interact with his environment as if the shield was not even there…but it
was, with a matrix structured in a way not to oppose normal movements. Or
rather, technically it opposed everything, just at such a low level that it
wasn’t detectable. When sufficient momentum hit the shield matrix it caught and
caused a chain reaction that intensified the resistance, much like trying to
walk through water.


Move slowly and you have little trouble, try and go
fast and you essentially run into a brick wall. It was a crude metaphor but
essentially correct, though the seamless integration with Ker-shat’s combat made it appear almost magical. The only other
things he wore were the gauntlets on his forearms, both weapons and comm gear
integrated into a single unit. Other than that it was just his muscle and skill
guiding him into combat with a fluid grace.


His flight harness was part of the shield struts
attached to his legs and allowed him brief moments of ability, while needing to
recharge in between. The anti-grav tech gave the Voku
incredible speed across ground in addition to their own running speed, essentially
able to jump ahead and close with enemies incredibly fast, as well as to
augment jumping. 


That was how Ker-shat approached his second target,
running a few steps then dashing ahead, almost dragging his feet on the ground
as he shot across 30 meters and punched a Nestafar in the head while kicking
another two nearby before delivering the killing energy blasts. The rainbow
glob of light seemed to defy description or shape, passing as a blur between
his forearm and the targets as the rest of the nearby Nestafar began to realize
they were being attacked from the rear.


That was when the heavy weapons ‘hammer’ opened fire.
He wore the same equipment as the skirmishers plus an exoskeleton that
contained a number of extra weapons, the most prominent of which was a tiny
Dwio. He didn’t use it at first, intent on clearing out some of the infantry
nearby as he closed distance with the walker, sizing up its weak spot. He knew
he had to get within one jump from it first, and to do that they had to get
through the infantry that was beginning to make hits on the trio’s shields with
their red plasma pistols and rifles.


It was an inferior weapon, but damaging enough in
large numbers. Ker-shat knew they could take a great many hits before they were
in jeopardy, but not from the walker which stopped in its tracks and began to
turn around, bringing its primary weapon to bear on them. 


Both skirmishers went wide right, hoping to draw its
attention and simultaneously diving into a thicker infantry cloud that saw
about 2/3rds of the enemy shooting at them from the air rather than from the
ground. Keeping on the move they avoided one large plasma blast that actually
hit and killed a pair of Nestafar, with the gunner seeming not to care as it
continued tracking the two as they got a bit closer to the machine. 


Meanwhile the hammer was slowly approaching from the
flank, fighting his way through the infantry without carrying much how many of
them he got. They were for the skirmishers, his task was the walker and he
cagily began to circle around behind it, eyeing the distance he needed and not
wanting to dart ahead too quickly and draw attention. 


Ker-shat dashed to the right, catching a small bit of
the plasma orb as it hit the ground beside him and seeing his shield strength
diminish considerably. He still had plenty to fight with, but too many near
misses and he’d become exposed. Prompting himself to be more evasive than
hunter, he took out three more enemy infantry and kept away from the plasma
blasts until he saw the hammer shoot through a nearly horizontal jump and up
onto the walker’s back, coming down behind the neck and firing his Dwio
directly into the topside armor, vaporizing the defense turret there as it came
around to shoot him off.


Ker-shat figured he had it dead to rights, but as long
as it was still operational the main cannon at the top of the long neck was
still a threat so he kept dancing around and killing infantry where he could
until the hammer finally dropped the big machine, with it crumpling to the
ground as its legs bent up to form a shallow cage around the Voku as the
infantry swarmed toward him and tried to shoot him off…but it was too late.


Now no longer having to be excessively evasive, the
two skirmishers went aggressive and started leaping towards whatever enemies
were nearby as the distant plasma fire ahead continued without interference as
the forward end of the Nestafar advance was still fighting it out with Star
Force, apparently unaware that their walker was now down. It wasn’t long until
a couple of silver armored Humans jumped out from behind their barricades and
rushed the Nestafar while their support snipers continued laying down fire.


The Nestafar instinctively pulled back and up into the
air, their natural defensive move, Ker-shat was discovering, with the Voku now
making use of it and taking out two or three per leap as the Nestafar were
clustering together into firing groups to try and get through the Humans’ thick
armor. There were so many that the three Voku had their fill of targets, slowly
wearing down their numbers with the Humans making the most kills by far, but
eventually the Nestafar figured they’d lost and all of them took flight,
pulling back across the dead walker and retreating towards the distant LZ that
they’d come from.


Ker-shat and other Voku went after them, leaving the
Humans behind and leaping forward to catch the fleeing flyers who were decently fast through the air once they got up to
speed. He killed six more before an enemy fighter swooped in and landed a hit
on his shield that blew away nearly a quarter of the defensive barrier’s
strength. When it came around for a second pass he held up, staring it down and
ready to make a defensive dash in whatever direction needing as the hammer
landed a Dwio on the craft, damaging it.


The fighter pulled off and fled, with the Nestafar
infantry now too far ahead to pursue.


Ker-shat activated his comm and reported their
success, then waited with the others for pickup, with a troop transport flying
in overhead within a few minutes. The trio jumped up to the underside and
grabbed hold of the square rims, pulling themselves inside so they could be
moved to another combat zone…and would continue doing so until all threats were
eliminated. 



 

Kali-1388 fired off a salvo of missiles from her madcat,
with the tiny little guided projectiles swarming towards a Skarron Type-5
walker as it was escorting a Type-4 that was engaging a trio of Nestafar spider
walkers and getting the armor chewed off it. Infantry from both sides were
around, but otherwise staying out of the way of the big machines as there were
groups of combatants everywhere.


Kali damaged the Skarron walker further with some
lachar blasts but was still outside mauler range. Gauging the damage to both
sides, she twisted her mech’s torso around and leveled the right arm at one of
the spiders in the distance, then fired a rail gun slug at it. The metallic
round shot across the distance and clipped off one of the legs with the impact,
missing the central hull but none the less twisting it around on collision. 


As she walked her mech forward she continued to dish
out damage to both sides, not in a hurry to get in close, though that’s where
her mauler would come into play. Just before she reached the enemy’s plasma
range she got a waypoint ping on her battlemap and quickly turned her madcat to
the left, accelerating up to full speed and sprinting the machine across the
rocky ground, hoping the computer wouldn’t get overwhelmed by all the small
bumps and trip on the rocks.


In the distance she could see a pair of voltrons and a
slew of escort mechs tangling with a Type-2 and a pair of super dragons…which
at the moment were both attacking the Star Force mechs. Ignoring the craziness
of it all she targeted the damaged super dragon and launched all her remaining
missiles, knowing she needed to do the most damage as she could, otherwise the
weapons on the enemy walkers would do a lot more in return.


It took some 18 seconds for her two missile boxes
riding above the ‘shoulders’ on her mech to fully unload, with a long plume of
exhaust marking their path towards the walker as she continued to run
forward…with other Star Force mechs nearby turning to coalesce around the
battlemap beacon. When dealing with super-heavy opponents you had to gank them quickly or they’d wear down your side so much
that they could turn the tide in any battle…which is probably what the enemies
were thinking about the voltrons, prompting them to shoot at the big mechs
rather than each other at the moment. 


Knowing better than to try and fire the rail gun while
running, she held off and tried to do some extra damage with her lachars…then
readjusted her aim to a giraffe with a hole blown in its side that was still
firing off plasma blasts at her team and pretty much being ignored in favor of
larger targets. Taking manual control she lined up the shot then peppered the
walker with lachar blasts rather than the continuous version she also had the
opportunity to use. This way she could keep firing in a chain gun-like manner
continuously rather than having to take a recharge break.


A lot of her shots missed, but she kept it up from
range and even though her aim running was shaky she delivered enough hits to
the damaged section to see the walker collapse on its own legs and power down,
no longer throwing plasma at her friends.


Just then a huge explosion ripped apart the Type-1,
with Kali not knowing where it came from. She hadn’t seen anything hit it, then
as it twisted and fell over she saw a big chrome suit of armor riding it
down…no, not one, but three of the things larger than her madcat with their
arms dug into the side as it crashed.


But with all Type-1s that wasn’t the end of it, for it
simply jettisoned the damaged segment and kept on fighting, with the three Voku
mech/suits running away quickly as they got pummeled with plasma. Two of them
made it, but the third went down hard, its shields no longer protecting it and
the Skarrons exacting their revenge for the lost segment until a giant physical
shield dropped over top and blocked the incoming fire as one of the voltrons
moved forward to cover it.


The other two kept running backwards until they were
out of the main firing lines, then Kali did a double take as the two came
together in what looked like a giant robot hug and melted into one another,
forming a stationary stature that the Archon couldn’t look at any longer as she
was now within mauler range of a group of spiders and giraffes that were just
now beginning to target her. 


She slowed to a walk and opened up with her mauler and
rail gun, taking a spider out within 20 seconds before turning slightly right
to attack another, with all those involved constantly on the move and
repositioning, though her mech was by far the most agile…up until a pair of
starscreams flew in and landed nearby, transforming into mech mode and giving
her some backup with their own smaller mauler cannons.


A proximity alarm alerted her to a contact coming up
behind her, and she looked just in time to see another of the Voku mech/suits
run past and dive head first into three spiders. It landed on one, grabbing it
and rolling through a somersault with it locked in a death grip, then flipping
it through the air coming out of the roll before jutting to the side and
kicking another to the ground. 


Kali landed a mauler blast on that one before the Voku
reached its arms forward and pummeled the walker with energy blasts while
ignoring the plasma raining down on its back from the third spider and others
further away. She adjusted her aim to the other spider, then
held up as the starscreams crossed her firing line. With a moment to glance at
what else was happening she saw the melting ‘statue’ finally take shape and
walk off, now half again as tall as it had been with a similar biped form. 


It ran up alongside the second voltron, now almost as
tall as it, and the pair ran forward together, with the second voltron joining
them in a shield wedge, with the Voku in the center and mostly protected from
the white plasma storm coming down on them, though the giant physical shields
were starting to show a few holes.


That was all Kali could see, for she had to turn her
attention to the second super dragon as it adjusted its sights away from the
voltrons and towards her little section of battle. She was still outside of
mauler range, barely, so she ran forward and began firing it and her rail gun
off as quickly as she could, with the metallic bullets not needing to be well
aimed to hit the giant machine. 


It fired off one large plasma stream, hitting another
madcat and melting/exploding the missile boxes off it. The mech fell,
apparently already having its shields down, and buried its nose into the
ground, then suddenly all the anti-air weapons on the Skarron Type-1 lit up as
a mass dropped out of the air and impacted the ground with a large boom that
rocked Kali’s mech slightly. Before the dust cleared
a giant Voku mech/suit stood up and walked towards the super dragon and punched
it down into the ground with a massive fist.


Then, prompting a laugh of joy from Kali, it picked
the entire super dragon up and spun it around its body, building momentum
before releasing it sideways…and throwing it into the side of its twin, sending
both crashing in a tumble.


“Yes!” she yelled in a satisfactory manner as she
looked for another target of her own, finding plenty and settling on a spider
that was now targeting the Voku. “Kick their ass bro. I’ve got your back.”
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August 29, 2537


Hachtat System


Eliossa



 

One of the Elarioni, whose name was impossible for
Humans to pronounce, swam along with her sisters in a long, river-like flow of
bodies through the ocean towards the shore, escorted by their aquatics warships
to make sure that neither the Nestafar nor Skarrons interfered with the
evacuation process and attacked the defenseless civilians. Shri, which is what
she would eventually be called once they arrived in the ADZ, could sense her
sisters all around her, but not just in the line she was traveling with. There
were others nearby, all converging on the same area where the Human transports
were waiting on shore. 


The Elarioni had a limited telepathic ability, not
enough to speak to one another or read minds, but they could feel each other
out and read basic emotions, such as when one of them was in danger the others
would know or when they were excited or happy. Right now Shri was swimming in a
sea of anxiety, kicking her tail rhythmically to maintain a decent pace and
having her hair swaying in the chop from the others ahead of her. She carried
only a small satchel with her, having been told all other supplies would be
provided on the transports and that space was at a premium. 


They were going to have to endure some very close
living quarters in order to get everyone offworld, but that was a small price
to pay for their freedom. Already the Skarrons had attacked two underwater
settlements…futilely, but their intentions were clear. Not only were they going
to rid the planet of Nestafar, but they were not going to tolerate any other
presence here. Their aquatic weaponry was limited to infantry troops with spike
guns, but she and the others knew/suspected that the Skarrons hadn’t come here
equipped for aquatic warfare, for they didn’t discover the Elarioni
civilization until after they’d arrived…meaning that if they were willing to
start engaging them with what little they had available, then that probably
meant their true aquatic forces were on the way.


That was a fight they were willing to make in the
water, but they’d never be able to remove them from the surface. And if the
Alliance’s reports were accurate, the Skarrons would keep sending more and more
troops from their massive empire until they eventually succeeded. Shri and the
others had to flee before they could be enveloped in a no-win scenario that
would gradually grind down their population and resources until they were wiped
out of existence. 


The fact that there was fighting going on now up above
was cause enough for anxiety, but Shri and the others weren’t very keen on the
idea of traveling on an alien ship…especially considering those aliens were air
breathers. That said, it was a way off the planet and they were going to take
it, trusting their leadership’s guidance despite their misgivings and
abandoning their homes for the evacuation lines, some of which stretched thousands
of miles.


Those long lines were being facilitated by aquatic
ships carrying and offloading evacuees to nearby locations, then allowing them
to swim the remainder of the journey on their own. Already it had been 13 days
of constant evacuations, with Star Force transports landing by the dozens,
loading, then taking off for the ADZ while others came down to replace them.
Shri hadn’t seen any of the ships in person, only on recordings, but they were
massive vessels that she had a hard time understanding how they could even land
on a planet. 


Most of the Elarioni ships were small and agile, with
massive hulks being the way of other races…yet one more reason for their
apprehension, though in theory a big ship would carry greater defenses, yet
Elarioni combat philosophy held that speed and agility was more important than
armor and shields.


At least that’s the way it worked underwater. In the
air or space was another matter entirely, which was also why they felt so out
of place there. The Alliance was much better suited to such combat arenas, and
hopefully the two could learn and supplement each other…at least that was the stated purpose of this merger with the Alliance.
They rescue the Elarioni and in turn Shri’s people would help strengthen their
aquatics fronts, few as they were.


The pace Shri and the others were maintaining wasn’t
overly hard, but they’d been swimming for the past 14 hours and all were
getting tired. None the less they persisted, understanding the importance and
danger of the situation, and swam on with the seafloor gradually rising up
beneath them until they were in the coastal shallows…with that environment
eliciting even more anxiety, for the closer to land they were the more danger
they were in. Elarioni preferred deep water above all else, with the shallows
making them feel claustrophobic.


Shri had expected a large group to have gathered
around the loading areas, but to her surprise there was none at all. The line
she was traveling in merged with four others at various points in the shallows,
with the now super-thick line ending at the opening of a massive tube with
several Star Force armored suits floating nearby with flanking Elarioni
escorts, for crowd control she imagined. She was less than 100 meters away from
them when the line suddenly stopped and she got her first rest…though she found
that floating in place waiting was more disturbing, for she felt like the enemy
could drop down on her head at any moment.


Those in the tube swam on, disappearing around the
upward bend and into the ship beyond. Shri and the others couldn’t see more
than a giant shadow ahead of them through the water, for they were staying low
beneath the surface to avoid drawing attention from enemy fighters that might
be circling around overhead. A few minutes later that shadow rose up and
disappeared, letting the sunlight through that created a mild haze from the
dust in the water from the combat that had been occurring nearby. 


Shri waited and waited, nervously flexing her three
fingers in and out while giving her tail and torso muscles a much needed rest.
There was little talking, for all were tired, but the guards at the entrance of
the tube told them that another transport was incoming and they spread the word
back down the line as the group at the end swelled up into a large crowd.


Eventually another shadow lowered over them and set
down on shore, connecting to the tube and sending a pair of red-armored Humans
down it and into view…whereupon the line started moving again, with them
leading the Elarioni up it with the guards at the entrance setting up the
spacing to keep the flow moving but not overcrowded.


Shri was held for a moment by the outstretched arm of
one of her sisters, then released without so much as a casual glance at her.
These guards must have processed thousands if not millions of Elarioni by now,
so the lack of personality was understandable. Shri swam into the 50m wide tube
along with the others and curved up, rising above the level of the ocean and
onto land, she guessed, for the tube walls were opaque with nothing visible
outside them…hopefully because they were covered in heavy armor.


When she got to the end of the not so short tube the
line was divided up, with her being shuffled into the leftmost segment and into
a much smaller tube with three others beside her. That little group swam
through the curvy course, with a feeling of claustrophobia choking her mind,
both from her own fear and that of the others washing over her but there was
nothing they could do but keep moving so they bravely swam on, not knowing what
they would encounter ahead. 


About a minute later her group of four exited the tube
into a large chamber, with the transition being a physical relief on all the
Elarioni, but above and beyond that was the curious joy at seeing their own technology
inside. The room was alien, but small stations were constructed in Elarioni
fashion and even had their own language prompts and keyboards, with a
repetitive audial instruction to log in at an available terminal.


Shri swam over to an open one and followed the written
instructions. It was little more than a check-in station where she input her
personal identification information, then a small
armband was produced in a cupola beside it. She took the Elarioni designed
bracelet and slid it over her wrist and halfway up to her elbow, then swam
forward two meters and used it to access another tube, this one with a
waterlock. She swam inside the Elarioni designed structure, knowing how to
access it and closing the doorway behind her. 


With the armband she touched a sensitive panel and
heard machinery moving for a few seconds before the other side of the waterlock
opened into a very narrow tunnel which she swam down following a guide light on
the wall. She kept pace with it easily enough, for it was moving slowly, but
its presence felt reassuring because Elarioni used such things in their own
cities to guide children and newcomers around. Eventually the tunnel split into
four branches, with her following the light into the upper right and down
another length before she passed through four more splits. 


The last section of tunnel finally opened up into a
curious habitat area, reminiscent of Elarioni design but much more compact. She
saw a few others swinging around the choked passageways that were little more than
cracks between floating cubes in an otherwise huge water-filled environment. 


Shri politely made her way through the crowds even as
a prompt was repeating itself, indicating that all should stay ‘indoors’ during
the loading procedure. Some of the others were traveling as she was, while
others were moving about out of curiosity and making traffic impediments of themselves.


Following the information on her armband Shri made her
way through the tight habitat to her section…a large cube suspended by beams connecting
it to others and the distant walls. She entered one of the 24 entrances and
swam inside searching for her compartment. After several twists and turns she
came to number 73 and opened the small round door and pulled herself inside,
seeing little more than an elevator-sized chamber.


Immediately she worried about claustrophobia, but the
entire design was Elarioni despite the difference in materials, and she settled
into a resting float in the center as she logged into the computer with her new
id and accessed the newsfeeds and other aps, one of which allowed her an
external view of the ship. 


She unconsciously released a bubble from her nose when
she saw what was happening. The Human ships were truly massive and parked all
along the coast, each with multiple tubes connecting them to the water. She
could see fighters streaking by overhead in patrols while walking machines did
the same nearby. One of the giant transports pulled up, showing its true bulk,
only to be replaced by another coming down mere minutes later.


Shri knew there had to be millions of Elarioni in
these ships, and she was both impressed and afraid of so many people being
packed in together, for they made easy targets. 


She kept looking around the other camera options, some
not even based on her transport, that showed the
distant fighting. The area around the evacuation zone was secure, yet riddled
with debris. There appeared to be at least two ongoing conflicts to the south,
but her ship was well outside of their weapons range. She did notice the Star
Force troops, which she was somewhat familiar with by this point given how much
information about the ADZ had been passing around, but there was another ally
in play that she didn’t realize. She searched the computer database and
couldn’t find a match, wondering if it was her own fault for missing something
or if they simply didn’t have information on whoever they were.


Regardless they were fighting the Skarrons more
effectively than the Nestafar had been, which gave her
a little bit of comfort as she waited for the transport to load. Inside her
compartment there was food, which she eventually started to nibble on.
Everything was right here that she would need for the trip, with the
introduction material on her terminal indicating that it was preferred that she
stay put for the duration of the journey, given that there wasn’t room for
lounging outside.


Shri knew that wouldn’t do for a long interstellar
trip, but the compartment was comfortable enough that she settled in and
distracted herself with watching what was happening outside…and within. There
was a separate, live feed showing the boarding process, how many compartments
there were, and how many were filled. At the moment there was only 2% filled,
and she’d been here for more than half an hour already, underscoring just how
large the Human transports were.


There were also ways of checking on who
else was onboard her ship and even the others, with Shri looking up several of
her friends to see if they’d evacuated already. Some had come with her onto
this ship, she knew, but it wasn’t until she looked down through the lists that
she found out which ones were where…and the fact that she could send them messages. 


That kept her busy for the hours that followed as she
had an ongoing conversation with two of them up until the transport
disconnected from the water tubes and began to lift off. Shri paused her conversation to watch and mentally cross her
fingers, hoping they wouldn’t end up getting shot down. Painfully slow the
transport rose up above the evacuation zone, with her getting an aerial view of
it all and seeing just how large it was from yet another perspective.


From there they moved up through the atmosphere with
her keeping a close watch on the surrounding combat to see if any fighters or
ships would be coming their way…but the trip up to low orbit didn’t see any
difficulties. There they stopped, however, along with several other fully
loaded transports and many empty ones under the protection of an even larger
Star Force warship that dwarfed the ship she was on. It and many smaller ones
guarded them as they waited, for what she didn’t know, but they spent many hours
there…with her feeling a mix of anxiousness and relief, for both she and the
others were off the planet they feared they’d be trapped on, but waiting in
orbit to be shot down was equally vexing. 


Ultimately her ship formed up into a convoy of 9
transports that were escorted out by the other faction that was aiding the
Humans. Shri still couldn’t get an identity on them, but their ships had the
same chrome color as their walking battle machines and they flew out to a
jumppoint with them while others were intercepting the Skarron ships that were
actively trying to get at them. 


Shri’s heart nearly leapt up into her throat as a
group of six actually got within weapons range and fired on a transport…not
hers and the shields held, but it was still frightening all the same. Those
enemy ships were quickly engaged while the transports moved on, jumping out
from the planet on a brief trip to the star where they met up with thousands of
others, most of whom the computer tagged as being empty and waiting for their chance
to go down to the planet.


Only then did she fully realize the scale of the
evacuation effort. Seeing numbers on a chart was one thing, but looking at all
these ships here and knowing how packed hers was underscored just how big this
operation was…and how much they owed the Alliance for doing this. 


More of the alien ships were here, guarding them
closely as a handful of Star Force warships also patrolled the area. Things
appeared quiet at the moment, with no enemy ships in orbit…as far as her sensor
feeds indicated. There was another long wait, one in which Shri slept through while
her transport slowly docked with a jumpship, before the console pinged an
update alert as they finally got moving towards their jumppoint in a much
larger convoy with one of the Star Force warships escorting them out. 


Her jumpship went first, followed by the others
shortly thereafter that she was then able to detect mid-jump through their
location beacons. It took a while for them to register over the vast distances
they were coasting between, but she did see the warship bringing up the rear,
glad to have the military vessel with them and even more glad to be out of the
war zone.


Now was the longest wait of all,
with them having to make multiple jumps that would take weeks to get to
their eventual destination. Shri stayed in her compartment for three days
before venturing out and over to one belonging to a friend and talking with her
in person, as most of the other Elarioni were doing. Other than that she
explored a bit, finding nothing but habitats and spending most of her time in
her own and accessing the entertainment, social, and knowledge software to pass
the time.


Of particular interest was their destination world,
which she studied intently and happy to find out that it was completely a water
world with no land for enemies to occupy. If they wanted to take it, they’d
have to fight an aquatics war, which she knew her people were more than capable
of doing. 


The database called it ‘Atlantica,’ which she had a
hard time pronouncing, but by the end of the trip she had it down well enough
in her own dialect and was eager to feel its waters on her blue skin.
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November 2, 2537


Hachtat System


Eliossa



 

Riona was woken from a sleep cycle onboard the TF and
groggily ran to the hangar bay, half dressing in the hallway as she went and
getting into her skeet just in time to hit the air along with a dozen others
that met up with some 100+ Voku fighters a few miles off enroute to a fresh
enemy LZ where the Skarrons were just now beginning to land transports. There
hadn’t even been enough time for an orbital battle, with the enemy dropping
into the atmosphere directly from their jumppoint and burning hard to get to
the surface past the chasing Voku vessels.


Several dozen Skarron warships broke off from the
group to intercept them, screening for the transports to get to ground and
unload thousands of new walkers onto the planet a few miles off from the
evacuation zone…and within easy walking distance for the machines to begin a
new assault from. So far, after an intense first three weeks of combat, both
the Skarron and Nestafar had avoided the Star Force foothold on the planet
while they continued to battle each other in other areas. There were a few
attempts to get at the evacuation ships over the two months that followed, but
nothing that the defenses couldn’t repulse with ease.


As was typical, that was about to change. Riona
blinked away the last traces of sleep from her eyes and focused on the sensor
readings from the LZ ahead as she and her impromptu squadron tucked in behind
the much larger Voku fighters. The skeets were faster in super pursuit mode,
but she wanted to arrive with their allies because it was going to get messy
very fast and the more anti-air that went their way the better. The Voku
fighters were more heavily armored than the skeets and could take a greater
pounding, hopefully allowing the Star Force fighters some breathing room to
maneuver.


By the time the group arrived at the LZ there were
already over 50 walkers on the ground and the fighters knew better than to try
and hit them. Instead they climbed and stretched out into a long line, some 5
or six fighters wide, and struck like a plasma streamer at one of the
descending transports that had four Type-3s suspended underneath plus who knew
how many infantry inside. 


The Voku hit first, pounding and breaching its shields
as they shot past taking what anti-air fire could hit them as more and more
fighters struck the ship enroute to flying to the far side. Riona’s group was
in the back third of the lot and unloaded their maulers and what missiles they
had on the target before zipping past and out of sight as the Skarron fighters
emerging from multiple transports, most of which weren’t even on the ground
yet, poured down on them and the Voku in turn turned their attention to
neutralizing that threat as the transports continued to flow down to the
surface. 


Riona’s squadron turned back after some dicey
maneuvers to avoid collisions with the Skarron fighters and dove after the now
smoking transport. Alternating between short attack runs and flanking ‘stalls’
that allowed them to pound the craft from short distance the skeets added to
the existing damage and managed to knock it out of the sky before it could
sufficiently decelerate.


The transport rammed the rocky ground, smashing the
four walkers underneath it and crumpling on impact, killing who knew how many
inside. Riona couldn’t watch long, for the enemy fighters were increasing in
number and before too long they’d be outmatched and would have to flee, but she
was content that they’d taken out those four walkers…which would mean less for
their ground troops to deal with later, though given the overall numbers the
Skarrons were deploying it seemed that it would matter little.


Riona brought her squadron back up to the Voku and
assisted them with killing several hundred fighters before the airspace became
too clogged and they had to pull back, bringing the enemy with them and
fighting an ongoing battle while retreating all the way back to the evacuation
zone perimeter defenses where the land-based mechs added their anti-air fire to
the mix and more Star Force and Voku fighters arrived from other locations to
assist. 


Knowing that they had to kill as many of the fighters
now, while they could before more unpacked from the transports and literally
choked the skies, Riona flew hard and aggressive, more so than normal in order
to rack up a high kill count but the overreach eventually came back to bite her
as she risked going back into the thick of the fray with too low of shields and
got hammered by a group of Skarron fighters working in concert as the two Voku
fighters nearby her went down and left her momentarily isolated.


She saw the vulnerability immediately and tried to go
evasive, but too much plasma was coming her way and her armor could take only
so many hits. A long loop towards the ground ended with her tail being blow off
and her skeet hitting and rolling across the ground in a very pod racer-like
crash, with the numerous flips tearing off what appendages the enemy fighters
had left intact. The last few rotations banged her around inside the cockpit as
the IDF lost power, leaving her dizzy and disoriented for several long seconds
after the remains of the skeet finally came to a rest. 


“Damn it,” she swore, grabbing her rifle, popping the
canopy open, and rolling out to drop onto the ground as she fell a couple of
meters, leaving her staring up at the sky. 


Riona got to her feet and looked around, seeing the
fighters continuing their battle overhead but at the moment it looked like they
were ignoring her…as they should, for they had plenty of targets up there that
could shoot back. When she turned around and looked towards the LZ the pit of
her stomach sank as she saw their ground troops already in play and heading her
way…both walkers and a horde of infantry preceding them.


She figured she had about 3 minutes before the leading
elements reached her, and there was no way she could fight them hand to hand
out in the open…leaving her one choice. 


Riona walked around the edge of her broken skeet and
took off running back towards the evacuation zone perimeter several kilometers
away and desperately hoping that none of the fighters would try and make a
strafing run on her. The striker armor that she wore would protect her from a
single hit, maybe two, but fighter weaponry was much more potent than the
infantry versions and this would be a very bad matchup, especially since she
couldn’t fight back, but she didn’t have any good options. Staying put was a
death sentence, so she had to run and run fast.


Riona activated the powered nature of the armor and
took off in a flash, running as fast as she could in just shorts and a jog bra,
with the heavy armor plates moving themselves to keep in sync with her body’s
own motions. After about thirty seconds she reached back and disconnected her
rifle and tossed it aside to make herself lighter and more smooth, recognizing
the fact that if she had to shoot it out with anyone right now she was as good
as dead…plus she always had psionics to use if she had to.


With that extra weight gone her speed increased a
tick, plus she threw in a few Yetu bursts that her armor matched, with her
watching the skies as much as the rock strewn ground ahead of her, choosing her
foot placements ahead of time so as not trip herself up. Riona ran for several
minutes with additional fighters dropping out of the air…most of which were
Skarron…all around her, with several pieces of debris raining down and hitting
her helmet, but fortunately they were no bigger than her finger, though if she
hadn’t been wearing armor they would have cut her up for sure.


Counting herself lucky in
multiple ways she kept running as fast as she could consistently manage,
tearing across the meters of ground with a speed that most biped races could
never hope to match and searching the horizon ahead of her looking for the
nearest fort/outpost that would mean a safe haven. She saw several mechs ahead,
but they couldn’t do much more than distract the enemy from her. If she was
going to get inside it would have to be at one of the outposts and so far she
couldn’t see any, though the battlemap said they were there.


She passed by a madcat that was walking the opposite
direction and firing off its rail gun with a boom that shook her steps, but the
Archon managed to stay on her feet and keep running, eventually passing two
more in that particular star before she got behind them, feeling a bit better
but still overall exposed as large dark spots began to rise up ahead of her. At
first she thought they were transports leaving, but they held a low altitude
and grew in size, coming forward towards the enemy and Riona seeing that they
were not tagged on the battlemap for several seconds before an update was made.


That meant Star Force didn’t know what they were
initially, but soon the Elarioni tags appeared just before their ring-like
warships opened fire on the Skarrons behind her with what looked like Sammies
but she couldn’t be sure. They were accompanied by huge globs of glowing blue
and purple that looked for all the world like a glue spitter. 


Riona wanted to turn and look at what they were
hitting but she didn’t, knowing that she had to keep running to safety before
her luck turned from bad to worse. Eventually the warships, most of which had
an elliptical design to the rings, passed overhead with her able to see the sun
through their hollow center, as well as the fighters that were continuing to
battle it out at higher altitudes.


Eventually one of the outposts came into view and she
had to divert to the south a bit, already with her legs burning from the effort
but she didn’t care. She could rest later, and sore legs were a lot easier to
recover from than plasma burns so she pressed on until one of the gates opened
up ahead of her, allowing her to keep her speed all the way into the interior,
with it resealing behind her and the bubble shield overhead finally taking her
out of harm’s way. 


Riona slowed to a stop then sagged to the ground,
landing on her knees and breathing heavily. She knew she had to get to the
command center and organize pickup so she could get back into the fight, but
right now she had to let her body recover, for she’d pushed herself far harder
than she’d intended to, with the adrenaline of the moment overriding her normal
inhibitions. 


“Are you alright?” a Regular commando asked as she
came up to her.


Riona held up a ‘wait’ finger as she continued
heaving, slowly pulling her breathing back under control enough to speak.


“Yes…I need…transport…back to…the…TF,” she managed
between heavy breaths.


The commando nodded. “I’ll relay the message. Nice
escape by the way.”


Riona nodded but didn’t say anything as she ran off, preferring
to spend her precious air on recover rather than useless sentiment. She did
manage to look up and see more of the Elarioni warships passing by overhead,
prompting her to adjust her battlemap to see how much damage they were doing to
the enemy…which was when she also saw large Voku ground and air formations
closing on the Skarron LZ and their assault columns reaching out from it
towards the evacuation zone.


This was going to be one messy fight, and she had to
get back into it as soon as possible.



 

In orbit Paul had his hands full, but nothing compared
to what was going on down on the surface. The Skarrons had brought a sizeable
fleet escorting their transports and some of it was headed his way to try and
get at his own transports, which he was tasked to defend. That left the
offensive portion of the orbital battle to the Voku, who were doing a
remarkable job of it, but once again the Skarrons had brought with them a solid
naval punch and were milking it for all it was worth in order to get their troops
to ground…and the frustrating part was that there was no way for Paul to stop
them, nor could he send drones down to the surface to help out, for he needed
them all to protect the Elarioni onboard the transports.


He was relieved when he saw their own warships coming
up out of the ocean and moving into the fight…something that hadn’t occurred to
date, but as curious as he was to see what weaponry they employed he didn’t
have the luxury of watching. The Skarrons were getting tricky in their
maneuvers and he had to keep reshuffling his ‘chess board’ around the safe zone
in orbit to outflank any potential runs in at the waiting transports, though
some were already taking long range lachar hits, meaning Paul had to send
drones out after those attacking ships to either destroy them or force them
back out of range, keeping him constantly busy with only a moment here and
there to glance at what was happening down on the surface. 



 

There was someone else watching, however, and watching
closely. More than a day into the battle new ships flew in, not coming from
space but from overland and depositing a Nestafar army on the far side of the
Skarron LZ, with them seeing a moment of opportunity to strike back at the
enemy that was slowly conquering their planet. They had no love for Star Force
or the Elarioni, but they recognized that they weren’t here to conquer their
world and were defending only a tiny piece of it…and if they could use the
confusion to put some serious hurt on the Skarrons then they were going to take
the opportunity before they had to face this huge relief force on their own
if/when they overran the Humans and their allies. 


With flocks of Valeries following the transports out
and providing air cover, the massive ships unloaded the Nestafar walkers and send
them into the Skarrons’ grounded transport like several deadly arrows, hitting
their weak side with the enemy sluggish in response…and even then only able to
throw a few troops their way, for the bulk of them were engaged on the far side
and unable to redeploy fast enough even if they’d been free to do so.


After some 20+ transports were destroyed a few of them
started taking off, with the Valeries hitting them hard and sandblasting their
shields with thousands of tiny plasma blasts, enough to tear through them and
take a few of the ships down while the ground troops continued to blast more of
them into rubble from pointblank range.


Inside of that rubble field more Skarron infantry and
a handful of walkers met them, with several Type-1s and 2s throwing up missile
support in a huge arc that traveled up over the transports in the LZ and down
onto the super dragons, knocking out several of them in less than a minute but
leaving so many more intact that they couldn’t stop the Nestafar assault wave,
despite seeing it coming towards them at an ominous, pondering pace. 


Now getting hit hard from both flanks the Skarrons had
a choice to make…stay and fight it out or try to pull back and save what troops
they could. They chose the former, making both Star Force and the Nestafar earn
their victory and wearing down the troops on both sides. It took another four
days before the Skarrons were eventually slaughtered, with most of their
transports fleeing into space before they could be killed…yet unable to pick up
their walkers and infantry to take with them.


When the Nestafar troops eventually came into contact
with Star Force, the Elarioni, and the Voku Paul ordered a slight pause to
allow them to retreat…but they didn’t. Instead they dove
head first into their other enemies and forced another long battle that
consumed the next 2 days, ending with an Alliance victory but at a heavy cost. 


There were Voku mech/suits everywhere, along with
destroyed fighters and infantry corpses, though the latter didn’t have massive
numbers of casualties, given that they were selective in where they employed
them. Many Star Force mechs and skeets were down as well, though in far smaller
numbers given that they hadn’t had a large force to contribute to the battle in
the first place.


Two Elarioni warships had also fallen, now dug into
the ground and leaking water. Recovery efforts were being made by the other
ships to try and get to any surviving crew, but land and air were death to the
Elarioni and few were recovered alive. 


The rest of their ships were showing damage of various
levels, all of which retreated back into the water and disappeared into the
depths to make repairs, leaving an incredible amount of debris behind on the
battlefield, most of which belonged to the Skarrons. It stood as a testament to
the effort Star Force and the Voku were going to in order to get the Elarioni
off this world…all the while the evacuation transports continued to load and
depart round the clock.


That was the ultimate victory of it all, but
accomplished at a high cost…and one that the Elarioni would never forget. 
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December 27, 2537


Hachtat System


Eliossa



 

Paul stood in the command nexus onboard the Adamant, much as he had for most of the
past 4 months, but for the first time he was holding back the transports. That
was because the Skarron fleet in the system had been continually growing, and
even as they successfully evacuated most of the Elarioni from the planet the
convoys heading out to the Voku fleet guarding the jumpships at the star had
been getting jumped more regularly. 


The Skarrons hadn’t hit his position or at the star,
trying instead to snipe their ships when they were at their most vulnerable, and
now that they were devoting more and more warships to that endeavor Paul had to
hold back the last of the transports or risk losing one…something he had
avoided thus far.


Most of the planet was now in Skarron hands, with the
Nestafar stupidly having wasted troops battling Star Force and the Voku, but in
truth if they hadn’t it would have only delayed their defeat. The Skarrons were
overrunning them with numbers that they hadn’t seen in the assaults on the
ADZ…a dire omen for what was likely to be coming their way eventually, for
Nestafar space was much closer to Skarron territory. If this was how they dealt
with nearer threats, then it was only a matter of time until their border eeked out close enough to the ADZ to warrant a larger
assault.


But they had time to prepare, it seemed, and right now
getting the last of the Elarioni out was the mission. They were going to
accomplish it with ease, Paul knew, thanks to the superiority of the Voku. But
completing that mission without losing a single transport was the tricky
part…and not leaving anyone behind. The Skarrons weren’t stupid, and had
deduced what they were up to, all the while trying to interfere if just out of
spite, for they didn’t have the numbers to take down the Voku fleet, given how
superior their ships were.


So Paul held the last of the transports, getting a
group of around 400 sitting in next to the Adamant
and his other few warships, surrounded by a cloud of drones with patrolling
Voku cruiser analogs keeping any predators at bay while frigate analogs spread
out in an even wider detection zone, sending out active signals to monitor the
area with such sensor intensity that it surprised Paul. Apparently they didn’t
want the enemy sneaking anything in, though to date
Skarron tech hadn’t shown any such capability and Paul wondered what enemies
the Voku had that did. 


When the last transport was loaded at 3/4ths capacity
he held the six more empty ones that were waiting in orbit and signaled the
other empties at the star to stop coming. Some of the ships were on their third
round trip, just having gotten back from Atlantica thanks to the ever
increasing speed of Star Force’s newer jumpships. The long trek, however, still
meant that Star Force had to devote an insane percentage of their transport
fleet to this endeavor…and not just here, but the other 7 planets that were
being simultaneously evacuated.


Paul had gotten a few status reports from them, passed
along by the transports who were meeting up at their
eventual destination and swapping intel, and so far there had been no major
problems in any of the campaigns, each of which was led by a trailblazer. Paul
had taken the most difficult assignment for himself, or so he’d thought in the
planning stage, with the reports coming back indicating that he’d been correct.


This planet’s Elarioni population was the largest
also, so it was with only a small shock several hours later when the TF finally
pulled up from the surface that several thousand Cruiser-class and smaller starships rose up from the oceans across
the planet simultaneously, making the waters look like a giant cereal bowl full
of O-shaped Cheerios as they made the transition to air. 


The Voku stayed on the ground covering Star Force’s
exit and came up with the Elarioni, bringing their ground troop transports back
up to the carriers in orbit and joining with them in transformer style while
their warships pulled back from hunting the Skarrons elsewhere in orbit and
formed up into a defensive wedge around the transports and Elarioni civilian
starships while the aquatic race’s own warships did likewise.


Not to Paul’s surprise the Skarrons began moving their
fleet around quickly, attempting to bring one last hammer blow before they
escaped. Problem was such a massive fleet comprised of 3 different races
couldn’t move together with as much coordination and alacrity as a single,
smaller one. They had to jump out in stages while the long carpet of ships was
laid out for the enemy to hit at whatever point their wanted. 


Paul held the Adamant
back until the last section began to move, knowing the stragglers would be the
most vulnerable, and began fighting a rearguard action as Skarron warships
began to come up from below them, skirting around to the gap between ship and
atmosphere and hitting the rear…intent on coming up the middle and getting at
the Star Force transports just ahead. 


Devoting what drones he had left, Paul sent them down
into the enemy not expecting them to return. He’d had enough with the playing
it safe routine and decided to nail the bastards for their insolence…and with
Ta’lin’yi they certainly were able to accomplish that, catching the Skarrons
off guard with the offensive maneuver and creating a bloody melee as the Adamant gained altitude ahead of them
and followed the back of the convoy out.


The Voku commander contacted him and they set up their
final battle plans, including sending a few ships back to destroy the drone
debris that was large enough to potentially survive impact with the planet.
Paul didn’t want the Skarrons getting their hands on any intact pieces, and
he’d purposefully had the Adamant
hovering over the target zone rather than occupying a normal orbit prior to
their final departure, knowing that the drone debris would fall into the
atmosphere and burn up…if it was small enough. 


Some of the Voku ships flew back and killed the
handful of Skarron ships remaining before blasting apart the intact hulls of
the drones that were now partially or totally inoperable. None had survived to
return to their warships, with Paul having ordered their pilots to hurt the
Skarrons as badly as possible…and their having destroyed more than 500 enemy
vessels in the process. 


But the Skarrons had thousands more insystem with a
large chunk of those harassing the outgoing fleet and more jumping in from the
other planets to tighten the noose. They weren’t going to get them all here in
time and the Voku were insistent that it wouldn’t matter, taking it to the
enemy head on and making them pay heavily whenever they ventured close to one
of the transports.


The Elarioni warships were doing likewise, guarding
their own people closely, on both their ships and the Star Force transports,
and giving Paul his first good view of their military hardware. They had beam
weapons similar to the Dvapp’s Sammies but these were
using an altogether different type of energy. Using the limited sensor readings
he was able to get what he thought was a match with the private database of
V’kit’no’sat documented tech.


It was a Yor’vok, and something the Elarioni had not
originally possessed when the V’kit’no’sat had hunted them. Or, to be more
accurate, not what they’d possessed the last time the Elarioni had been updated
in the database, with their eventual ouster happening much more recently than
the fall of Earth. The Yor’vok was pretty much a standard, straightforward
weapon that employed altered photons and worked like a slow moving laser…only
infinitely more powerful. Normally light particles were scattered and had large
gaps between them in transit, but with the Yor’vok they were densely packed
together, so much so that little bits would escape and cause the beam to glow
whereas a laser was invisible until it hit and reflected off of something.


It was a burning weapon, effective against shields and
armor alike, but the sticky energy matrix they also had was what intrigued him
more. That was an even higher level technology and something that Star Force
wasn’t yet close to developing. The Elarioni weapon was crude by V’kit’no’sat
standards, but it was the first time Paul had seen one of the ‘holy’ weapons
employed on the battlefield…and it sent a shiver down his spine. 


The Elarioni version couldn’t attack shields, meaning
they had to take them down with the Yor’vok first, after which they would
essentially spit a glob of glowing destructive goo at slow speeds and splatter
the enemy ship…with the Ha’star melting the matter as if it were little more
than snow to a bucket of hot water. The drawback was, if you could call it a
drawback, that the Skarron ships were so big that the Ha’star could eat large
chunks into them and the rest of the warship could keep fighting. 


The Elarioni didn’t know yet the interior structure of
the enemy and where to probe for weak points and there was no time for Paul to
inform them of that now, but none the less the Skarrons had no defense against
the Ha’star after their shields went down, for the armor they so depended on
was like tissue paper to the Elarioni weapon.


Even though most of his thoughts were centered around the evacuation, a part of Paul’s mind sized up the
threat the Elarioni would pose if Star Force fought them…and immediately saw a
weakness. Not in his own fleet, but theirs. The Yor’vok was a pure beam weapon,
which meant it was easily defendable against with a reflective shield. To date
Star Force hadn’t had cause to use such a thing except in low level
applications against lachars, with only partial deflection occurring. Against a
Yor’vok they’d get full deflection so long as the shield matrix was strong
enough, and would even be able to, with a bit of luck and a lot of skill on the
shield controller’s part, redirect the Elarioni’s own
weapon back at them.


And without being able to take down the Star Force
shields their Ha’star would be next to useless. For as advanced as their tech
was, their battle layout was lacking. Then again, they were aquatic, with naval
warfare probably being something they delved into rarely, especially given that
they’d spent so many years in hiding. He was thoroughly impressed by their tech
and knew how effective it would be against the lizards and others, but in a
head to head he’d own them.


With the Voku warships quickly cleaning up behind the Adamant, the big command ship slowly
made its way up to the jumppoint…with more and more Skarron warships closing in
around them, so many in fact that the only way to keep the jumppoint clear was
to engage the enemy in a slugging match and slowly pull your ships back into
themselves as the mass jumped out. The Adamant
got severely beaten up in the last few minutes, taking many hits that otherwise
would have gone to the Voku as they recovered their damaged ships, melding with
them and carrying them out, until finally only a few dozen the Star Force
command ship remained.


Those few jumped out together under heavy weaponsfire
and ended up at the star a few minutes later, seeing that several skirmishes
were already taking place there and knowing that the rest of the Skarron ships would
soon be on their way. The evacuation fleet was already repositioning around to
the exit jumppoint, which was where one of the conflicts was occurring, but
with the influx of Voku and Elarioni ships they kept it clear and sent a
continual stream of Elarioni starships out while the Star Force transports
continued to load up onto the waiting jumpships.


Paul watched the jump signatures of the Elarioni,
getting a computer estimate as to their speed and seeing that they were only
slightly faster than the Skarrons…but like their enemy they also didn’t need
jumpships, which was a double-edged sword. Paul informed the Adamant’s bridge crew that they’d need
to match the Elarioni jump speed in order to stay at the back of the convoy,
with a message from the Elarioni coming through that they were claiming the
‘galaxy down’ part of the road, meaning that after they made their departure
jump they’d drift lower on the galactic plain, allowing the faster moving
jumpships to pass them by above the jumpline to avoid any potential collisions.


As expected the bulk of the Skarron fleet showed up to
‘escort’ them out of the system under fire, with the Adamant taking a few more hull hits but nothing major as it soaked
up a lot of the enemy’s attention. The Voku stayed with it and all of the
remaining jumpships, ensuring their departure and sending ships with them to
further guard the convoys as they moved from one system to another, knowing
that an enemy could be waiting for them ahead if they were smart enough.


Paul didn’t expect the Skarrons or Nestafar to be that
determined, but he was glad for the backup regardless. Once the jumpships were
fully loaded they began winking out of view, carrying their precious cargo out
of harm’s way and leaving nothing but warships behind. Those then stayed around
a bit and fought it out with the Skarrons to make sure they didn’t jump after
the convoy and potentially meet up with it mid jump or cause trouble at the
destination system.


After more than an hour of combat and a lot of dead
Skarron ships the Voku commander consulted with Paul and they both began to
pull out, with the Elarioni already having gone ahead, given their slower speed
and desire to stay with their own ships. 


Most of the Voku took off at amazing speed, but the
commander kept a good chunk of them with Paul and the Adamant, so when the command ship made the jump and left the enemy
system behind the chrome ships reformed around it within a few kilometers,
demonstrating their navigational skill, not to mention their gravity drive
strength, because pulling on stars lightyears away for maneuvering capabilities
mid jump was a very expensive and unrewarding venture, allowing you only a
little tug here and there, with most ships using thrust engines to accomplish
such maneuvering.


Paul took note of the positions of the convoy ahead,
with their beacons signaling back and allowing the computer the ability to
calculate their approximate position, even if the signal was lagging an hour
behind. Seeing that all was in order and marveling at the Voku’s
fleet, Paul released the control sphere in the nexus and left the bridge,
intending to get in a short workout then a long sleep period. Something he’d
been reluctant to do during the evacuation, taking only brief rest periods
sufficient enough to accommodate his limited workouts.


He met up with Riona later and they got back into
their training routine as if they’d never left it, both recovering a bit of
lost fitness and probing their bioshield capabilities as the fleet made its way
from system to system, back into the ADZ, and over to the far side where
Atlantica lay near the rimward lizard border.



 

“Hello stranger,” Paul said through the water as he
swam up to Ariel’s quarters in Manaan. 


She turned around, her green hair spraying out into a
fan around her head as it floated in the pristine water inside the city and
bracketed a huge smile on her blue face. He could have sworn the glowing
patches on her skin increased their aqua-colored intensity, but regardless it
was obvious that she was glad to see him…given that it had been decades since
they’d last met in person.


“Finally,” she said through the translator in Paul’s
breath mask. The Elarioni swam over to him and locked him up in a big hug. “Why
do you do this to me? I’ve missed you so much. You could at least stop by every
5 years or so,” she said with a touch of sarcasm.


“Bad guys to kill, ships to build, systems to
conquer…I’m a busy guy,” he said, hugging her back.


“I know, I know,” she said, finally releasing him and
looking him in the eyes that weren’t covered by the small, compact mask that
gave him his Elarioni voice. “And you did just bring me some new friends, so I
guess I shouldn’t complain too much.”


“I would have found you sooner, but you’ve been out
and about.”


“Yes, things are absolutely crazy right now…but a good
crazy. There’s no room to put everyone so we’re camping out in free water and
that is something I haven’t done for such a long time. They haven’t either, so
it’s a new experience, but one that they’re loving.
They really like Atlantica, and your cities, by the way. I think this is going
to work out beautifully.”


“Well, you did help design most of our stuff,” Paul
pointed out as she pulled him all the way inside her quarters by the wrist,
with him letting her propel him forward given that she was the far better
swimmer. 


“Some,” she corrected. “Kyler knows the water almost
as well as I do now.”


“High praise.”


“And well deserved,” she said, finally letting go of
him for a moment, then swinging around behind him and pressing on his lower
back. “Let’s see what progress you’ve made.”


Paul laughed, then assumed an old position and let
Ariel test his flexibility and kick strength as he went through several motions
while she held him in place.


“Not much better,” she commented dryly. “But no worse. You haven’t been doing much practicing.”


“Actually I have, you just forget how bad I was.”


“No I don’t,” she said humorously.


“That and I’ve picked up a new trick. I’m still not as
fast as you, but I’m much quicker.”


“Oh? Then why aren’t you showing me.”


Paul’s face tightened up in a smirk, but more from
effort than amusement as he formed bioshield fins over his legs and kicked in a
very similar way to how Ariel moved.


The water behind him moved in such a way that, despite
not being able to see the shields, Ariel instantly could feel the
difference…and the power that he now had.


“What is this?” she asked, curious and excited.


“A new ability,” he said, grabbing her wrist to get
her to let him go, then he righted himself parallel to her and held up his bare
hands, forming a shield bubble in between them that pushed back the water and
formed a small vacuum, which him altering the shield so it became partially
visible. “I can create energy shields and use them in multiple ways, including
giving me a tail, more or less.”


“Come on,” she said, grabbing his wrist again and
pulling him back towards the door. “You’re going to show me on the course.”


Paul smiled underneath his mask and let her drag him
out and across the watery tunnels within the city to one of the obstacle
courses that Ariel trained on to maintain her self-sufficiency…something that
she’d be teaching her own people to achieve, given that she was far older than
them all, but none the less younger than when he’d found her on the lizard
jumpship, which her grip testified to. 


He enjoyed the ride over, then swam the last few
meters to the starting position near the pedestal as Ariel took up position on
the other side of it and stared at him with her glowing golden eyes. 


“Ready?”


“Always,” he said, putting his hand on the start
button.


“Impress me,” she taunted, smashing his hand down and
activating the timer in the friendly method of starting the courses they’d
developed whenever running one in tandem. 


Pushing off the pedestal for a bit of momentum, Paul
leveled out and began the intricate kick that she’d taught him long ago,
summoning up shield enhancements and finding himself still outpaced by Ariel,
with her looking back at him and smiling…but with her tail kicking harder than
it normally did to stay ahead of him.


She was still the better swimmer, but he wasn’t so
inferior now…and judging by her smile he guessed that he’d advanced to the
point of being a peer. Maybe a slower little brother, but
still a peer rather than a student.


Which Paul’s mind immediately
corrected into Star Wars metaphor. No longer was he a youngling, for in
that satisfied expression of hers he’d just been promoted to Apprentice. 


The Force is
strong with this one, Paul thought, trying to goose a little more speed out
of his body.
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