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January 2, 2690


Macalania System
(Tether)


Shiva



 

Orval woke up to his alarm, a soft tone beside his
head in bed that gradually got louder until he finally woke or it elevated to
ear piercing levels. He reached over and tagged the off button, then rolled out
of his narrow bunk and stood up, stretching in the overly warm quarters. His
muscles were tight after the last round of workouts, so he threw in some real
stretches before he hit the lights and began to get ready for the day.


That meant shaving, showering, and heading over to the
nearby cafeteria for some breakfast bars that would give him some extra energy
without weighing him down when he hit the track for his morning run, further
loosening up his body. After an easy 8 miles he accelerated and worked the last
2, then stopped by the equipment room where he rinsed off and changed into a
skin-tight swimming suit that extended from elbows to knees. On top of it he
picked out a breath mask then headed over to the underwater course rather than
one of the standard training pools.


The difference was the course was more tunnel and
terrain than a rectangular pool, with Orval slipping his mask on, checking the
air reserves, then tagging the start pedestal and diving in. Once underwater
there were light beacons everywhere to guide him and a
narrow bubble tunnel at the top that contained air should his mask fail, but
otherwise it was a totally submerged playground.


After about 20 seconds of swimming he came to a fork
in the road, so to speak, with three possible paths to follow. He took the
middle one and continued on his course, swimming through various obstacles and
through small tubes that required him to move in all directions. It was an
agility course, forcing him to maneuver in multiple ways, and halfway through
his ‘run’ he was passed up by another swimmer.


Orval let her go, seeing that she was swimming with
jets and he’d never keep pace with her. Trying to minimize the disruption he
slid aside while still moving forward and let her pass him in the narrow tube,
with her chest brushing against his arm as she likewise twisted to give him
room on the pass. It was tight, but both swimmers were on the clock and didn’t
want to be slowed down. These courses were usually underused, so occasional
run-ins like this were tolerated and both swimmers got back to their pacing,
with Orval seeing her using all four gauntlets as he clawed at the water with
his bare hands and feet.


That meant she was probably working on skills rather
than fitness, for each gauntlet was its own little jet engine. She had two on
her ankles and two on her wrists, giving her considerable maneuvering
capability. Orval’s had to come from his own body,
making his course run a workout. While commandos and aquatics were different
branches of Star Force, swimming scores were part of his levels rank and they
were one of his weaker areas that he was trying to focus on during this new
assignment.


It was guard duty, boring as could be, but within Star
Force that meant an opportunity for virtually uninterrupted training. His
assignment didn’t have him standing guard over any particular facility, but
rather stationed on planet for response to potential hostiles or unknown
circumstances…which meant he was going to be left alone to train his heart out,
for Shiva was in the middle of nowhere.


The ice world was currently the furthest tip of Star
Force’s ‘tether’ territory, which was what the long string of breadcrumb
outposts leading out towards the rim was called by those who knew it existed.
Orval had been looking for a training assignment for a while and when this one
had opened up he immediately put in for reassignment. His commando ranking of
level 254 gave him the priority pick, not that there was a lot of demand for
the slot. Some people liked exploration outposts, but most preferred to remain
in the ADZ or on combat missions, leaving only a small pool of individuals to
compete with for these far out there slots. 


Star Force usually filled them with low level
personnel, but in their wisdom they required some ‘senior’ slots along with
what were usually filled by newbs. Orval’s presence here wasn’t superfluous, for if the small
colony came under attack he and the others would be their only line of defense,
hence the need for at least some seasoned personnel in the mix, but the whole
point of creating the tether worlds was to quietly establish a presence heading
out towards the rim and not to attract a lot of attention.


Some of the colonies were more public, but this one
was meant to be secret…in so much that it was in a system that nobody wanted.
The only habitable planet was Shiva, and it was covered pole to pole with ice
and snow fields. Nothing living had been found on the planet, making it a prime
spot for Star Force to establish their own Hoth base
and put down another foothold that would eventually grow into a breadcrumb that
would then be leapfrogged even further out by another expansion.


As it was, Shiva was the furthest out with the
majority of their cargo fleet taking more than a year to reach the ADZ. Some
ships were faster than that, but the system was some 3,490 lightyears from Sol
and in the nearer edge of the gap between the Orion and Perseus galactic arms.
That ‘gap’ still had star systems, but the density of them diminished in
various spots making for a pseudo-geographical border. The denser regions in
between the two arms acted like land bridges with the most traffic and
civilizations present, according to the Nexus information.


Technically they were within the Nexus domain now, but
all that really meant was they were in the neighborhood. The nearest Nexus
world was some 680 lightyears away, leaving the local region in what would be
considered ‘fly over’ territory. The jumplines between systems out here were
longer, with fewer options, and that kept less advanced races from moving
through the area or colonizing it. Furthermore the lack of habitable worlds was
significant, with only a few well outfitted races/factions cherry-picking the
available ones and leaving the rest untouched. 


That was why Star Force had chosen to reach their
tether out through this region in order to get to the Perseus Arm. They were
nowhere close to that, but this was the first good step out into the ocean of
emptiness between the two, and the less attention drawn the better. There were
plans to establish other branches within the tether, but those would be
constructed later off the main route, which Shiva was on and had been the tip
of for some 14 years.


Other colonies would have been much further along
after a similar period of time, but Shiva had been visited by only a single
convoy and exploration team that had done well to set up operations. Yet given
the insanely long supply routes virtually everything had to be built locally
and the other nearby links in the tether chain weren’t in a position to offer
up exports just yet either.


That said, scouting teams were already searching for
where to establish the next link in the chain while Shiva grew to a
prerequisite level of infrastructure…a tenuous hold, but the Archons knew that
so long as they could maintain anonymity they could stretch the chain out fast
and far, while letting outposts like this develop into colonies at their own
pace instead of waiting for them to become full blown civilizations. 


So as it was, Orval was one of some 72,000 people on
the planet that were busy digging new tunnels down through the usually 2 mile
thick ice and into the sandy crust of the planet. The mining probes had to go
down even further to get to the actual rock layer, and then even further to get
to the limited geothermal heat the Mars-sized planet produced. That’s where the
bulk of their mining operations were taking place, with both crust harvesting
and magma siphoning being utilized, though the latter had only come online in
the past 6 months. 


But that’s not where he and the bulk of the colony was
located. They were up in the ice layer, with a few spires poking up through to
the open air…which for a world this small was extremely thick. The CO2 levels
were a bit high, but tolerable if you could stand the cold. The atmosphere was
habitable, meaning you could walk up top without any breathing gear, but with
temperatures never getting above the melting point aside on some freaky
occasions Shiva definitely earned its nickname of Hoth,
save for there wasn’t a lick of wind on the planet…nor wampas.



Orval spent his days inside, only rarely going up on
the surface in armor just to get a feel for the planet. Today wasn’t going to
be one of those days, for he was in strict training mode and volume protocol…which
had him doing virtually nonstop training at lower intensity levels. If a
problem arose he’d drop what he was doing and deal with it, but ever since he’d
arrived on Shiva he hadn’t known of a single ship to pass through the system
aside from their own. Star Force had chosen their location for this little
breadcrumb extremely well.


And the commando enjoyed the anonymity, for while the
interior of the colony looked the same as any other Star Force city this one
felt different. He knew that was because of their distance from the rest of
Star Force and how exposed they were out here, but it also had something to do
with the fact that they were in the middle of nowhere. This was definitely a
frontier outpost, but it felt like as much of an exploration mission as a
foothold grab. That technically didn’t involve him since he was just here as a
military babysitter, but it definitely felt like they weren’t in Kansas
anymore.


And no matter what the internal temperature of the
city was, he always felt cold. The water he was swimming through was mildly
warm, but when he finished his course and came to the finish/start area on the
opposite end he pulled himself up into the air and felt a mostly psychological
chill. He pulled his mask off and took a few normal breaths, letting the small
cell recharge fully pulling oxygen from the air to replenish what he’d burnt
off during the swim. It did the same when underwater, but at the moment there
was no need to be breathing the supply when he was taking a momentary rest.


The room temperature was fine, but just knowing he was
on an ice world made him subconsciously aware that he was wet and his mind told
him that wasn’t a good thing, so after a few minutes he jumped back into the
water, starting the timer for a reverse swim down a separate group of tunnels
and feeling ‘safe’ back in the water as his skin was no longer chilling.


When he finished up his swimming workout he walked
through the chilly air over to the equipment room and got dressed in a casual
uniform before heading back to the cafeteria for a larger second breakfast.
Getting that food down him was necessary but he knew he’d need a bit of time to
digest it, so as usual he went to one of the targeting ranges where he wouldn’t
need to move around too much. His focus right now was straight up fitness, but
taking breaks with skill work kept him from having to wait between workouts and
he’d found it better that if once his mind got going in the morning he never
stopped till he went to bed, in order to keep the low level fatigue from nudging
him into nap mode.


On the way to the targeting ranges he hopped into a skybridge that connected two of the surface towers, with
him feeling absolutely chilly the moment he stepped out into the clear tunnel.
Aside from the footpath the circular tube he was walking through didn’t appear
to be there at all and gave him an awe-inspiring view of the surface ice
sheets. They weren’t smooth, but rather ragged and sometimes spikey giving the
illusions of topography when in reality there wasn’t a bit of rock, dirt, or
sand anywhere near the surface.


But ice was hard enough, especially at these
temperatures. The twin suns in the sky didn’t produce
enough combined heat to melt more than just a tiny layer on the surface, giving
numerous gleaming mirrors to reflect the light into his eyes as he walked
across. Fortunately there was recent snow on the ground which cut down on the
blinding light, but in many places where there were vertical faces the mix of
yellow and blue light bounced off and gave the surrounding landscape the look
of being decorated with Christmas lights from afar. 


Most of the reflections were a mix of sunlight, but
get one sun shadowed and the other not and the colors would become evident,
making it hard to look at sometimes with Orval’s eyes
yearning for something nongleaming to lock onto…which
they did when a speck of dullness caught his attention below him to the right.
It was moving across the surface on its metallic biped legs, with the mech
following a faint path of footprints in the snow as it moved about doing what
the commando didn’t know. 


Feeling considerably chilly just by looking at all the
ice, he walked across the long straight bridge until he entered the nearby
building and his eyes readjusted to normal light levels, then he headed down to
the range which was built just below the ice layer and picked up a sniper rifle
in the nearby equipment room. It was one of the new sammies,
which had replaced the well-established lachars, but for the purpose of target
shooting the intensity was dialed down so he wouldn’t melt the targets. That
said, if he accidentally shot someone it would still do damage akin to sticking
your hand in an open flame.


Stepping out into the gunnery circle he started the
automated practice program and began tracking targets within a 30 degree cone
ahead of him. He couldn’t brace the rifle on anything other than his arms,
which made the really long shots difficult. That said, the sniper weapon was
capable of shooting further than the range, so he wasn’t going to have to get
super steady to hit the furthest targets…in theory.


His sniper skills weren’t quite that good, but like
any proper commando he was up to the challenge. Besides, this was just an
‘extra’ challenge to kill time while his food digested, so he didn’t put much
mental effort into it. Relaxing, he fired off round after round, lightly
goosing his accuracy without picking any of the robust targeting drills. This
was one of the perks he had for getting a ground assignment, and even if he
wasn’t going to go all in on it today he was definitely going to avail himself
of the range.


In recent years he’d been fighting lizards, which
meant he’d spent a considerable amount of time onboard jumpships. All Star
Force ships had training facilities on them, but they were nothing compared to
what planetside facilities contained. Basic sanctums
had shooting ranges, but nothing as large as this. Nor did they have underwater
swimming courses. At best they’d have 2 or 3 pools for lap swimming and that
was it. The volume of a ship, even one as large as a jumpship, had its
limitations…and over the years Star Force had come up with an insane number of
training chambers and drills that could be built.


This training facility was a tier 2, the second
highest of all and he’d been told that was deliberate given how far away they
were from any other facilities. That meant that even thought Orval was out in
the middle of nowhere he had one of the best locations to train in. The tier 2
facility was even good enough for the Archons on Shiva to use, for there hadn’t
been a separate sanctum built for them yet. That virtually never happened,
underscoring just how impressive this training facility was.


Orval knew fighting the lizards was important, but
after so many years of doing so he’d seen his skills begin to plateau and that
wasn’t a good thing. There was word coming down through the ranks of a major
crusade in the planning stages, and when/if that actually happened he wanted to
be ready…not burnt out and stagnant. That’s why he’d taken this assignment, to
get his combat mojo recharged and to grab another few levels of advancement
before it was time to do whatever the Archons were planning.


But he also didn’t like sitting back and doing nothing
to help out, so this assignment was about damn near perfect. He wouldn’t have
to do anything if there was no trouble, but he was here just in case something
happened and that was an important function, especially considering all the low
level commandos that he was surrounded with. For a few of them this was their
first field assignment, and learning to train without the trials as motivation
was a big hurdle that he was trying to help them overcome…along with a lot of
other things.


They were capable, as all commandos were, but amongst
the lot of them there was very little combat experience. That’s where he and a
handful of others came in, for if they did come under attack it would be up to
them to lead the defense and carry the rookies through it, making use of their
limited skills while counteracting their lack of experience with his own. 


Orval didn’t think that was going to happen, but
someone had to be here just in case it did and that counted as doing something,
for if he wasn’t assigned here then someone else would be. Right now that
person was out there fighting, so his holding this position contributed and
allowed him to train like he needed to…and that more than made up for the
ever-present phantom chill that hounded him. 
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March 18, 2692


Jafat System (lizard
territory)


Ulmed



 

With the Star Force fleet largely engaged over the
inner planet of Irad, the lesser defense force around
Ulmed was met with a handful of warships that
preceded two large jumpships. With the lizard ships tied up in a battle that
they were easily going to lose the massive transports began moving down near to
the atmosphere with their defensive weaponry swatting a pair of enemy cruisers
that tried to take poaching shots at them. 


By the time they settled into as low of an orbit as
they could half the lizard fleet was destroyed with the others soon to follow,
so the defense shields on the jumpships were lowered and the four aquatics
battleships were released. Their smooth hulls looked quite alien to space, but
they were airtight and had gravity drives sufficient to lift themselves out of
the water and to fly through atmosphere…and those same drives also allowed them
to descend from orbit, with the large ships dropping below the jumpships and
into the upper atmosphere where they began to bleed off orbital speed.


That friction slowly built into fireballs against the
defense shields covering each of the ships that were decelerating from orbital
speeds using their underpowered gravity drives. Slowly the turbulence around
the meteors faded and their hulls reappeared, with them continuing to bleed off
lateral speed. Two were deep blue colored with their telltale ridges running
fore to aft with the thinner ‘wings’ spreading out on either side but the other
two, while identical in shape, were colored aqua blue almost to the point of
being neon. 


All four ships came down together until they were
halfway down to the surface of the mostly water-covered world, then they split
apart so that they reached the ocean waves at different locations around where
the lizards had established their primary aquatics colony. According to
intelligence reports this world was the second one colonized in the system and
as such hadn’t seen as much development as Irad, but
the lizards had already begun building within the water in addition to on the
small tracts of land. Those water-based troops had to be eliminated before Star
Force could lay claim to the system, hence the inclusion of the rarely used
aquatics division in this assault.


Four battleships for an assault against an entire
world was light on the extreme but if the lizards had only one, or even a
handful of fortified locations, it would be more than enough to break through
their defenses…which were known to be formidable. Star Force and the lizards
had tangled aquatically on a few worlds, but the largest conflict had been the
initial one on Atlantica, during which both sides had learned much about their
opponents. That said, Star Force’s aquatics division had been wholly revamped
since then, and the two previous assaults that had taken place hadn’t left any
lizard survivors to inform the others how they’d been defeated.


When the battleships hit the surface they came down
gently, sinking into the water with their defense shields covering the hulls in
a thin, protective layer that the enemy’s weapons would be hard pressed to
penetrate. Of the four ships one of the dark blue ones came down directly over
the location of the lizard colony, and as it pushed its hull into the water a
swarm of missiles came up at it, hammering the shield.


That was part of the plan, for the ship was acting as
a distraction and continued to descend down through the deep water until it
reached weapons range, then a shield column extended down to the top of the
base, which was made up of numerous domes built on the seafloor that covered
all directions for miles. The tiny tendril of energy pushed through the water
and contacted its lizard counterpart covering the largest central dome where
Star Force knew they were building aquatics warships.


Those were in the water nearby, but not directly over
the base for they had been out on patrol and not in position to defend against
an overhead assault. Their firepower was significant, but it didn’t match the
number of missiles coming up from below. The two combined would be enough to
get through the battleship’s shields, so it only had a short window of
opportunity before it would have to withdraw and recharge…but it wouldn’t need
long to do damage.


The shield column made contact with the dome shield
and immediately a blue streak flew down the vacuum and hit the opposing energy
barrier, missing the sidewalls of the column by half a meter of clearance, else
the mauler blast would have breached them instead of the lizards’ shield. The
first blast destabilized a patch of the dome’s defensive layer, with the second
punching through and allowing the shield column to dip down another few meters
and touch the hull of the dome. The lizard shield reformed around and inside of
it, for it was being emitted from within the base rather than a lateral
generator.


The problem with that was the Star Force shield
column, acting like a giant straw, wouldn’t allow lizard shield energy to flow
into the breach from the surrounding areas to help counter weaknesses and
breaches, leaving only a small patch inside that was recharging from direct
transmission from the emitter. That was sufficient to reseal the shield over
the light crater in the hull, but when the aquatic’s warship switched weaponry
and the Ta’lin’yi firecracker beam came down with the white/gold pinpricks slamming
into the shield patch, it punched through with only a slight hesitation.


Suddenly the base of the shield column broke contact,
blowing apart along with that section of the dome as the talon cannon hit the
matter of the hull and did what it did best. A shockwave rippled out through
the water all the way back up to the battleship as another shield column
tracked down into the now damaged and unshielded dome to deliver another huge
punch, with a likewise impressive explosion when it contacted and sent an immediate
talon blast down.


The battleship sat there and reached out into the
lizard infrastructure, attacking it with impunity as the missile swarms
continued to mount and drain shield strength. It wasn’t until they’d racked up
sufficient energy loss and the lizard warships were nearing weapons range did
the Star Force vessel begin sniping down the incoming missiles with its own
intercepts. The tiny glowing ‘fish’ spit out of several holes in the hull and
swam towards the missiles, knocking out several with a single hit and ‘popping’
the water around them out into short-lived voids.


That disruption not only allowed the secondary
explosion to hit more of the clumped missiles but it knocked others askew and
slowed their approach, with only a few making it through the counterattack to
hit now that the ship was defending itself, which allowed the shield to begin
to recharge a bit as more missiles from the nearby warships began shooting in
laterally and a slew of hammerheads motored in as fast as they could, intent on
ramming the sides of the Star Force battleship with their full array of plasma
nubs.


Holding off on any return fire the battleship
continued shooting out intercepts to lengthen the duration of its stay while it
broke through dome after dome below. Some were air domes, others were water
ones. Either way they were taking heavy damage and attracting a lot of
attention while the other three battleships settled into the water at their
more distant positions and began releasing the onboard craft and infantry that
this one was holding onto as it played bait, soon to retreat to the atmosphere
to recharge its shields and reposition to another location to continue the
assault.



 

Davrel Stinson flexed a bit in the cockpit of his
aquatic mech, still in the hold of the other Human battleship as he waited for
the go order. Right now his body was strapped into the control harness similar
to that in a neo, but his movements were not translated directly into this mech
for his body didn’t match its configuration. The harness he was in was
essentially a full body controller for the live videogame he was about to play.



It wasn’t a drone, as he was situated inside it, but
the various arm, finger, leg, and even toe movements controlled a variety of
functions in the mech…with him very eager to get the new prototype mental
interface. Word was it was still experiencing glitches, but once they got it
hammered out he could forgo the tricky harness that took such a long time to
master. The up side was that aquatic mechs didn’t move as quickly as their
ground-pounding cousins, but now with a heavy dose of Elarioni influence they
no longer had the option of just walking around on the seafloor or motoring
along as clinging brawlers.


Right now his mech was in transit mode, meaning its
various arms and other protrusions were tucked into the hull in a little bit of
a homage to Voku transforming tech. When Davrel finally got the go order he
followed another mech out into the ocean water, passing through the shield that
separated the bay from the exterior and feeling a bit more resistance as he passed
through, for the ocean water was more compacted at this depth.


The mech looked like a finless dolphin, stretching out
long with a narrow silhouette that allowed it to move through the water far faster
than previous designs. Davrel had been one of the first aquatics regulars and
stuck with the military ever since, hence he was one of the few capable of
piloting these mechs that weren’t Archons given the intricate design interface
that most of his peers hadn’t been able to pass the qualies
on. 


As soon as he was out into the ocean he directed
towards one of the lizard destroyers nearby. It wasn’t on the seafloor, nor
would his mech be. Now the mechs were full-fledged anti-ship weapons covered in
armor more dense than what the battleships carried. It was rich in corovon, and
therefore very expensive to produce, but it gave them extreme tankiness against
the lizard weapons…so much so that he sped his mech towards the six distant
warships with little worry. He was going after the largest one and knew the
others wouldn’t be able to do much more than tickle him throughout the process.


A slew of missiles came his way as he got close, with
the other mechs heading to different locations leaving Davrel on his own. His
mech didn’t have any intercepts, for they wouldn’t fit in its tiny hull that
was about twice the size of a thor, so he just let
them hit the shields and explode, with the wall of water that he was pushing
ahead of him helping to dampen the blows as he closed on the destroyer.


Before they could be stripped off his mech entirely he
triggered a transformation with a combination of thumb button press and right
leg extension. The smooth hull of the elongated mech bunched up, pulling its
tail up and into the hull that then plumped out into what was more recognizable
as a mech body…but one without legs, for he was well above the seafloor and
didn’t need them.


Four arms did emerge, and as he got close to the
destroyer he rammed into the side of it and latched on, extending ‘growths’ out
from them that wrapped around the hull like the vines from a plant and allowed
him to hold on despite the destroyer being covered by its own thin shield that
soon snapped under the pressure. The Vel’koz-class
mech then opened a port on its ‘head’ and pressed it up against the hull,
firing through a short shield column a very thin mauler stream rather than a
blast, with it cutting into the hull like a laser and blowing out a seam as
Davrel moved the mech around a bit as it clung to the ship.


He rotated it around enough to cut out a badly shaped
circular plug, then cut the beam out and loosened his grip on the ship with the
backside of his mech getting hit with a few more missiles as one of their
corvettes approached. The aquatic mechwarrior knew he still had some time so he
pulled back one of the arms, retracting it into a stubby protrusion that he
then pointed into the breach, ramming the ‘shoulder’ of the mech into it.


Once that connection was made he used a very tricky
interface to control and ‘see’ the arm as it jutted out and, with a lot of
sheer physical force, punched its way into the destroyer’s interior and began
ripping it apart like the inside of a blender. 


Then came the difficult part, for one of the big
design advantages of this mech was its multi-tasking capability…which was quite
a strain on a pilot who wasn’t used to seeing behind his back. As the corvette
came in it extended its two large claws, which it obviously intended to latch
onto the Star Force mech with and pull it off, or maybe to snip
away the arms holding it to the hull. Either way the sheer crushing power they
were capable of would do damage to his mech, though his armor and skeleton
strength would keep it from being a one pinch kill.


Using an elbow bump he triggered the extension of
another arm from the mech, this one much thicker and claw-like of its own.
Davrel knew it was much more nimble, with the lizard corvette basically being a
battering ram with two big scissors attached, so as it came within touching
range he reached out with his own pincher and grabbed the port one on the enemy
ship while gripping tighter with the three arms wrapped around the destroyer’s
hull. Using the raw leverage power built into his mech he caught and halted the
corvette’s momentum, then swung the ship around slowly until it banged against
the side of the destroyer.


Davrel pushed it back, letting go his grip, then
easing his hold on the destroyer enough to twist the ‘head’ of his mech around
and point the mauler orifice towards the lizards’ version of a crawdad. A short
shield column sprang out and briefly linked the two ships with a waterless
corridor that the mech used to fire a full sized mauler blast through rather
than the tiny cutting beam…all the while Davrel continued to lash his whip-like
arm around inside the destroyer, further wrecking its interior.


That single mauler hit blew off the starboard arm of
the corvette and left a huge chunk of its hull exposed to the ocean. Davrel
reestablished the shield column again and hit it twice more before the enemy
ship was out of the fight and quite literally in pieces, some of which floated
up, others down in a drifting debris cloud.


Meanwhile Davrel’s cockpit
was pinging with a collision warning as a hammerhead swung around and was
headed directly towards him, apparently not caring about damaging the destroyer
in the process. Watching the approach rate carefully the mechwarrior continued
to wreck the inside of the bigger ship’s hull, then suddenly retracted the arm
and disconnected from the ship. Waiting till the last moment, he used the tiny
gravity drive inside to shoot him down through the water and avoided the plasma
nub-covered head of the lizard ship by a few meters, expertly ducking beneath
it.


A massive explosion of vaporized water and hull pushed
him down even further as the hammerhead couldn’t slow in time and, failing to
hit the Star Force mech, hit off center on the destroyer as it tried to veer
off. Davrel immediately reversed course and reached out with his arms, which he
was controlling with both of his and his legs to get the quartet to function in
sync enough to grab the tree trunk of the hammerhead’s T-shaped design. A quick
mauler kiss there followed by some ripping and tearing took out that ship,
allowing him to move freely and get back to the destroyer that was limping off.


As soon as he got clear for a moment a wave of missiles
hit him from the light destroyer nearby that finally took down his shields. The
rest of the explosions barely scratched the hull as he veered off and headed
towards the ship, knowing he could come back to the destroyer later. As soon as
he made the course correction the lizard ship began extending its defensive
‘bush’ of thin tendrils covered with berry-like plasma nubs.


Davrel knew there was no way to get through them in
order to grab onto the hull, and while he could have just pushed through he
didn’t want to take the damage so he triggered the third of 4 transformations
the Vel’koz was capable of. This one tucked the arms back in then pushed
various segments of the body out like blocky pylons while the internal
components rearranged, including his cockpit pod that was shuffled around near
to the exterior but with at least a thin armor plate protecting it as the big
gun within the mech assembled itself from various components.


The defensive bush around the light destroyer wouldn’t
allow for a shield column to attach normally, but there were enough small holes
in it for it to fire missiles out of, making for an odd turtle-like tactic that
not only protected it but allowed it to become an offensive position, though
more or less fixed to one spot for the bush couldn’t be dragged along with it
at any respectable speed.


Fortunately the big gun didn’t require a shield
column, and thanks to a little sharing on the part of the Elarioni only a
handful of years ago Davrel had a Yor’vok that didn’t
move the water out of the way as it fired, but rather simply vaporized it when
the beam leapt out towards the light destroyer as the mech emptied its
capacitor charge.


The silver beam quickly disappeared inside the
vaporized water and Davrel’s targeting sensors became
partially obscured along with his vision as the ultra-condense laser-like
weapon burnt through the water, the tendrils surrounding the lizard ship, and
then the hull plates in the equivalent of one big Kamehameha.


Once it finished its discharge Davrel transformed the
mech back into phase 2, then headed off to get the wounded destroyer after
seeing that the annoying bush was no longer sprouting missiles. Meanwhile the
capacitor began recharging very slowly, with it taking upwards of half an hour
to refill if he wasn’t using any of his other weapon systems. It was a big hit
upgrade to the mech, which the Archons referred to as an ‘ult’
which, like a lot of their naming system, came from things he wasn’t familiar
with and they didn’t always bother to explain. He guessed it was short for
‘ultimate’ weapon and he couldn’t disagree with the results…especially when he
used it on land with no water in the way to diminish the beam.


The other light corvette that had been pacing the
destroyer veered off, putting as much distance between itself and Davrel after
seeing what had happened to the other ships. Usually the lizards fought it out,
but apparently not this one. He would have let it go and finished off the
destroyer, but there were infantry in the water as well and that ship could do
them a whole lot of harm so he ignored the big target and switched back into
phase one, swimming his mech after it before it got away, then he’d circle back
and finish off the destroyer, which for good measure spat a few missiles Davrel’s way as he swam off after the corvette.
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Jeimae swam through the interior of the battleship,
racing towards the waiting room where the other Elarioni were just about to
depart the ship. She’d had a defective shield and had to quickly swap it out
for a new one in the equipment room, leaving her just enough time to swim
through the corridors of the water-filled ship to meet up with the 22 others in
this compartment. She bumped up against one of them, offering a distracted
apology just before the outer door irised open and the Star Force aquatic
infantry scurried out.


With her being the furthest back she exited last,
transitioning through the force field covering the entrance and into the
chillier ocean outside, following in the wake of the others as they moved down
towards the wreckage of lizard infrastructure below. Her tail flicked rapidly,
propelling her along with the jets located along either hip in her flexible
armor as a slew of tiny green dots below marked the positions of the lizard
infantry and their plasma rods.


Almost as soon as the dozens of lights began to grow
into hundreds as the Elarioni were spotted the armored infantry fanned out in a
spiral, making like a living tornado that fell down on the enemy troops. Jeimae
swam quickly, her shield compacted and attached to her left arm. Her normally
free flowing hair was pulled back into a tight helmet that transitioned into
scale-like armor that wrapped around her entire body, making her unafraid of
the plasma nubs below, knowing that she could take several hits before
penetration…not that that was going to be an issue.


She and the other Star Force Elarioni were swimming so
fast the lizards were practically frozen in place when they finally met. Jeimae
was a few seconds delayed, but swooped down then made a tight arc, pulling into
a lateral motion and jabbing her right arm into the nearest one of the
four-legged monstrosities. They might be able to breath underwater, but they
certainly didn’t belong in it. 


The pylon on her arm extended on mental impulse, with
a blue nub glowing to life just before impact. Her own plasma weapon hit the
lizard in the side of its exposed head, discharging into its skin and eating
all the way through to blow out the far side, killing it instantly as she swam
by.


A quick redirect to the left brought her up against
another lizard in the tightly packed swarm that was hovering a few dozen meters
over their seafloor buildings. Jeimae popped out her shield, with the physical
construction changing from a rod into a fully elongated oval nearly the size of
her body. The water drag against it was significant, but the lizard’s jab with
his plasma rod caught on it as planned, with her swimming herself and the
shield into the enemy before reaching around the side with her arm and jabbing
it with her own weapon.


A quick tap to the chest was all it took, then she
retracted her shield in flash and swam a few more meters before popping it back
out again and repeating the process. Her speed and agility within the water was
beyond anything the lizards could manage, and the same went for their Human
compatriots that were fighting not far away. Given that they breathed air they
had their own aquatics warships, hard armor, and different tactics, but they
were all on the same team…the Elarioni were just better, and should have been,
given that the water was their natural environment.


That was why the Elarioni were being deployed against
the heaviest infantry while the Humans were sent to take out key facilities
that had less massed resistance, for their mobility was centered on jet
propulsion and straight line trajectories. They couldn’t truly swim, and more often
than not required arrowheads to be effective against lizard swarms. The little
craft could move quickly and ram the enemy, racking up a lot of kills in a
short amount of time, but the Human infantry being deployed were mostly in
their armor and not the small craft, given that they intended to enter the
buildings and clean them out.


They did have one advantage, and that was their armor.
The Elarioni needed their speed and flexibility and weren’t about to give it up
for the hard carapaces that the air breathers wore, but those defenses, which
included an energy shield that the Elarioni lacked, allowed them to take many
hits before penetration. She knew the Humans were more than a match for an
equal, or even double number of lizards, but they weren’t in the Elarioni’s league…not even close.


Their addition to Star Force had taken a primitive
aquatics division and amped it up to respectable levels in terms of infantry,
and even made some decent addition to their ships that were respectable to
begin with, but there was simply no getting around the fact that the Humans
couldn’t swim worth crap, so whenever there was combat involved they played
support and the Elarioni were the hunters.


Today was no exception and as Jeimae used her physical
shield to knock a lizard’s legionnaire energy shield aside and slip through the
small gap her agility and speed made it clear why they were superior. With a
quick retraction of her own shield she swam inside the turtled-up formation of
some 9 lizards and punched/blasted them from inches away as she slithered
around and between them, demonstrating her flexibility and skill. 


She took one hit to her tail armor before swimming out
of the corpse ball and looking for the next closest target. A light telepathic
prompting brought her attention to several of her sisters that had swam lower
and were down near the buildings. They were being pursued by some type of craft
that she’d never seen before, but it nearly matched their speed and was firing
small projectiles at them.


Jeimae swam down after it immediately, as did several
other Elarioni, bypassing lizards attempting to block or jab them as if they
were little more than stationary objects. The lizard craft was about the length
of five of them and was elongated like a fat sea snake, with the little
projectiles firing out the front end only. Her fellow Elarioni were dodging
about half of them as they shot by on their own little propulsion units while
taking the hits from the others against their shields.


Those explosions were not small, and she knew their
shields wouldn’t last against those weapons for long. The others sensed it as
well and swam hard for the target, coming up alongside and behind it as they
pulsed their armor jets for even more straight line speed. Jeimae got to the
side of the dark craft along with one of her sisters on the other side and
found nothing to hold onto, so she was forced to keep swimming fast beside it
as she jabbed her right-arm mounted plasma gauntlet into the hull. 


A tiny explosion of steam shot bubbles back and
slightly up as the momentum dragged them away from the hit. When they cleared
she saw a tiny divot in the craft and swung her arm again as more Elarioni
caught up and they too began whacking at the craft with their weapons. It took
Jeimae 8 hits before she made a small hole in the armor, then she slipped her
fingers onto the edge and held on so she would no longer have to swim. With
that finger hold she extended her gauntlet out into a short pike and jabbed it
inside, seeing the glowing end disappear from view just as one of her sisters
ahead got hit by one of the projectiles.


Grimacing with anger Jeimae jabbed and pumped blast
after blast into whatever was inside, trying to sting the craft to death along
with the others. It took far longer than it should have, but eventually the
thing stopped firing and its speed slowed but the Elarioni didn’t stop there.
They kept tearing at it until one of them got the cockpit open and killed the
tightly packed pilot inside, insuring that the odd craft was truly dead in the
water.


Jeimae pulled her arm out of the interior, for it had
been fully buried inside trying to reach for more parts to trash, and swam
clear looking for her next target. The battlemap inside her helmet gave her
positions for the surrounding troops that she couldn’t all see, as well as
priority and secondary targets. There were still a lot of lizards nearby, but
she was more interested in finding any more of these new craft.


And there were several popping up on the battlemap as
they rose up from buildings on the surface. Nearby one of her wounded sisters
swam slowly with escort back up towards the huge battleship more than a
kilometer away towards the west. A quick word and she knew she’d made it back,
for her escort wasn’t going to let her get ambushed, nor would the rest of
them. Once she was clear Jeimae swam down and killed three more lizards, with
one of them actually giving her a bit of trouble with its own shield, causing
her to take an extra six seconds before she made the kill.


That one was more skilled than the others, but it had
only been delaying the inevitable. Even if Jeimae hadn’t had armor she and the
others would have come out victorious simply for their superior swimming
skills, but one thing they’d learned since their voluntary transfer to Star
Force was that having the extra defense allowed you to fight more aggressively
than normal in situations like this, and that was something she definitely
liked. Especially so when there were Humans or other lesser warriors in the
water fighting alongside her.


There weren’t any in the immediate vicinity, but there
were two of those new enemy craft. Swimming off towards the nearest one she saw
her sisters nearby giving it a wide berth, then the warning highlight on her
battlemap caught her attention and she too stayed back, but still close enough
that she’d be able to move in and help if/when they decided to attack it…which
they had to. It was keeping them away from a larger infantry formation and
peppering the shields of those closest. They couldn’t sustain that damage and
the little weapons appeared too fast to dodge with certainty.


She waited in a holding pattern, swimming in a shallow
circle while deciding whether or not to head off towards some of the scattered
infantry nearby and help clean up when she spotted one of the Human arrowhead
formations headed towards them. Jeimae smiled inside her helmet, realizing that
they’d been holding off until they got the reinforcements. The Elarioni were
dominant infantry, but going up against armored craft wasn’t in their
skillset…nor did they have the right weapons.


She glanced up, seeing the shadow of a lizard aquatics
cruiser exchanging fire with her battleship, shooting off swarms of
missiles/torpedoes while the shield columns from the Star Force vessel flashed
with light, making it look like a one sided battle. Her battlemap tagged the
drones from the battleship and she saw that they were busy with a growing
lizard fleet closing on the big ship, which was probably why the Humans were
responding instead.


Jeimae and the infantry were low enough not to be
effected by the war up top, but that could change in an instant if one of those
ships moved down. Its missiles and especially the larger torpedoes wouldn’t be
able to target them individually, but an area of effect detonation could cause
them serious problems. At the moment the big ships seemed consumed with the
battleship, and rightly so, leaving the infantry below to fight it out above
the seafloor infrastructure on their own.


Three of the Human arrowheads shot through the water
faster than even she could swim with her armor boost jets, with the trio
breaking up prior to arrival at the first craft. Two went wide to go after
other targets with Jeimae getting an attack prompt. As soon as it flashed on
her battlemap she swam in a half circle and sprinted ahead, putting as much
tail flip into her momentum as her adrenaline could produce. 


When she was halfway to the target she saw the
arrowhead take a hit from one of the small projectile just prior to the
V-shaped personal craft ramming the lizard vessel. In the past the Humans had
only stun weapons on the craft, but tech upgrades and some gentle head slapping
by the Elarioni had them redesigned with a corrosive gel canister weapon
system, so as the arrowhead grazed and bounced off the hull of the craft a line
of material was painted onto it that flared into a bright green flame 2.7
seconds later.


That flame ate into the hull for a couple of
heartbeats then went out, making it safe for the infantry to approach and
touch. Jeimae wasn’t the first there, with her seeing two others swim up
alongside the twisting lizard craft as it chased after the arrowhead and latch
on with their armored fingers before taking their gauntlets and pushing them
through the breach in the armor the gel had made.


She got up to it just in time to add a few shots of
her own before the propulsion unit on the thing went out, then it was just a
matter of time before they got the cockpit open and killed the pilot, which now
seemed to be the ultimate objective being shared over the comm
channels that periodically popped up with chatter. The Elarioni were
professional enough to know not to spam the channels, leaving whatever was
being said as important information that Jeimae listened to rather than toned
out, regardless of how busy she was fighting.


With the lizard craft neutralized and the other one
nearby suffering a similar fate the Elarioni moved on towards the nearest high
priority target in the lizard infrastructure and the swarm of infantry guarding
it, with Jeimae and the others swimming hard and then boosting forward with
their hip jets. The living missiles shot directly into the swarm then curved
around at sharp, impossible angles, not attacking any of the lizards at first
and just throwing them into a frenzy before each finally chose a target and
went in for the kill.


As the other Elarioni caught up the chaotic mess
quickly became a kill zone, with the lizards no match for the fin-tailed
infantry. They were the masters of the oceans for a reason and it was becoming
quickly apparent as to why. 


Once the swarm of enemy infantry was turned into a
floating corpse field they moved down on the priority target and broke their
way in through the available hatches before calling for support. The Elarioni
held the entrances until Human infantry arrived and they let the more heavily
armored troops take the lead, given that the tighter confines didn’t allow the
Elarioni as much of an agility advantage.


That said, a few stayed with the Humans as they
entered the facility while Jeimae and the others swam back up to a higher level
and raced across the submerged cityscape with the battle between the Star Force
battleship and the lizard fleet still ongoing overhead. The battlemap had
another location for her and her sisters to go and secure, with multiple units,
both friendly and enemy, moving about everywhere Jeimae looked. 


This was no small-scale engagement, and the mix of
adrenaline and fear inside the Elarioni made her feel more alive than she’d
ever been before. Trusting in her skill and training, she swam on with her
sisters, confident that if they kept their wits about them they’d win out and
rid this planet of the lizards…but right now it was clear that a single misstep
could get her killed. She was superior to the lizards, but that didn’t make her
safe.


With one final glance at the huge ships overhead
battling it out and the rain of debris slowly sinking all around her, Jeimae
swam in information with four other Elarioni as they were just getting within
vision range of the next lizard infantry group already engaged with a Human
assault force. It looked to be more or less an even fight…but that wasn’t going
to last for long.
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Jafat System (lizard
territory)


Ulmed



 

Trevor-52118 twisted aside, dodging the thrust of a
lizard plasma rod towards his face. His movement was slower than it would have
been on land, but he managed to get enough of a head start that the glowing
green bulb of plasma missed his faceplate by an inch. As it passed he reached
out with his right hand and grabbed the rod just below the tip, locking it in
place so he could then spin the opposite direction, pressing his armored back
against the exposed shoulder of the lizard and whacking it in the back of the
neck with his left elbow. 


That momentary blow was enough to stun it in place
sufficient for Trevor to get spun completely around so he could jab his right
gauntlet into its back and fire off his own plasma nub. When physical contact
was made with the thin armor vest it wore the shield bubble containing the
plasma breached and the superheated krypton burnt through the armor and into
the lizard under enough pressure to carve out a hollow inside the enemy
infantry while causing a flurry of bubbles to shoot up around the impact point
where the water leaked in through the crude seam.


That made for a 1-hit kill, with Trevor leaving the
isolated lizard where it floated in the hallway as it died over the next few
seconds, stunned from the pain and destruction of its internal organs but
taking some time for the blood loss to render its brain inoperable. The Archon
moved on through the facility, not having expected to find this one here but
patrolling none the less with his Ikrid stretched out to look for more ahead
and through the walls.


His troops were back near the main entrance, with
Elarioni skirmishers outside watching the other exits. The majority of the
fighting was over, but there were handfuls of lizards moving about with
considerable skill at evasion. Out in the open water they were vulnerable, but
moving within the buildings or hopping from one dome to another across the
seafloor they were being evasive and trying to stay ahead of the sweeper teams.
The one he’d just killed had tried to ambush him as he swam by one of the
rooms, coming down from above given that the hallways connected via both sides
and from above and below.


Trevor had known he was coming at him and had been
prepared, but he hadn’t expected such a forceful jab that had covered more
distance than expected. The lizard hadn’t had sight on him, but had known
exactly where to jut towards coming around the blind corner. It could have been
luck, but based on the actions of a few others he was starting to think they
were getting some kind of intel from security
monitors. Each of the lizards had an earpiece comm,
but there was no way to know if they were getting active intel
or not.


The Archon arched his back and rolled over, forcing
his line of movement down into a floor doorway as his armor’s jets trolled him
along at a slow pace. Once inside the room he saw that it was another large hangar
filled with workstations. These were industrial ones, similar to the others
they’d been seeing in other domes, but the configurations were slightly
altered. Techs would sort out exactly what it all did later, but Trevor got the
feeling these were prefabricated domes specifically set up for mass production.
The lizard colony wasn’t that old, so it made sense for these to be standard
package for a startup.


Stretching out his Ikrid into spotlight mode he
ignored the area behind and around him and used the wide beam to search the
area section by section, eventually finding no minds present. He swam around a
bit to have a further look at what was here, but with no enemy troops in the
chamber there was no reason to stick around. He spotted another circular
entryway on the floor and swam down, entering a horizontal hallway and swimming
on until he came to a dead end.


There he found cutting gear and exposed bedrock, with
this looking to be as deep as this dome’s structure went. Apparently they’d
just begun cutting out the entryway when the attack arrived for the mostly
handheld equipment was strewn over the floor as if it had just been dropped and
left to float down to the ground.


Trevor backtracked to a different junction and moved
on, with his battlemap logging and updating the structural map as he went,
showing him and others where he had been as well as the blank areas that had
yet to be searched. His connection to the grid was in and out, for the signals
would only pass so far through the infrastructure, so it wasn’t surprising when
a dot suddenly popped up ahead of him along with a whole new section of map
filling in as one of his Elarioni swam towards him.


“Any trouble?” he asked over the comm,
with the computerized translation happening in realtime. The difference between
Human and Elarioni vocal cords didn’t allow either one to mimic the other’s
language so they either had to talk through translation or the backup hand
signals they’d learned in case of equipment failure. The same was true of a few
other races, most notably the Hycre, but the Elarioni were the only ones in
Star Force who could not speak English…excluding a number of varied individuals
within Axius.


“No casualties. 17 targets neutralized,” Kameena said within her own helmet. The mixture of high
pitched warbles sounded like the aquatic version of R2D2, but Trevor didn’t
hear them, only the synthesized voice…which ironically was still the Disney
version from ‘The Little Mermaid,’ though Trevor and most others never caught
the inside joke for they were too young to be familiar with the source
material.


Trevor reached out a finger and pointed to a scorch
mark on her tail armor. “How’d you get that?”


“I never said they went down without a fight.”


“Ambush?”


“They were near to triggering a large explosive. I had
to act quickly before a section of the dome was destroyed. One of them got a
hit in on me before I killed him.”


“Define ‘large,’” Trevor said, concerned.


“Look,” Kameena said,
picturing it in her mind so the Archon ranger could easily see it. The pair had
worked together for so long they’d established this type of shorthand, knowing
that it’d be quicker than verbal explanation. Also, the Elarioni’s
subconscious, primitive telepathy acted as a booster to let Trevor access her
thoughts more easily than other races, given his limited skills in that
department.


“They didn’t put that together from scratch. There’s
got to be an armory or production facility nearby.”


“My thoughts as well, but I have not encountered any
such placements within this dome and the search is nearly complete.”


Trevor thought quickly, floating mid hallway in front
of the Elarioni who, in battle armor, didn’t glow with bioluminescence…a look
that made her appear as formidable as the Archon knew her and the others to be.
Many of the Elarioni were on the pacifistic side, or more accurately the
‘gentle’ side as far as their personalities, but there was a whole slew of them
that were both active and eager to fight…and a lot of those had crossed over
from the independent Elarioni to join Star Force for just that purpose.


“Come with me,” the Archon said, activating his jets
to shoot him down the hallway towards the few unmapped sections of the dome. Kameena flicked her armored tail rhythmically beside him,
not needing her booster jets to keep up. Her arms were tucked in closer to her
sides and her whole body undulated, making her look like a metallic snake as
she paced him unquestioningly.


Trevor led them into new hallways, skipping the few
rooms adjacent to them when he scanned them with Ikrid. He was looking for
something in particular and it wasn’t going to be in a room if he guessed
right. 


The pair came across another floor doorway…save that
it and most of the others had no doors…and they swam down to another hallway
that ran parallel some 10 meters lower, at the end of which he picked up a few
lizard minds.


“Contacts.”


“Permission?” the Elarioni asked.


“Careful,” he said, with her sprinting ahead of him
with a wicked tail kick. Trevor increased the speed of his jets a bit, but
there was no catching her as she zoomed down the long hallway. There were tiny,
dim lights built into the walls but suddenly there were additional green orbs
lighting up in the distance just before Kameena got
to them.


Careful with his aim, Trevor sent a Fornax blast low
and sniped it past his friend, hitting a lizard a bit further down. The Archon
didn’t even bother to pop out his gauntlet’s weapon, for by the time he arrived
the Elarioni had already killed all 8 lizards that were guarding a vertical
hallway that led down into the bedrock.


“More down there,” Trevor said, sensing hundreds of
them within his limited range. “I think they wanted to collapse the dome to
conceal them.”


“To what end?”


“Not sure, but I think we’ll get our answer down
there.”


“Ready,” she said, twisting over and facing straight
down.


“Not alone. There are a lot down there and I’m
scanning first. Who knows what they might have waiting for us.”


“Your caution is admirable,” she said, with Trevor
knowing that it was sarcasm. He tried to connect to the battlemap to send a
signal but after three tries the only contact he could get was her.


“Go whistle up some support, I can’t get through.”


Without a word she spun about and swam by him so close
he could have swore she’d touched him…but knowing her
she’d done it on purpose just for the near miss. 


With her petite form disappearing with distance Trevor
swam down a meter and grabbed hold of the rim of the vertical shaft, keeping
his body out of view but leaving his head where he could look down. There were
no lights below, so all he could see with was his Pefbar. It didn’t reach very
far, and the minds he was sensing were below it, meaning he’d just have to wait
on this one. In order to take this planet they had to root out all lizard
installations, and whatever was down there probably was something that could
sustain a resistance group if allowed to go unnoticed.


It was a good thing Kameena
had got to those explosives when she did…and not just because it would have
brought a chunk of the dome down on top of them.



 

Two hours later Trevor swam up from the seafloor,
having completed the destruction of the lizard growth pods that had contained
thousands of new problems at varying stages of development. Back in the open
ocean again he felt very tiny, especially with the giant markers on his HUD
indicating the no go zone further to the south. Between that and him was his
destination, a Star Force destroyer that had been dropped from orbit along with
several other smaller aquatics warships.


The battleships were still nearby, with two visible in
the distance. He wasn’t going to swim back all the way to them, plus he needed
a more mobile vessel to move around the area in hence he was about to board the
destroyer. Unlike the whale-inspired battleship design the destroyer had flat
hulls and mathematically crisp angles ending in a blunt, but knife-like nose
that the rest of the ship fanned out behind.


Trevor headed towards it like a tiny missile, his jets
propelling him at speeds he could never have swam with only his arms and legs,
no matter what size of fins he might have. The distance across the submerged
city, now partly rubble beneath him, was disconcerting for while he was moving
it looked like he wasn’t, with the destroyer floating midway between surface
and seafloor appearing to be getting no closer.


But that was just a reality of aquatics, with Trevor
reminding himself to be patient as the distance was gradually diminishing and
the image of the destroyer slowly grew larger in front of him…but not before
the giant no-go zone beyond suddenly was hit with an object from above. The
Archon had seen it coming down on his battlemap before it hit the waves, but it
was no less an impressive sight.


Moving slowly so to diminish disruptive currents from
its bulk moving the water out of the way, the aquatics MCV easily outmassed all
four battleships combined and made for an almost perfect rectangular footprint
as it slowly eased down into the water. Trevor kept jetting forward as it sank
in, feeling the small shock wave hit him just prior to him reaching the
destroyer. Its shields were down and the one of the entry ports glowed with
ringing lights to help direct him to it. Swimming like a missile to target he
hit the bullseye head first, passing through the energy shield and into the
conditioned water inside.


The pressure was lower, but he could only feel that
through the lessening of resistance to his movement. The temperature and
molecular content he couldn’t detect with his armor covering him, but the
Elarioni inside most definitely could. Two of them were waiting for him inside
the waterlock, neither of which wore armor. They were
ship’s crew and glowed with bioluminescence on various parts of their naked
bodies, but it was their eyes that stood out the most for they were glowing a Thrawn-esk gold. 


“I need an air recharge,” he said, using his armor’s
external speakers.


“Follow me,” one of them said, with his helmet doing
the translating. The second Elarioni swam out of the way and let the clumsy
armored Human jet past, then followed him with her tri-finned tail only lightly
flapping to provide propulsion. That third fin was part of the reason why they
were so mobile, with all three able to bend and twist into various
configurations. Working out armor to accommodate that had been a headache for
the techs, but now that they had it was more than worth the effort, with every
additional upgrade making the Elarioni even more lethal in combat.


But inside the destroyer they were in their natural
form and comprised the entire crew. All Star Force aquatics facilities and
ships were now split into two varieties, internal air or water. This was a
water destroyer, just like two of the battleships were water craft as well, but
despite the Elarioni being far superior in terms of water movement and combat
they still were commanded by the Archons and had a mixed relationship with
them, for while the Humans were slower and all around newbs
in the water they were also gifted strategists and came equipped with psionics
that the Elarioni couldn’t match.


The differences between the two were so great that
combining crews or infantry teams would have been detrimental so the binary
design had been established, though every ship had facilities to accommodate
the other that Trevor needed to replenish his oxygen supply which was now at
23%. It had been continually replenishing from oxygen in the seawater and some
internal cycling, but the rate at which he’d been breathing it in had been
greater than the resupply.


Knowing from experience it was better to be
conservative with his air than reckless, he needed to top off before continuing
with the oversight of the lizard colony security and beginning stages of
reclamation. That and he knew he was going to have to pee before too long and
he couldn’t just take his armor off mid ocean, especially with the pressure
this far down.


Trevor swam through the Elarioni-designed corridors
that kept a touch of overall Star Force motif to the infrastructure until he
was led to a small area of the ship that was just a single room, but with
adjacent water compartments that could be converted to air if necessary. It was
located at the top of a corridor so no Elarioni could accidentally fall inside,
and on top of that it was covered by a sealed door that the crewmember
retracted so the Archon could enter.


His head pushed up through an energy field separating
the air from water and he got his arms over the edge of the small pool and
pulled himself up…feeling his own weight again as he got a knee underneath his
torso and stood up. That was one of the challenges with aquatic field work, for
even if he had been swimming around by hand and leg the entire time the neutral
buoyancy would wreak havoc with an Archon’s training state. As it was, his legs
were just beginning to remember their normal weight after floating around more
or less effortlessly for many hours.


He walked aside and out of view of the small pool,
finding several facets to the room that was much akin to a set of personal
quarters/equipment room. There were foodstuffs without water, for the ship’s
‘atmosphere’ was drinkable, ambrosia, uniforms and armor replacements…and most
importantly, after his oxygen resupply station, a restroom.


Trevor deactivated the safety interlock within his
armor and had it begin peeling apart along the chest, then down the seams of
the arms and legs, allowing him to step out of the single-piece suit while
leaving the spread out monstrosity in place like a scarecrow. He didn’t bother
bundling it up for he was going to be getting back inside it within minutes,
but he did walk over and pull an oxygen line from the recharger and connect it
to the suit before heading into the restroom to relieve his bladder.


He grabbed a few foodstuff ration bars to chew on and
a cup from the storage compartment, then walked over and dipped it through the
energy field and filled it up with water before sitting down next to the pool
and having a snack. Some people thought that drinking water that Elarioni were
swimming around in was gross, but he’d gotten used to it. Like on an air ship
the ‘atmosphere’ was continually cycled and cleaned, making the water nearly pure.
Plus the Elarioni didn’t produce any toxins as far as Humans were concerned, so
he didn’t mind. Actually the water had a microscopic sweetness to it, though
he’d been told that was just his imagination.


Trevor kept his break short and redonned
his armor, now with an air supply back up to 100%, and jumped back into the
pool letting his momentum carry him all the way down into the water. No
Elarioni were waiting for him, which was proper given that he was a fellow
member of Star Force and not a foreign guest who had to be watched at all
times.


Getting his head oriented as to which way was which on
the destroyer, he swam off through the corridors towards the bridge where he
was going to get to work patrolling the extraneous facilities situated around
the main lizard colony…which from now on was Star Force property, at least
until the MCV got around to dismantling it all.
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March 23, 2692


Jafat System (lizard
territory)


Irad



 

Arvak sprinted across the dry, sandy ground of the
wash and up to the tree line on the far side, tucking his arms in as the Bsidd
pushed through the brush and under the forest canopy. He didn’t stop or look
back, but kept running as fast as he could manage with a countdown indicator on
his helmet prompting his speed. In less than 3 minutes he had to be in position
and he still had a lot of ground to cover.


The trees weren’t helping, for they were more like
bushes and had branches coming out of their trunks at all levels. With his
armor protecting him from scrapes, thorns, and other concerns Arvak blew
through the thinnest sections on as much of a straight line as he could but
every now and then he’d hit branches that wouldn’t bend and he’d get stuck,
with his 8 arms often getting tangled up and holding him back.


That was why he was tucking them in now as the theta
variant pushed his way across terrain. He was approximately Archon-sized and
the fastest of all the Bsidd varieties, making for good scouts and skirmishers,
though today he was tasked as a sniper and had to get into position before the
heavy infantry met up with the lizard army pushing their way.


This was the fourth day of ground battles on Irad in what looked to be at least a multi-month campaign.
While the nearby planet of Ulmed was lightly
inhabited this world was not. It was full of lizard colonies that the navy was
still pounding on from orbit to break through their defense shields, but even
when they did that there had to be ground ops to go in and clean up.


Arvak’s group hadn’t gotten
any of those assignments yet, rather they were assaulting facilities outside
the defense shields. Right now he was in mountainous, irregular terrain where
the lizards had burrowed underground to build a series of bases, how many Star
Force didn’t yet know, but they were virtually impervious to orbital
bombardment. A Calavari unit had been sent into the region to establish a
foothold and firebase, then through them the Bsidd were moving forward and
flushing out every bit of lizard infrastructure they could find.


That had eventually resulted in the lizards coming
aboveground and mounting a series of counterattacks, with the one about to go
down being the largest yet. Arvak had been sent with a number of other scouts
racing ahead to grab some valuable points of high ground that looked down on
the dry riverbed that he’d just ran across, knowing that the lizards would have
to pass through it and into the open briefly. If not they’d hold up short of it
and give the Bsidd troops maneuvering options…which it didn’t appear was going
to happen. 


On his battlemap there were numerous reports of enemy
movement through the trees, which was protecting them against air attacks,
though there were reports of wisps starting to come up out of the ground in
several nearby and previously unscouted locations,
suggesting that they were going to buy the ground troops enough time to get to
the Bsidd and potentially overrun the two forward staging bases they’d
established.


Arvak didn’t intend to let that happen, so he ran on
as fast as his two main legs could carry him and only popped out his other
‘arms’ for additional propulsion when he was going up inclines. Eventually he
got to the rocky hillside that overlooked a portion of the dry riverbed from
about 600 meters away and began scaling it where he could. There were no paths
up so he just took his best guess and climbed through the overhanging vines and
loose vegetation, finding rock where he could and leveraging himself up using
various grip points on his appendages in lieu of the fingers his race didn’t
have.


With only a handful of seconds left on his countdown
he found a ledge that gave him a narrow slice of riverbed in view and decided
that was going to have to be good enough, kneeling down and pulling his sniper
rifle off his back. He synced it up with his battlemap and used the spotter
data from others to align his targets, focusing on three points of the
riverbank. Two of them were obscured from his position, but the third was not. 


As he swung his sights around to cover that area he
saw other icons imposed on his HUD indicating his fellow snipers. Some were in
position already while others were still moving, with their ID tags making it
clear that they were friendlies even if he couldn’t visually spot them. In
contrast there were box-like warning markings indicating the approximate
position of the enemy troops and within a few seconds the green-skinned lizards
began pouring out of the forest and crossing the riverbed by the hundreds.


The bulk of the Bsidd army wasn’t close enough to
engage them there, leaving it up to the snipers to thin the enemy down as much
as they could. Taking to his task, Arvak and the other snipers in position
began unleashing solid sammy
beams down from elevation and onto the riverbed. Each was tinted blue, as most
Star Force energy weapons were that could be modified as such, and lasted .62
seconds in duration. That gave the snipers enough kill power to take down even
the mauler variants with one shot, punching straight through their armored
vest, thick skin, and dense musculature to poke out the far side of their
bodies and melt some sand behind them.


It also gave Arvak some sweeping capability, with him
deliberately drifting his aim as he fired to catch two or three lizards with
one hit, inflicting a cleansing beam-like gash across their bodies or even
severing their heads completely off if the angle and beam path matched up with
their necks. To be honest he wasn’t trying for any of that, he just needed to
do damage to as many as he could before they crossed into cover again and there
were so many it was hard not to hit them. With that in mind, wounding five or
six with a quicker flick of his sights was preferable to a solid, clean kill on
only one.


Most of the lizards he was seeing were standard
variety, for the maulers didn’t work against Star Force troops given their
armor. The lizards’ forearm blades were vicious against exposed lifeforms, and should the Bsidd have been engaging them
hand to hand without armor they would have been a serious threat in groups, but
their blades only tickled the purple/black battlecasts
they were wearing. 


The flexible, stretchable armor was unique to the
Bsidd to accommodate their varying sizes and movement ranges during fitting,
then it would harden into a form unique to that Bsidd on the portions of its
body that didn’t move much. New armor suits were kept in gelatinous state,
similar to a wet suit, so that when Arvak or another needed a new one they’d
put it on then go through a minute long series of movement drills allowing the
armor to adjust to the individual’s body before hardening where appropriate.
After that it was more or less standard armor akin to what the other Star Force
races wore.


His set was for thetas and wouldn’t work for any of
the other Bsidd variants, but it would work for all thetas, meaning they didn’t
have to get individual fittings and everyone could use stock units. He knew the
Archons that were leading the Bsidd army had their armor personally molded to
their bodies during fabrication. That was a perk of their superhard
armor, and applicable due to the fact that there were so few of them. Star
Force would never have been able to do the same with the Bsidd and their
rapidly growing numbers.


Arvak kept popping out blue sammy beams along with a few others from nearby
targeting the same patch of dry river that was quickly becoming wet with lizard
blood. His shots only fell on a small section of it, with others having better
angles and disappearing behind trees as they shot across his sights, but they
were felling a good number of targets. It didn’t seem that way given how many
were crossing the river, but every dozen that he mowed down was a dozen less
for the infantry to deal with a few minutes from now.


Arvak had expected the river crossing to be quick, but
as he stood his position and continued firing more and more lizards kept coming
out of the forest in a long wave that seemed as if it would never end. Knowing
that he had to keep focused and firing nonstop, else let a lizard past that he
otherwise could have killed, Arvak forced himself to not think about the
numbers but as he stayed within his mental sniper targeting zone his stomach
clenched up with apprehension…for he’d never seen enemy numbers like this
before, not even in training sims. They were
literally everywhere, and armor advantage or not, the Bsidd could easily get
overrun if they didn’t play this smart.


And even then he wasn’t sure how many would be too
many to take down.



 

Tvey was waiting in formation with the other Bsidd
betas as they jogged through the forest behind one of the mechs breaking a path
through the tree branches. He was mid left in a row of four and six rows behind
the pair of silver-clad Archons leading his group that stretched back in a line
nearly 500 meters long, and there were other lines moving forward nearby like
snakes through the thick trees. He knew from his battlemap that the enemy was
close, and when they got to them they were going to be fighting the tree
branches as much as the lizards, given their enemy’s smaller size.


Tvey stood taller than the Archons and even a bit
taller than a Calavari, though he massed considerably less. His body resembled
the trees around him, with numerous appendages sprouting out from a nonlinear
central body, all of which was covered in armor that gave him some sense of
security, knowing that both the shields and the hardened plates would protect
him from numerous plasma blasts before they got through to his skin. It was the
lack of movement in the trees that worried him.


As he ran forward, stepping over occasional limbs that
the mech had snapped off, he got deployment orders on his HUD from the Archons
and suddenly the long line began to split apart. Tvey went left along with a
group of three others and headed to a random position in the forest, coming up
on the waypoint then holding position with the others as he read the orders
coming across in text.


The four Bsidd all activated their six appendages that
held plasma rods, or more accurately were plasma gauntlets, for in lieu of any
actual hands they were just a pole covering the ends of their appendages for
approximately half a meter in length. The ‘lightsabers’
as they were commonly referred to operated the same
as the plasma nubs that the aquatics division used, in that they held a
contained amount of the destructive, superheated gas within a shield until
physical contact was made. When it occurred the plasma would be released then
replenished, giving them a melee weapon in addition to the gun-type weapons
that Tvey and the others wore on additional appendages.


The orders that came across were to cut branches and
create a kill zone for them to operate out of before the lizards got here, and
the beta gladly lit up his six blue limbends and got
to burning through the horizontal sticks. The smaller ones were clipped
instantaneously, but the larger ones took several hits to get through, with a
slight pause in between being required for the plasma to reform within its
containment shield. 


He and the other three hacked out as much room as they
could around several trunks, then picked up the branches and piled them in three
spots, pushing them down into a thick enough wad that they thought the enemy
couldn’t crawl through. That would constrict their approaches but still give
the Bsidd multiple options to reposition elsewhere if needed. All around them
other small groups were doing the same thing, with the mech walking back and
forth and plowing down roads along with breaking down some entire trees and
positioning them as barricades using its six arms that did have hands…something
the Bsidd pilots had to learn to use with a lot of practice.


Tvey heard/saw it crunching away a ways ahead of him
then saw the explosion nearby as it vaporized a tree trunk or two with a mauler
blast…but it wasn’t aiming at the trees, rather the first of the lizards
swarming around it. That mauler impact was followed by several others and an
assortment of additional weapons, not only from the mech but from the
surrounding Bsidd infantry. 


Tvey hacked away a few more limbs then cleared them,
with his other three fireteam members doing likewise
as they set themselves and looked ahead, their plasma rods glowing ready and
their pair of gauntlet rifles sticking out between the six blue lightsabers as they heard rocket impacts against the mech,
indicating that the lizards were coming with more than just their standard
plasma rifles.


Then suddenly they were upon them, with dozens
appearing amongst the trees and running straight at the Bsidd, bypassing other
groups nearby heading straight for Tvey. They started popping green plasma orbs
a moment later as more of the lizards swarmed the other positions, but there
were so many targets nearby that he couldn’t monitor them or even the mech,
suddenly taking shield impacts and seeing the lizards stop just short of their
little kill zone.


Tvey and the others fired back with their rifles,
popping blue plasma streaks that were far more lethal than the lizard versions.
The type of weapon dated back to Star Force’s origins, and rather than replace
it with orbs or another weapon system the Star Force techs had simply kept tweaking
the design to its now extremely efficient and powerful concentration of plasma.
One hit was all Tvey and the others needed, which was good, for it looked like
they were going to exhaust their full ammo supplies if they lived long enough
to use them all.


Frustrated with the lizards sticking in the trees to
snipe from, the Bsidd next to Tvey ran forward, hacking a few more branches
before wrapping some of his free appendages around a pair of lizards and
throwing them back towards Tvey and the others. 


A down thrust plasma rod hit one in the head, burning
through its skull while Tvey shot the other at pointblank range before jumping
over to one of the brush piles and circling around it, executing a backdoor on
some of the other lizards massing up just beyond and filing into firing lines
that would allow them to pepper the Bsidd with enough plasma hits to get
through their defenses. 


Tvey stabbed three of them with his plasma rods but
didn’t bother shooting the others. Instead he pushed into the group with his
rifles and other appendages forming a wireframe snowplow, hooking the ends to
keep them contained, then rammed them forward into the kill zone depositing
some 8 or 9 of them into view of the others while his back took numerous plasma
strikes.


He didn’t stop his momentum, pushing through then
stepping on and over the group until he got behind the others and into a bit of
cover as they stepped forward and slaughtered the lizards. Tvey brought his
rifles up as he turned around and fired off a few shots between them, seeing
more and more enemy infantry moving through the trees towards them and the
others, so many that they seemed to be a living tidal wave coming forward to
wrap around their legs.


Superior as they were, Tvey began to fear for their
lives until he caught a glimpse of silver streaking through the forest nearby
and lizards dropping all around it. 


They had Archons with them, and so long as they said
to fight Tvey and the others would, knowing that they wouldn’t be left here to
die. If a retreat was needed the Archons would order it, but up until that
happened it was slaughtering time.


With that thought banishing his fear, Tvey went left
and started another backdoor run around a brush pile, finding plenty of lizards
nearby to grab and shove into their kill zone.

















 


 

6



 


 

Krissy ducked her skeet under a wisp to avoid three
others coming in so close she was sure they meant to ram her. The sky was
dotted with clusters of them, all of which were trying to either shoot the Star
Force fighters down or keep them distracted and away from the ground troops
that were in need of air support. Reports were they were holding their own, but
as typical the lizards were spamming them with insane numbers that her
scattergun was fated for.


Getting to them was difficult, but she was almost
through the wisp formations and dipping down to tree level to get under this
one. A few more threw down green plasma orbs around her, two of which hit her
right side engine but the shields covering it held and she accelerated hard to
try and lose her pursuit. Other skeets were scattered around, far too few to
take down all the wisps in time, so she and a number of them were tasked with
getting through while the others went for kills.


She wasn’t near any of the others and that isolation
drew a lot of attention to her, for as soon as she zipped away from the group
peppering her from above two more formations angled in on her and forced the
Star Force regular to bank up and away from the forest, allowing them to come
at her from all sides and not seeming to care about friendly fire.


Her shields were dipping lower and lower and it was
just a matter of time before these gnats stung her to death. She wasn’t going
to let that happen and would pull up and head for orbit if need be, for there
was no way the wisps could keep pace when she entered super pursuit mode,
though that required a clear line ahead and a bit of prep. Unfortunately Krissy
couldn’t use that speed here because it was straight line and she was having to
maneuver like crazy to even get close to the ground battle ahead.


The moment of choice was nearly on her, when she would
have to choose to head out of the mess of fighters or keep on pushing forward.
Problem was the armor on her skeet was thin in order to afford her the movement
capability that was more desperately needed. It would take some plasma hits and
keep her flying, but it wasn’t tank armor by any stretch of the imagination.
The fighter’s shields were its primary defense and they were slowly being
whittled away. 


A signal from another nearby skeet also pushing its
way through the mess of wisps prompter her to turn hard left and head for the
source of the brief comm signal. The lizard fighters
around her changed course to follow and soon she saw the tiny dot that was the
other skeet highlighted on her HUD ahead, with her dipping down slightly for
what was going to be a passby. She readied her
scattergun and waited for the skeet to wink past, taking a few more hits as she
flew a straight line towards the rendezvous.


When the two fighters nearly rammed each other they
both opened fire on the other side, targeting the wisps directly following
their twin. The plasma scattergun fired off numerous little potent packets of
plasma in a cone rather than at a specific target, catching numerous wisps as
both pilots held in on the trigger and fanned the area ahead for a couple of
seconds before banking hard and coming back around towards the center point.


The unshielded wisps took hits, some going down to
crash in the forest below and others moving off with damage, unable to keep
pace with the maneuvering skeets that now linked up in paired mode and
aggressively attacked the wisps swirling around them. Whenever one of the enemy
fighters would align on a skeet the other would hit or scare it off, and
between the two of them they took down some 14 fighters before returning to
their primary objective with more wisps moving in to fill the void of those
they’d just shot down.


Krissy and the other pilot stayed together but with
enough space to allow each to maneuver in a wavy line as they dodged some of
the incoming fire. Plasma traveling through air diminished more rapidly than
through a vacuum, which meant shorter effective range and the lizard wisps
exclusively used plasma. The skeets had longer range weapons that they could
use to skillfully poach them, but right now that wasn’t the point…getting to
the ground troops was.


That meant punching through and trying not to get hit
as much as the wisps would like. Those that were further away were firing ahead
of the skeets, hoping they’d fly into the bands of plasma rain and it was those
that the Star Force pilots were weaving around, for it was almost impossible to
dodge a single plasma shot. While they didn’t fire at lightspeed, nor close to
it, they were not slow through the air and aside from a slight twitch of the
flight controls there wasn’t much you could do against a well-aimed shot.


The trick was in getting the wisps to make bad shots,
but to get to the mission point as quickly as possible you needed to fly a
direct line…which was predictable as hell. That was the conundrum Krissy faced,
but now with two skeets together the enemy had twice the number of targets to
shoot at and that actually diminished the number of hits her fighter was
taking.


That convinced Krissy to risk it and she continued
forward, with the other pilot eventually comming with
a strategy and telling her to go low to the riverbed. She agreed and the other
skeet flew directly overtop of hers, with their
silhouettes matching up from top view, then Krissy dove down as the other skeet
went aggressive and tried to draw as much attention to him as possible.


She took her skeet back down to the forest and
angle/braked hard to turn her momentum into the twisty line of the river,
flying so low that there were trees to either side of her as she skimmed the
dry wash. There were no lizards here, but a couple of kilometers ahead there
were, crossing into the open en mass and just begging
to get hit.


The wisp pilots knew that too and some came after her
with a vengeance, but she ignored them and stuck to the river bed pulling some
Mario Kart worthy skid turns to keep from careening into the tree walls as
numerous plasma blasts rained down around her and kicked up dust plumes from where
they hit dirt and rocks. 


Krissy’s course kept whipping back and forth, then
suddenly there was a sea of green heads and she hit the brakes, using her
gravity drives to slow her forward momentum down to a slow flyby as she tilted
the scattergun firing angle down and unleashed her blue rain onto the riverbed.


Burnt flesh flew everywhere like confetti and dozens
of lizards fell per heartbeat as she made her way up the river with the
overhead plasma blasts still coming down and hitting the lizard troops with the
misses. Apparently they felt it was worth the tradeoff if they could kill her,
and they were probably right mathematically speaking, but shooting your own
troops to kill a target was colder than cold and just one more reason why these
dishonorable bastards had to die.


Krissy pushed through the river for more than half a
mile before the stream of lizard infantry ended. When it did she pulled up,
intent on making a loop and dogfighting for a handful of seconds before heading
back down for another pass for the disruption she’d made in the troop flow was
already disappearing as more came out of the forest to cross, erasing the gaps
she’d made in their fleshy flood of slowly moving bodies.


When she got back to decent altitude she had to linger
longer than she’d liked, for her shields were near to breaching. Going evasive
she avoided fire long enough for them to start ticking
up a bit with recharge, then she engaged and killed three more wisps before
heading back down for another pass just in time to see the other pilot strafing
a section of forest nearby. Krissy didn’t know what that was about and was
going to shoot the targets out in the open, but there were three more skeets
headed their way and they were dragging a lot of wisps with them…meaning her
time here was going to be short, for she couldn’t sustain much more plasma
fire, no matter how bad of shots the lizard pilots were at speed.


Knowing that, Krissy ignored the incoming fire and
dove back down to make one more pass, intending to bug out as soon as she’d
completed it. Her topside shields got hammered as she flew through a few meters
over the riverbed, but the carnage her scattergun was unleashing more than made
up for it. When the other side of the flood came into view she was just about
to make for the sky when a request for fire support came in from an Archon on
the ground.


Krissy shot off across the empty riverbed and weaved
between the tree walls, seeing if the lizards would still follow her…which they
did, but two or three wisps peeled off as she got further away from the ground
troops. Biting her lip, she decided to do something stupid and pulled up just
enough to get over the treetops and turned back, heading for the location for
the air support request that was a few kilometers away. She’d be damned if she
left an Archon hanging, and was going to risk some hull damage to give him some
help…then she’d bug out.


With a plasma hit to her tail that flashed a 7%
warning for that section of shield Krissy got mad and flicked her skeet up
through as tight of a backwards loop as she could, with the wisp following her
through it given the craft’s nimble nature. What it couldn’t cover was the
hover twist she put her skeet through, spinning it around and flying backwards
long enough to fire two small mauler blasts, one of which hit the wisp and blew
apart half its hull.


That enemy fighter dropped to the forest as Krissy
accelerated forward and nulled out her backwards momentum, redirecting in a way
that caused the other wisps to loop around to pursue her…and that gave her a
moment’s reprieve from their hounding fire.


A slight turn to the right brought her into line with
the waypoint marker indicating where the Archon wanted the incoming air
support. She asked for a confirmation with a simple button press rather than
the tedious nature of comming that particular Archon.
In the seconds that had elapsed something on the ground might have changed, but
she got the confirmation almost immediately and set herself, for it was a
single point in the forest and a flyby wasn’t going to be good enough. If the
Archon wanted it pounded, then she was going to level it.


Krissy flew across the treetops, now seeing flashes of
light from down inside the forest but unable to make out who was who for more
than a fleeting moment here and there. Trusting in the waypoint she hit the
brakes hard and flipped up on her nose as she gained a little bit of altitude,
pointing the long tail of the T-shaped craft towards the sky as she came into a
hover over the location and fired every weapon that she had down into the
forest.


Both mauler cannons obliterated the trees below when
they hit, throwing out wooden shrapnel like bombs as her scattergun shredded
the leaves and branches. Her long range sammie she
fired off as well, hoping for a little more damage. Each weapon had its own
cycle time, so she just held in the triggers for all of them and cringed
against the plasma damage she was taking from the wisps, for as long as she
held still those dumbass pilots didn’t have any trouble hitting her.


Her shield indicator flashed red, then several spots
on her hull armor lit up with damage warnings. Biting her lip again she waved
her firing line back and forth a bit, then stopped firing and punched the
acceleration of her gravity drive as fast as she dared, shooting her fighter
straight up tail-first. As she gained altitude she spun it around her center
axis so she faced forward, just in time to see a flash of hull as she clipped
one of the wisps.


A huge gash formed in the schematic representing her
fighter that ran nearly half the length of her port side, having punched
through the armor and hit numerous internal systems…but all three engines were
still there and had partial power, though her sammy and scattergun were completely dead.


That didn’t matter now, for she was just clawing for
distance skyward as several wisps followed her up and more at altitude angled
down towards her. Getting her skeet reset from the deviation that the collision
had caused, Krissy continued to accelerate, but without her shields super
pursuit mode wasn’t possible anyway, let alone with the power drain for at
least one of her six redundant generators had to have been disabled in the
collision.


All showed operational on her display, which meant
that a connecting line must have been severed. Either way that generator or two
was out of order and she didn’t have time to do a diagnostic to see what was
out. All she had time to do was climb and glance at the displays before angling
30 degrees to the east and continuing to accelerate slowly, trying to put some
distance between her and the thickest regions of wisps.


Some continued to follow her, at a distance, but they
weren’t behind, rather ahead and lateral giving them opportunities for
intercept unless she could get clear and up to speed…which didn’t look likely.
The more momentum she built the faster she would go, but without her shields
cutting the wind her aerodynamics were limited. That combined with the power
drain was going to make this dicey.


She wasn’t going to call for help though, because that
meant a skeet or two would have to leave the ground troops hanging and she
wasn’t going to have that. If necessary she could crash land and get picked up
later, knowing that her pilot’s cocoon would make it very hard for the lizards to
kill her even if they finished off her skeet.


Still mentally cursing herself for running into one of
them, she test fired the maulers to make sure they were actually still
functional. Both fired off normally and their recharge rate was diminished but
present, so she could fight a bit if she had to…and it looked like that was
going to be necessary.


Krissy counted 13 wisps in total that had broken off
from various formations and were chasing her. They weren’t all together, nor
would they reach her at the same time, with her seeing that she was in fact
going to have to deal with at least 6 of them if she stayed on her present
course, and the moment she went evasive the others would then have a chance to
catch up from the lead she’d built on them.


She had about 10 more seconds to make a decision
before the first wisp got within firing range and Krissy realized she didn’t
have a choice. She waited a few more heartbeats then spun the skeet around,
facing back and to port she hit the brakes and brought herself even closer to
the nearest wisp. She wished she had her scattergun, for even a few small hits
would be enough to hurt the shieldless enemy, but
she’d have to make do with her maulers. They required more skill to hit with,
but Krissy wasn’t lacking in that department.


The wisp did go evasive, however, making her first
five shots miss, but as she turned her skeet to follow its line of flight she
caught a hit with the sixth, then punched what acceleration she had to move
away from it as two more came in. A heartbeat later her shields began to reform
at low strength but she didn’t wait to try and let them rebuild, knowing that
she had to make these kills quick while there were only one or two wisps
nearby. Wait and let them bunch up and she’d be down before she had time to
properly cuss them out.


Moving into an aggressive evasion pattern that had her
cutting back on her flight path as often as she could, she set herself to the
task of using her superior skill to overcome the disadvantage…or at least take
a few more of the bastards down before she was out of the fight.



 

An hour and a half later one of the Star Force surface
bases saw a smoking skeet approach from the west and set down in the middle of
one of the open landing pads as if there was nothing at all wrong or unusual
about it. There were no calls for emergency assistance or any alarm in the
pilots voice as she signaled for pad allotment, but once seeing the state of
her ship the deck chief got an emergency crew of techs rushing out to the skeet
to deal with any potential mechanical explosions that might result from the
damage and endanger the surrounding ships/personnel…as well as to see to the
pilot.


But when Krissy landed she popped the armored hatch
and slid down the angled side of the skeet, for its port landing leg had never
deployed. Her light combat suit protected her leg and elbow from the heat on
the hull as she dropped to the ground and casually walked off, satisfied and
relieved that she hadn’t been stuck in the forest. 


The pilot waved off the medtech in the emergency team
and let them deal with her wreck of a skeet as she headed indoors to find out
the status of the ongoing battles and how long it would take to get her a
replacement fighter.
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Niken-401229 fired his plasma pistol twice, hitting a
couple of lizards that were heading towards a Bsidd that was carrying another
wounded one back out of the battle, dropping both as he ran in a wide arc
around several trees then headed back into the fray once they were clear. So
far he’d had 19 casualties, all non-fatal and successfully evacuated from the
heaviest fighting. Beyond that he didn’t know what had happened to them, but
the troops still in the field under his and Jayce’s command were all still
alive and fighting, though near to the breaking point.


The lizards were throwing so many infantry and them
and the other Star Force units nearby that they’d had to relocate 8 times to
keep from tripping over the bodies. Each time the lizards kept pursuing them
with an unending wave of standard variants moving through the trees like they
were ants and constantly trying to flank their grouping and cut off the
evacuation routes that Niken was using to get his seriously injured out. 


The rest of his troops had injuries, and he would have
been surprised if any more than a handful were fighting with their shields up.
His were currently recharging at 18% and had gone down more times than he could
count, but he was quicker than the Bsidd and could run away from a lot of fire
coming in on him. They didn’t have that luxury and were resorting to picking up
and piling the lizard corpses to provide some barricades to fight behind when
there weren’t enough trees or time to fell them.


In fact Jayce had recently ordered them to stop doing
that in order to conserve ammo. Already a lot of the Bsidd had empty rifles and
were resorting to hand to hand with their plasma rods. If they used those to
cut more branches they’d run out of power quicker, and already as Niken ran
back in towards his troops he saw Bsidd with only 3 or 4 glowing appendages
when there should have been six, telling him that they were close to having to
fight this out weaponless.


He only had 19 rounds left himself, and as he got back
to the nearest group of Bsidd he cut right and flanked the lizards shooting at them,
blowing through half those rounds in a matter of seconds but taking that point
of danger off their mental map. The lizards had been trying for hours to get
around to the back of them and force the Bsidd into a situation where they
would have to fight it out. Niken had been able to keep pulling his injured out
before they could get hammered to death, but only because they kept a route of
retreat intact and still the lizards were determined to flank and cut them off.


The only reason the Archons hadn’t ordered a full retreat
was because the end of the lizard wave had been reported some kilometers away,
meaning that this endless battle was coming to a conclusion in their favor if
they could just hold out a bit longer…and even if he did order a full retreat
they’d have to fight their way back, for the lizards were hell bent on killing
them and were just as fast as the Bsidd through forest, if not faster.


That meant they were kind of stuck, but if they needed
to retreat he could have made it happen in an orderly fashion. The skies
overhead were still cluttered with wisps, though many of them were now junk
piles in the forest. Given that present air cover he wondered if there wasn’t a
second wave of infantry coming behind this one, but right now there was none
reported so he was going to fight this out here and now without losing any more
ground. They’d already retreated several additional kilometers away from their
targets, and if this was the end of the major resistance they needed to get to
them with what troops were able sooner rather than later, and it looked like
flying dropships in wasn’t going to be an option.


Weaving his way between trees Niken ran toward the
next bit of trouble he saw, sniping down three lizards as he passed, then he
was back into the heavy flow of incoming amongst knotted up groups of Bsidd
acting as lethal islands amongst the flood and dropping lizard bodies
everywhere, now almost exclusively through hand to hand combat.


A few more shots and Niken was out of ammo as well,
but knowing that they only had to kill a few thousand more he pulled up a rare
command in his HUD and triggered his armor rack to release from his back. He
caught it in his right hand as it slid off and whipped it around in front of
him, reattaching the dead pistol next to his other depleted weapons and
grabbing the two short cylinders off it that he carried for good measure.


Dropping the weapon rack into a bush he carried a
cylinder in each hand and ran on, now lighter and more agile than before but
with a silver-armored body that was showing numerous melted spots from plasma
damage. His shields took another hit as the lizards saw and focused their fire
on him, and Niken knew that as long as they did so his troops would have a
little more breathing room to work with.


The Archon ran towards the thickest group of the
lizards as they continued to run forward in tightly packed lines through the
trees, bottling up near the Bsidd as their forwardmost
infantry were cut down by plasma rods or knocked through the air by physical
blows. Some of the Bsidd were picking up the enemies as they shot into their
armor and hurling them like rocks back towards the others and bowling them
over, for without their rifles they were having trouble keeping the lizards
from grouping up in too large of numbers and pumping plasma into their already
beaten and often broken armor, with many of the Bsidd visually bleeding out
through burn marks.


Niken jumped as high as he could after pushing his way
through the scattering of lizards in the front, then did a half flip in the air
that brought his feet around over his head and into a lateral battering ram
that smashed one of the lizards back into the others as the Archon fell to the
ground amongst them, opening a small space for him to stand up in. As he did
the cylinders extended out with a button press and formed two stun swords, one
in each hand, that he whipped around before they were
even charged and knocked several lizards in their small heads.


The next few started dropping to the ground with even
small hits as the Archon ran through the horde. He knew they weren’t dead, and
while he could pick up the lizard plasma rifles and use them against their
makers the Bsidd couldn’t for their lack of fingers. They were the kill power
and he needed to be the distraction…and right now he could take more lizards
out of the fight with a stun sword than he could with one of their rifles, for
even the slightest brush of the blade at full power would knock one out, even
if he only caught them in the wrist.


Niken began downing them at 5 or 6 times the firing
rate of one of their rifles on one side, but with two swords he was mowing them
down on both wings as he ran, cutting a huge swath out of the horde and drawing a lot of attention his way, causing some
of the lizards up front who weren’t totally engaged to turn back and throw
their plasma fire at him when they could, though they were having trouble doing
so without shooting each other.


Enough lizards were close enough to get off at least
one shot before he poked or whacked them unconscious, with his shields going
down not long after he jumped into the fray. Though he didn’t have time to
notice, a group of Bsidd followed him in through the path of unconscious
bodies, jumping into those around them and letting others trailing them poke
and jab most of the unconscious ones with their plasma rods as they passed over
them.


Before he knew it Jayce was in front of him, having
beaten his way through from the other side and signaled to him with a simple
telepathic touch. Niken retracted his left stun sword into its hilt and tossed
it to the other acolyte, whom he saw had been reduced to using a lizard rifle.
Jayce fired one more pointblank shot into a lizard’s chest, then he caught the
sword out of the air and opened it up in a roundhouse twirl that ended with the
tip cracking a lizard’s neck from the physical impact. 


Switching to a two-handed grip Niken added more power
and precision to his blows and the pair of acolytes drifted their way through
the lizards, making sure not to get tripped up by those they were downing and
to keep moving fast enough that they were hard to target. Green plasma was
flying everywhere and more than once Niken felt a heat bloom on an arm or leg
but nothing bad enough to slow him down. He was a blur of motion, caught up in
sighting, moving towards, and making contact with the closest lizard…then he’d
turn and repeat while mentally keeping track of where Jayce was beside him.


The lizards having two Archons to shoot at helped
spread out the damage they were taking, prolonging their ability to fight, but
by the time Niken got to jabbing one of the rare maulers that lunged at him
swinging its forearm blades his stun sword had ran out of power. The poke
merely knocked the lizard off course and dropped it beside the Archon, who then
twirled the sword around and smacked it in the head as hard as he could,
rendering it unconscious through blunt impact.


He would have grabbed a lizard rifle if he had time,
but there were so many enemies around him he had to keep dodging and hitting
them with the sword to keep them from lining up easy shots on him. The weapon,
while unpowered, was still a heavy metal rod and that could do plenty of damage
on its own, so Niken kept swinging and keeping close to Jayce until a blur of
purple armor jumped into his view and grabbed three lizards up
simultaneously…then sent them flying back through the air like they were mere
toys.


Two glowing plasma rods jabbed into the nearest
others, then Niken had more Bsidd swarm around him and run over the lizards in
what amounted to a stampede of purple armor and too many limbs to count. Taking
a moment the Archon spotted a lizard rifle and telekinetically pulled on it,
moving it a half meter across the ground as he ran forward and reached down to
pick it up in hand, discarding the dead stun sword. 


He fell in with the Bsidd and ran amongst them,
weaving his way between them as they ran and fought their way through the
lizards, many of whom were now turning to run before they literally got stomped
on. Niken shot targets of opportunity but kept trying to make his way to the
front, hopping over one Bsidd that was down on the ground but still standing on
one knee. He was hit, bad, but wasn’t dead…so Niken flashed a ‘recover’ marker
onto his position via his helmet controls as he ran by. There was no time to
stop and deal with him in person, for there were more enemies around to kill.


Then suddenly they were at the wall of them, lizards
stacked together shoulder to shoulder and firing through the gaps in the trees
directly into the Bsidd. Several of Niken’s troops
went down, and he fired a pair of shots into the line, dropping a piece of it
as suddenly he got a ‘no-go’ warning flashed on his HUD. The other Bsidd
stopped immediately, taking partial cover behind trees and baiting the lizards
to come to them, but the Archon kept shooting and running forward until he
noticed a new group of dots on the battlemap.


He fired three more times then
ducked behind a tree as a plasma blast hit his helmet, failing to penetrate the
silver armor but melting a small rivulet of it off. It ran down an inch over
his visor and resolidified, sticking in place as his
view filled with tree bark. Looking to his right he saw and telekinetically
pulled another lizard rifle to him, dragging it across the ground as it was too
heavy for him to fully lift, then grabbed it in his other hand, dual wielding
as he turned around the far side of the thick tree trunk and opened fire again.


He checked up after five shots when two yellow-armored
blurs appeared in the air behind the lizard line, falling in amongst them and
throwing the enemy into havoc. Several more jump/lunged from their flanking
position, then Niken ran out of cover towards the brawl and fired on the
lizards that the Scionate had pushed out towards him.


Firing off the green plasma blasts into the nearest
ones, he saw the ambush group mow down the others with blue streaks seeming to
come out of their mouths, though their helmets were fully sealed just as his
was. In addition to shooting they were jumping on and knocking down the
lizards, stunning some of them with the ‘gloves’ that their armor contained and
just physically beating others down with their impacts.


When the Bsidd saw the Scionate hit the lizards they
came out of cover and rushed forward, picking apart the survivors along with
Niken until they pushed through the group and saw clear forest on the other
side…the end of the lizard wave, finally.


But there were many more lizards nearby and across the
battlefield, so the Archon kept on the move even as others took a breather. In
the breaks he had he consulted the battlemap as he ran, heading towards where
there was still fighting with several Scionate catching up to and pacing him as
an escort. He hadn’t known there were any of the rare units even engaged in
this fight, let alone close to his position, but he didn’t have time to ask
where they’d come from. He was just glad they were here.


Jumping over corpse after corpse Niken’s
luck eventually ran out and his fatigue + speed saw his foot catch on one,
dumping him to the ground where he rolled into a tree, banging his head. He
shook it off quickly and got back to his feet, never minding the looks from the
Scionate around him who’d stopped alongside. He was beyond exhausted and knew
the Bsidd were the same, so he didn’t feel any shame, he just needed to get
moving again so he could kill the remaining lizards before they took the
slackening battle as an opportunity to hit some of his vulnerable troops.


When he got to another group of lizards fighting hand
to hand with a trio of Bsidd the Scionate didn’t wait for orders and sprinted
ahead, jumping some 10 meters through the air to land on their targets and
crush them into the ground. One shot the one he’d landed on, but the others
bounced off them, knocking others down and keeping them from firing on the
wounded Bsidd as they poked and picked up the lizards with no glowing
appendages among them.


Niken followed up and shot the lizards that some of
the Scionate had knocked down and between the three races they finished off the
enemies in that spot quickly. With a glance at the Bsidd he signaled for them
to stay put and ran off with the Scionate following, headed towards more little
lingering engagements.


It would be another 13 minutes before his unit was
fully disengaged, then he was busy organizing what armed Bsidd he had left into
kill parties to go around and finish off any surviving lizards, whether they be
stunned or wounded, when he got a comm call from an
Archon in another unit a few kilometers off.


“Still here,” he answered.


“The road ahead is clear. Proceed to the base
entrances with what able troops you have, I’ll meet you there with mine,” the
ranger said.


“Sorry, Roy. Aside from the Scionate I’ve got nothing
to offer. Right now a stiff breeze would kill half my Bsidd.”


“What Scionate?”


“Hold a moment,” he said, looking at one of them
nearby him. “Where did you come from?”


“Aerial drop. Trailblazer Jason’s orders.”


“Are you ready for some more action?”


“Always,” the Scionate said with an energetic growl.


“Take your men and proceed to these coordinates,”
Niken said, giving him a waypoint that would link up with the other Star Force
troops getting ready to assault the subsurface base. He’d expected to be among
them, but the lizards had thrown far more infantry at his unit than they’d
expected. “They’re going to need all the help they can get. And thanks.”


“No debt,” he said before turning and running off with
the rest of his armored kitties going with him. The phrase had become popular
amongst the Scionate, for it meant that there was no error on Niken’s part that had made the rescue necessary, nor did
Star Force troops typically owe each other. They were all family on the
battlefield and didn’t keep score, something that had been hard for the Scionate
to come to grips with after all Star Force had done training them and
rebuilding their society. 


Now that they had the opportunity to return the
gratitude, ‘no debt’ was a way of them saying they’d owed you anyway, and was a
version of saying ‘you’re welcome’ or ‘don’t mention it.’


Niken looked around visually, then on his battlemap
trying to get a feel for where all his troops were. He spotted the injured,
marked with a special icon until they were recovered, and headed to one nearby.
He got to it to find one of the bigger Bsidd kneeling on the ground with both
knees and missing one of its appendages…which was lying beside it next to
several lizard corpses, having been melted off his body with pinpoint or just
unlucky plasma hits. 


“You with me?” Niken asked, running up beside him and
placing an armored hand on its head. 


“I am…here,” the Bsidd answered in obvious pain and
shock.


“When we get you back to a medical facility they’ll
regrow it, so just hang tight until I can get you out of here. I don’t know
about dropships yet, so we may have to go overland. Can you walk?”


The Bsidd stood up, as if finally having an order to
follow allowed it to focus past the pain.


“Good. Come with me,” he said, stepping ahead of him
and leading the Bsidd towards one of the medtechs that had been brought in
within the past few minutes now that the lizard threat was over. He’d come by
speeder, rather than aerial drop, and a few more were also on their way according
to the battlemap, coming through the trees along with some other small vehicles
while the fighters continued their game of cat and mouse overhead.


So long as one of them didn’t
crash down on top of them, Niken figured he and the others were going to be
alright…and checking his battlemap totals he saw that as of yet there were no
Bsidd fatalities listed. Numerous casualties, but no fatalities, and that let
the Archon release a very slow, relieved breath knowing that his decision to
stay and fight it out hadn’t cost him any of his men. Those like the Bsidd with
him had been badly wounded, but they’d recover so long as the medtechs did
their job.


To that end he picked up the pace a little, comming one of them to head his direction, fearing that
this Bsidd might bleed out, for his wound hadn’t cauterized completely and he
was leaking a steady trail of purple/black blood from the severed limb. 
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Jason-025 input the deployment order for the Scionate
detachment into the HUD on his helmet a moment before he hit the power on the
jump pack to slow his descent. He’d just leapt out of a dropship at extreme
high altitude in order to get in over the wisp cloud surrounding one of their
mountain strongholds and had some time to kill as he fell so he’d dug into the
battlemap to monitor the other assaults taking place on Irad.



He hadn’t expected to need to issue any orders, but
when he saw the extraordinary amount of resistance the Bsidd were going up
against he knew they were near the tipping point and had located a reserve unit
on standby and sent the order while adjusting his fall to miss the enemy
fighters as he passed through their swirling formations. There were skeets on
the edges, poking some of them down, but directly over the stronghold there
were only wisps that were sniping the ground troops when they could, but the
terrain was hiding both sides’ units well and leaving the fighter cover primary
to keep Star Force air assets at bay.


The ground teams had already took out the perimeter
defense stations, but the twists and turns of the nearly vertical canyons made
the approach a maze of ambush points. The Calavari and Humans assaulting the
base were being patient and not overworking the problem, but the lizards pretty
much had them tied up and unable to advance…hence the need for a bit of a push.
Jason had been holding back, waiting to see which combat zones were having the
most trouble before deploying himself, though had he waited a bit longer he
would have gone to the Bsidd.


Falling through the air didn’t give him the option of
redeploying so he’d sent the Scionate instead, but now he had to forget the
bigger strategic picture and focus on not getting shot down. To that end he
reached out his mind to the pair of lizard fighters angling towards him now
that he was slowing down and veering to the south. When he could feel them he
locked onto their minds and froze their bodies, with both wisps flying on their
previous courses with no additional input to the controls. 


Both were flying towards the ground and remained so,
with Jason adjusting his fall a bit to stay well wide of them. The wisps
flashed by some 900 meters away and continued to descend until they got out of
the trailblazer’s Ikrid range. One pulled up and avoided crashing into the
ground, but the other wasn’t so lucky. It came down into a lizard-filled
section of forest and took out a few of them on impact, with the Star Force
front better than a mile away. 


Jason continued his fall, now too far ahead of the
other wisps for them to get within firing range in time. With his landing
options diminishing with altitude, he spied a few shards of plasma headed his
way from a tower just poking up above the treetops. It was anti-air fire and he
immediately got clipped with two hits, but like the fighters he was able to
reach out, locate, and cripple the minds at the firing controls, shutting the
turret down temporarily and allowing him to come down safely into the treetops
nearby.


Jason braked hard, but let his excess momentum tear
him through the canopy. He deactivated his shields so not to drain them further
with the physical impacts, letting his armor take the hits and scrapes as he
slowed to a slight hop that barely had his footprints pressing into the ground
when he finally got to the surface.


Shutting the jump pack off he ran through the trees
over to the defense tower, finding and crippling the minds around him to clear
a path rather than fighting it out. He got to the entrance and opened the door
with the guards falling unconscious by his mere presence. The same effect
occurred to those inside, with none of the lizards able to even fire at shot at
him as he connected to and rendered each one unresponsive by literally putting
them to sleep.


Jason worked his way up the tower until he got to the
technological guts of the turret, then he found a sweet spot and pulled an
explosive out of his pack and set it inside on a timer before heading down and
out back into the forest, dropping more lizards unconscious around him. He got
300 meters away before he heard the boom that rendered the anti-air tower unuseable, then a few steps later he came up on the edge of
one of the many ravines in the area. 


Below there were more lizards hidden in various places
with bits of infrastructure here and there. He’d seen some of what they had
waiting for them from orbital scans, but now that he was here on the ground
Jason could see a lot more laterally that they’d been hiding in the walls and
under the trees. It looked like a Halo multiplayer map, there were so many
cover points and trails running through the ravine, not to mention stairways
built inside the rocky walls for the lizards to use to get up and down, forcing
the attackers to hack their way up the ravine or get air support to pick them
up.


The air support wasn’t an option, so it was either go
by foot or jump pack, and get close enough to one of those anti-air towers with
the jump packs and you were going to be toast. From his vantage point he could
see several smaller versions dotting the ravine as they stuck out from high
points on the walls or on the edges up top, making this and probably a lot of
other locations around the base killing zones.


Star Force liked a challenge, but the longer the
lizards held this base the less troops he’d have to hit other targets so Jason
was going to start clearing the roadblocks ahead his troops’ advance…or at
least reducing them, for there was a lot to get to and only so many explosives
in his pack, not to mention far too many lizards for him to take out with the
limited ammo he had. 


But he had psionics, not to mention his physical
strength and a forest canopy that more or less put the wisp air cover out of
the game. He’d have to be careful not to hang out anywhere in the open or
predictably hold to a single location beneath the trees that they could target,
but this looked like it was going to be an all-ground affair and that was
something he could handle solo so long as he didn’t get too many enemy firing
lines on him simultaneously. If he could buy time between bouts for his shields
to recharge he could stay out here kicking ass indefinitely.


Leaning against a thick tree at the top of the ravine
he was about to make for one of the anti-air protrusions a quarter mile down
the eastern edge when a familiar sound stopped him from moving. He looked
around suspiciously, then a few moments later one of the lizards’ tanks moved
through the ravine, hovering over the trees and trails. Fixed emplacements
Jason could handle, but with that kind of mobile firepower and no fighters to
take it out he’d be a sitting duck above the tree line.


Jason lost sight of it again as it moved to the left
and behind a rocky outcropping two meters ahead of him, so he ran to the left
and meandered along the choppy ravine edge until he had a good vantage point.
Given that there were none of his troops nearby he had
a second option and fixed a beacon onto the tank virtually using the tracking
software in his helmet. A pointed polygon appeared over top of it along with
concentric circles emanating out from the anti-vehicle ‘shade.’


Those circles moved with it as it progressed up the
ravine at a snail’s pace on patrol. Jason knew he was within the outermost of
those circles but he had to keep a line of sight on the tank in order for this
to work. Opening up his comm for unstealthed
transmission he sent a continuous signal to orbit, knowing that the lizards might
be able to backtrack it to his location. That wasn’t important right now given
that they’d just seen him drop from the sky and blow up a turret…what was
important was that his luck held up, and the clear sky was going to help.


A firing button appeared on his HUD and Jason dropped
as low to the ground as he could, tree hugging with his left should as he kept
his eyes on the tank as it continued to creep left and would be out of view in
less than 30 seconds. Taking a deep breath he looked at the button, closed his
right eye, then blinked three times with his left.
That ‘pressed’ the button with the necessary safety interlocks, resulting in a
beam of insanely white light coming down from the sky within an instant and
drowning out the tank and everything else in the ravine as his visor tried to
adjust to the brightness.


It didn’t fully work and Jason was left stunned as he
was forcefully knocked back by the concussion wave. His hands dug into the dirt
to try to slow and ground him as the trees cracked and burnt all around him. It
took a moment for his eyes to start to clear, then a lesser blowback pulled him
forward a few inches and brought debris with it, covering him in bits of leaf
and limbs, half of which were charred and smoking.


Jason held his eyes shut, knowing that was the best
way to get them to process out the excess light. Had he not been wearing a
helmet the glare from the cleansing beam would have blinded him for well over a
minute, but thanks to his visor it only took a few seconds before he could see
the glowing indicators on his HUD, then a handful more before the ravine
started to come back into distinction. A couple of kill tags were updated where
nearby turret emplacements in the walls had been knocked offline, and in one
case Jason saw a tree trunk impaling it, but most of the emplacements below him
were still intact…though the lizards manning them were not.


He couldn’t take a headcount, but nearly all of the
minds he had previously been sensing below were now gone around the blast
radius. He searched for the tank and saw it flipped over and lying against the
nearer ravine wall…half of it missing and apparently scattered elsewhere amongst
the tree mash. A deep hole had been blow out in the center of it all, some 30
meters away from where the tank had been. Firing from orbit wasn’t the most precise
thing, and sniping tanks was almost impossible even with the cleansing beams,
but this one had gotten close enough to do the job with the plasma wave
resulting from the beam colliding with the air and dirt. And fortunately it hadn’t
hit near Jason.


He knew the odds of it missing that badly were low,
but it wasn’t something he was going to repeat often. Doing so was something he
could have ordered prior to the attack to just lay waste to everything in the
ravines, but the lizards knew Star Force had that capability and had
constructed this base and its defenses mostly underground. There was no way to
get at all of it with orbital bombardment and the downside was the mess he now
saw below him. Fighting in that burning mash of trees would be difficult for
him, but even more so for a unit of troops.


No, he wasn’t going to spam the area with cleansing
beams and then expect his troops to fight through the rubble. Better to use the
forest to their advantage, but in this case he needed the tank gone, and gone
now it was.


Standing up and walking to the edge of the ravine he
tapped his jump pack controls and slid off the side. The angle was steep, but
the vegetation covering it had mostly been stripped off in the fiery concussion
wave. His feet hit knobby rocks and patches of loose dirt, making his descent
awkward but manageable. When he was halfway down he planted a foot on a
stable-looking rock and jumped to the left, launching himself with an anti-grav push into one of the side niches that had a topside
overhang and that he hadn’t seen from above.


He missed low, but got a handhold on the rim and pulled
himself up into the little porch, seeing the body of a lizard with a head
wound…as well as the patch of blood on the nearby wall where it had bounced
off. There was a small doorway that led inside the ravine wall and Jason could
feel minds inside. Pulling out his plasma rifle he headed in and began cleaning
out the narrow corridors and stairs, first mentally disabling the lizards then
coming up on them and killing them with single shots to conserve ammunition.


Jason moved between three different hidden emplacements
before he ran out of tunnel. To get to the others he had to move across trails
that no longer existed around the blast radius, and some of the automated
turrets were up high and fixed to sheer rock…probably with power cables running
through drilled holes. There was no physical access to them for enemy troops to
take over and utilize, so Jason had to take those down from the outside or
disable the controllers wherever they were hiding nearby.


If Jason were setting these up he’d have relays in place
to allow remote control from far distances, so he didn’t bother looking for a
nearby bunker and headed out across and under the remains of the trees that had
been burnt and bent over, yet not totally destroyed, until he got underneath
one of the turrets…with it firing rifle-sized plasma blasts down towards him
the moment he came out from under one of the tree mashes. 


This was where the tank would have been a particularly
bad neighbor to have, but since it was now gone Jason took a few plasma blasts
by not dodging, rather he dropped down onto his ankles and did his best
impression of a Jedi jump as he activated his jump pack. His trajectory moved
him at an angle, bringing him up to a narrow ledge that he managed to get a
foot onto. The jump pack held him up long enough to get steadied as he
continued to get hit with plasma blasts and the misses blowing out tiny bits of
rock shrapnel all around him.


Repeating the process he jumped again, this time
getting up to the height of the turret and taking one shot directly in the
faceplate. His diminishing shields held up and Jason grabbed hold of one of the
multiple barrels sticking out from the boxy turret. He held on and dangled from
it underneath, squeezing his mechanical hand as tightly as the mental controls in
his armor would allow and locking it in place so his muscles wouldn’t have to.
He nearly slid off anyway, but the mechanical grip put a little bit of a dent
in the barrel, allowing for some additional grip as he pulled out his plasma
pistol from his lower back and pumped multiple rounds into the turret, breaking
through the armored casing and exposing the inside.


He took another shot to his shoulder, but most of the
barrels couldn’t target him in so close. Tucking his pistol away he reached up
and got a hand on the hole he’d just made, gripping the interior before letting
go of the barrel. He reached in with the second hand, feet dangling below him
over the ravine below, and pried open the turret enough for him to half climb
inside. He was going to shoot the vital components but accidentally pulled one
out when he was just trying to get a grip.


He nearly fell, but his left hand held firm as he
tossed the power conduit out beneath him with it dropping like a rope for a few
meters. Jason climbed up and into the turret as much as he could, then ripped
out more and more of the guts until he was sure that he’d fatally wounded the
turret…and given its placement the lizards wouldn’t be making repairs any time
soon.


The Archon grabbed the power conduit and slid down the
makeshift rope before letting go at the end and falling down to the ravine wall
some 20 meters below and braking with his jump pack before kicking of the
angled sidewall and drifting himself out enough to land in the flat bottom. 


“One down,” he said, looking ahead at the next one in
the green vegetation outside the blast radius, “a million to go.”
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March 24, 2692


Jafat System (lizard
territory)


Irad



 

Provchad shot one lizard in the chest as it and
several others were rushing the Calavari, then he reached down with his lower
left hand and grabbed its corpse as it fell, still firing his rifle at the
others swarming around him and his brothers. He flung the lizard back into the
flow, knocking down several before jumping ahead to land on the body and the
small island it made amongst the rest. From there he proceeded to punch, grab,
and kick every lizard within arms range, making himself a decoy and taking a
lot of plasma hits while the others stayed put as gunners and picked off the
nearest targets.


Provchad knew he couldn’t stay out amongst them
forever, but his shields were strong and his arms even stronger, though he was
kicking as many of the short, scrawny enemies as he was hitting them.
Unfortunately that left his upper body as an easy target and his helmet was
more often than not the source of the plasma hits, each of which momentarily
blinded him as the superheated glowing gas washed over his faceplate.


With the distraction provided, the other Calavari held
their position and began creeping forward, firing as they went, and followed
Provchad forward until they got to a pass in a small hillside that the lizards
were flowing through. Once there two others came forward and relieved him,
allowing the Calavari to retreat behind the others and start recharging his
shields while they punched and kicked those coming through the gap while
pulling and tossing a few further in where the others shot them down.


Provchad inspected his armor, seeing a lot of small
divots in the orange plates as a tiny shimmer covered his body when the shield
matrix reformed at low strength. Pulling a pack of ammo out of his backpack he
began to reload his weapons when he visually spotted something running along
the top of the hillside underneath the trees. There hadn’t been any lizards up
there and he thought the rocky walls were too steep for them to easily climb,
but given the firing angle they had Provchad flicked a pistol up to target the
blur before it could fire down on them.


He pulled back when he saw a large black/gold mass
running at a speed the lizards could never match, but kept his attention up
there trying to make out what he was seeing. It was a Human, obviously, and by
the size he’d say a Knight but it wasn’t wearing Knight armor,
which was typically bright white. It also didn’t have a shield. 


Provchad checked his battlemap to see who/what it was,
finding an ID tag but before he had time to check an explosion knocked him down
to a knee as the two Calavari at the front were thrown through the air as a det pack went off in their face. With no time to lose Provchad
took his ammo and stuffed it back in his pack, then ran up behind the others
ready to fight more lizards whether or not his shields were recharged.


Behind the det pack
explosion the infantry flooded in through the gap again and Provchad found himself
back in a firing line, mowing down as many as they could but with too many tiny
bodies running at them for the Star Force troops to shoot them all. The lizards
came right up to the big Calavari in their orange armor and fired their plasma
weapons into their larger hulks at pointblank range, whittling down their
shield strength with every hit.


Suddenly the black blur dropped down directly into the
gap in the hillside and every lizard within 10 meters of it fell to the ground.
When Provchad saw that he knew that the Human had to be an Archon, for no
weapon had been used to take the lizards down, but rather their infamous
psionics. As the Calavari continued to shoot the ones in between the Archon and
their line he saw the black/gold two-armed ally shoot those lizards on the
ground as they were helpless to do anything other than twitch.


Suddenly two more black blurs dropped down from the
hillside and fell into the lizards near Provchad, punching them away from where
they landed with bright lights on their fists. When they hit they had the
distinctive sound of plasma, but the Calavari had never seen such weapons
before. They glowed white rather than Star Force standard blue, but he was sure
it was a plasma weapon of some kind.


With one holding the choke point with his psionics the
oversized Archons helped the Calavari clean out the rest of the lizards on this
side then ran towards their twin, disappearing through the gap to the other
side and going after the lizards there.


Provchad knew better than to follow, for his shields
were down again, so he moved over to the two Calavari that had been hit by the det pack as the others slowly advanced to hold the choke
point against any more enemies coming through. When he got over to one he saw a
huge hole in his armor that ran from upper right arm down across the chest
plate to his left hip. Orange blood was flowing everywhere, but another
goo-like substance was eeking out from around the
edges of the armor and slowly stopping the blood loss like an instant bandage.


Provchad tapped on the Calavari’s
helmet, trying to see if he was still conscious, and got a slight hand wave in
response. He didn’t know how bad the wound really was, but he was alive for the
moment. Knowing that he couldn’t walk on his own, Provchad grabbed a pistol
while putting his rifle back onto his rack, then used his three free hands to
lift his badly wounded brother up into a carry position up over his right
shoulder.


With his weapon ready to respond if anyone tried to
jump them, Provchad began walking the wounded one back the way they’d advanced,
hoping to get him to safety before he bled out or got jumped by any roaming
lizards, for there were so many corpses littering the ground there was no way
to be sure that they were all completely dead. If they weren’t, Provchad was
going to finish them with his pistol.


Setting a repeated ‘wounded ally’ signal on the
battlemap, he walked his passenger off, knowing that someone could up to take
him eventually, then Provchad would return to the front lines.



 

Darius punched the lizard jumping for his neck with his
left fist, knocking it back without delivering a plasma blast. That setting
only had a limited number of shots and he didn’t want to waste one now so he
kept to traditional hand to hand and broke bone with blunt force rather than
burning the lizards with plasma. The other two Arc Knights with him were using
plasma, both in the form of pistols, as the trio fought their way through the
pool of lizards that had collected on the other side of the hillside.


The Calavari had followed them through, fortunately,
for there were too many here for even them to take down head on and they didn’t
have time to be coy about this. They had less than 20 minutes to push this line
up to a convergence point with another assault group before a reinforcement of
lizard tanks beat them to the riverbank. They needed to get across in order to
take down a turret tower that was keeping nearby units well away from a
firebase that the lizards were literally spewing out of. 


Star Force had a mech star moving up the river to try
and get close enough to the turret to take it out through the cover of the
forest, but they were pinned in close and half submerged in water walking
single file in order to make it through the narrow gap in this ravine bottom.
That would put them in a bad position if those tanks got to them and it was up
to Darius to make sure they never got that far.


He wanted to run ahead and take the tanks on without
the Calavari, but there was way too many enemy infantry out and about to
contend with while they were assaulting the tanks. They were going to be a
handful as it was, and they couldn’t have dozens of plasma blasts hitting them
per second when they went after them. 


So they needed the Calavari there to deal with the
infantry and cover them while they took to the tanks…but the lizards had the
Calavari essentially pinned down, meaning the Arc Knights had to move the line up and they didn’t have time to be careful about it.
In typical Knight tradition they ran straight into the
heart of the enemy and took it to them like a punch to the face.


Their armor was more advanced than standard Knight equipment, but they weren’t carrying any physical shields
due to them needing to move fast through the forest and the big barriers
weren’t designed for that. Each of them had an assortment of firearms and
swords with them, plus their glove augments, which contained both plasma and
stun options, but for right now Darius was going to use his natural strength to
save ammo as long as he could.


To that end he punched two more back before
telekinetically picking up a pair of lizard plasma pistols and dual wielded
them as he ran forward shooting and knocking down more infantry, not caring how
many hits he took. He had to disrupt the lizards in order for the Calavari to
follow up and shoot them down, and to do that the best he needed to be in the
middle of them.


Once he got far enough inside the pool of enemies
waiting to go through the hillside gap he summoned up his mental strength and
emitted as large a Fornax field as he could, dropping well over 100 of the
lizards to the ground like an invisible blast had hit them from above. The
plasma blasts coming towards him stopped for a moment, then as he held them
down shooting the nearest ones around him the lizards outside the radius of the
fallen ones saw him and took aim, resuming the plasma barrage on him and
ratcheting it up now that he didn’t have a shield of lizards around him
blocking far-ranging shots.


Knowing he couldn’t take that much plasma and survive
for long he released the Fornax field and the lizards began standing up, some
of them right into the path of plasma and taking the friendly fire while the
other two Arc Knights pushed through other areas of the assembly pool, one of
which had brandished a plasma sword for the occasion. Darius hadn’t used his,
for he knew it didn’t hold that many charges, but the extendable blade would be
wrapped in plasma that would partially discharge on physical contact akin to a
pistol blast. With skill, one could deliver far more plasma strikes with a
sword than a firearm and that’s exactly what the Arc Knight had in mind.


He tore through the lizards around him, poking,
slashing and kicking them aside in a flurry of movement that even a Jedi would
have been hard pressed to match, for the 7 foot tall Human didn’t suffer the
typical ‘big guy’ slowness that the Calavari were clearly demonstrating, though
some of them were upwards of 8 foot tall.


No, the Knights were fast and the Arc Knights even
faster, akin to Archon speed and faster than many of them. Personally trained
by the original badass himself, the Black Knight, the Arc Knights suffered
nothing in movement when compared to the lizards and were able to outmaneuver
and outfight the tiny infantry with ease…there were just so many of them and
they had a deadline to meet.


Realizing that the other Arc Knight was right, Darius
pulled out his own plasma sword from his back rack and triggered the blade
extension. The stubby cylinder sprang out a meter and a half long blade that
was bathed in plasma with a second button press, held close and contained by
patches of smart shield that would only release with a prerequisite amount of
physical pressure. That amount was high enough that a mere brush wouldn’t
trigger a ‘shot’ but with the sheer power the Knights had in their arms, let
alone before the powered armor enhancements, there was no chance of the blades
not discharging when they meant them to.


Darius whipped his sword around and hit two lizards
with it in sequence, discharging a couple of shots into the first then hitting
the second with the tip. That half of the blade lost its glow for a split
second then returned to pure white a moment later. The Arc Knight didn’t try to
count the hits, but he knew that if he went hard at the swarm of lizards he’d
expend its charge within a minute…but right now that’s what had to be done in
order to get to the tanks in time.


Sending a Fornax wave out behind him to diminish the
shots into his back, he dashed forward swinging and hacking the glowing blade around
and dropping bodies in his wake. The blade didn’t sever limbs like a lightsaber, but it was capable of delivering multiple
plasma hits per swing if he wiped the blade across a target…which was more than
enough to kill them in a heartbeat.


Darius didn’t look back, fighting his way forward and
throwing in a few punches on the way, trusting the Calavari to follow him up
and knowing the other two Arc Knights would be doing the same. Sooner than he
expected the sword went out, leaving him with a metal rod that he continued to
hit lizards with, though he had to amp up the
strength of his blows to do enough damage that the lizards stayed down when
hit.


Nearly to the far side of the pool he retracted the
blade and stuck the hilt back on his rack as he telekinetically grabbed two
more lizard rifles and fought his way forward with them and a mix of psionics,
eventually getting to the other side and a trail that a scattering of
additional lizards were running down to join the others.


He held position there, shooting them and those behind
him while the other Arc Knights and Calavari fought their way up to him. Darius
didn’t have time to look, but the sea of trees behind him where the lizards had
been gathering was quickly turning into a corpse-filled park so thick that the
Calavari were actually having to pick up and throw bodies aside to make paths
for them to walk through.


Darius waited for the other Arc Knights to catch up to
him, then he tossed the lizard weapons aside and grabbed new ones, not knowing
what their charge level was, and followed the pair as they passed him on the
run. Moving faster than the Calavari could, the threesome fought their way up
the trail dropping bodies as they went and rushing towards the rendezvous
point, with Darius seeing that the other Calavari unit was closer than them and
already engaging infantry near to the waypoint on his battlemap.


That was good, for there were no Arc Knights with them
and they’d need both Calavari groups to keep the enemy infantry busy when they
hit the tanks, for the region around the turret was heavily defended.
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March 29, 2692


Jafat System (lizard
territory)


Irad



 

Jason jumped up to the edge of the hole that they’d
blown into the roof of the lizard subsurface facility, grabbing the edge and
hanging with his feet dangling. He pulled himself up and got an elbow on the
edge then slowly wiggled his mass up over the tipping point and crawled along
the dirty roof plate. It was melted in some places, jagged in others, but less
than a meter away there was a wall of hardened dirt that he began scaling on
all fours until he reached the top and could finally stand up.


He breathed a sigh of relief, now that the key
facility had been taken and secured. This assault was over, but there were
several others ongoing across the planet and many more to come. Taking a planet
was not an easy task, especially one with this many enemies…but beyond that
they had been dug in more than normal and it had been a very long past six
days. 


He’d cycled out twice for sleep, with his troops doing
so more often than that, but they hadn’t let the lizards rest, keeping someone
banging on the door nonstop as they fought their way through the ravines and
down into the base. Now that he was topside again his battlemap began to update
with information from other battlefronts and space, with him immediately
noticing the arrivals in orbit.


There were no less than 8 full Voku conglomerates up
there, ahead of schedule. They weren’t here to fight, but to use this system as
a springboard for launching attacks into the surrounding area. He’d expected
them to wait until Star Force had actually taken possession of the system, but
apparently they were eager to get to work expanding their own empire. 


The Jafat System was the
furthest out into what had formerly been Calavari territory that Star Force had
ventured short of a raid. This one they were keeping and would undoubtedly draw
a strong reaction…which they were expecting. Irad
itself hadn’t been Calavari, but rather belonged to a weak race known as the Bvdan, which were now extinct. The lizards had wiped them
out long ago then only recently began heavily colonizing and fortifying this
world, probably expecting an attack at some point from orbit, which this
subsurface base and others would mostly have been immune to.


That was one thing about the lizards, no matter how
cookie cutter their civilization was they always got around to adapting to what
was beating them. They’d lost here and were going to lose in the other battles
across the planet, but they’d set up their defenses in a way that had made it
very difficult for Jason’s troops to root them out. If it hadn’t been for some
very wise plays by his people they would have had massive casualties rather
than the mere handful he saw tallied on his HUD.


The trailblazer had brought them up first thing along
with similar reports from the other engagements. Most were injury reports, but
amongst there were a scattering of fatalities. Jason cringed with each one he
saw. The vast majority of the galaxy would have seen these reports as an
impossibly dominate victory, but to him each individual lost was a defeat. Star
Force didn’t assault any world where they expected to lose troops and did their
best in defensive engagements to minimize losses, so losing even one meant
they’d screwed up somehow…or the lizards had pulled some more trickery out of
their butts.


13 deaths…to date. He’d lost 4 of those in this fight,
a Calavari, two Scionate, and a commando. The Scionate had gotten overzealous
and done something stupid, with Jason kicking himself for sending them in so
green…but the others had fought well despite their youth, and if those two
hadn’t gone off mission they’d probably still be alive. Jason didn’t like
losing them, but he had to remind himself that he couldn’t babysit everyone and
if they acted stupidly then there wasn’t much he could do to stop it from
coming back to bite them.


What most people in the ADZ knew of the lizards came
from these battle reports, for most of them had never seen them in person and
those who had were dying off, replaced by younger generations. When landslide
victory numbers like this were eventually relayed back to them they thought the
lizards were numerically dominant pushovers…but that was not the case. The only
reason Star Force had been able to take this base in the way it had was because
they were damn good at what they did, but it had the side effect of making the
enemy look weak when they were not.


The Calavari he’d lost had been caught up in an ambush
and took so much armor damage that he’d been barely able to walk, but he and
his unit had come out of it alive and were heading to the rear when a wisp was
shot down overhead and fell to the ground. A proximity warning had been quickly
issued from orbit, predicting the fall trajectory and the Calavari had managed
to get out of the way just in time…save for the one who could barely move.


That was just pure bad luck, and he’d deserved better
than that. To win out against an ambush then to die while in the clear was just
plain wrong, but then again the galaxy was full of wrongs and try as they would
Star Force couldn’t stop all of them. Two other Calavari had been hit with
shrapnel from that fighter crash, but their armor had protected them enough to
survive the spear-like impacts.


The commando had died in circumstances he hadn’t yet
discovered, but it had been in a huge firefight. He’d review that later with
those who had been on the ground at the time plus the vid logs once they
compiled them all. He knew they had to learn from their mistakes, or their
enemies’ ingenuity, in order to prevent deaths like this from occurring again,
and Jason would be spending a lot of his future downtime reviewing everything
that had taken place on this planet in detail.


That was the beauty of the battlemap and its
recorders, which lifted the fog of war in the post analysis and helped to keep
the realtime fighting coordinated and sane. If an enemy ever figured a way to
compromise their low level communications it would hurt Star Force badly, which
was why all their troops had trained to fight with jamming shutting it down and
even to fight with a compromised system utilizing various checks and
non-electronic hand signals. 


But when the battlemap was working it gave them a huge
advantage that the lizards didn’t have. The battlemap, their armor and shields,
the advanced weaponry…each was a piece in the ever growing puzzle that allowed
Star Force to fight and live to see tomorrow, with Jason never willing to
tolerate the concept of ‘acceptable losses.’ 


A lizard might go into combat mere months after it was
born, working off of genetic knowledge and its default strength, but in order
for a Star Force soldier to get to the frontlines they had to put decades of
training and trials in, making each one of them a veteran before they fired a
single live plasma blast in battle. And not a veteran as in being on a
warfront, but in knowing how to dominate it, when to attack and when to
retreat. There were no newbs in Star Force’s assault
groups, and because of everything they did in prep and tech, along with
battlefield leadership from the Archons, almost everyone Jason had brought into
this fight was walking out of it.


But it was the handful that weren’t that weighed on
him. 


He didn’t want to accept dumb luck, because that meant
he couldn’t find a way to protect against it later. When the enemy came to your
doorstep to fight, you didn’t have a choice of circumstances and had to work
with what was present, but when you were the attacker you did have a choice,
and every time someone died Jason wondered if he should have ordered the
assault or not, for he was pressing his troops against some very dangerous
enemies who had the advantage of terrain and prep time. On the whole he’d been
correct about this base assault, but no mission was a complete success unless everyone on his team walked away from it
afterwards.


Now that he was back in the open and could receive
transmissions from afar an incoming comm icon lit up
on his HUD which he activated with a telepathic thought. 


“Jason, the Voku have arrived and will be staying
insystem for several weeks prior to deployment. They’re asking if you want any
assistance on the ground,” Admiral Petry said from
the command ship in orbit.


“We’ve got things under control.”


“I think they’re eager to fight rather than
questioning the eventual outcome.”


“Explain it to them, and if they are bored assemble
them into hot drop response units so I can call them down when needed.”


“Will do. How much longer are you staying down there?”


“We’re finished underground so send a dropship. I need
to recharge before the next assault.”


“On its way.”


 “Thanks,” Jason
said, walking along the burnt grass atop the base around the point where a
cleansing beam had punched through the ground to give them a backdoor entrance.
A little further off there were broken trees followed by whole forest, through
which the mechs had cut several roads to get to makeshift spaceports situated
wherever they could find some bits of flat terrain. 


The trailblazer walked through the forest until he
came to one of those roads then slowly made his way along the side of it. There
wasn’t much traffic, but a passing speeder slowed and offered to give him a
lift but he waved it off. The driver nodded and zipped on ahead, taking the
pair of wounded commandos with him back to the modular medical station they’d
brought in from orbit so they could treat nearly all injuries on the surface
rather than have them wait to get back onboard a ship in orbit.


But that wasn’t why he’d waved the speeder off. He wasn’t
exhausted but needed the break just to clear his thoughts and settle his mood,
which was accomplished best when he had some low level activity to do, which
made walking preferable to sitting at the moment. He pulled one of the last
senzu beans out of its slot within the interior of his helmet and
telekinetically steered it around his cheekbone to his mouth where he bit off a
tiny slice. 


That he swallowed while returning the rest of the bean
to its holding spot, not wanting an overdose right now that taking the whole
thing would have resulted in. Jason was feeling a bit deplenished
and just wanted to top off. He also felt like pulling his helmet off and
getting some fresh air on his head, but knew better than to do so in what was
still enemy territory. One little lucky plasma shot by a roaming lizard to the
head and he’d be dead…and after over 600 years of training he wasn’t going to
risk squandering it all for a bit of fresh air.


So he just walked and let the responsibilities for the
troops below his feet rest with someone else for the time being. There was no
more fighting going on in the base, for they’d cleared it all out, but there
were housekeeping duties that required an army of techs that he’d ordered to
start coming down a little over half an hour ago. After a few minutes of
walking a larger speed passed him carrying the first of them, with his troops
staying in and around the base to guard them just in case they’d missed a
lizard or two.


With them mostly off his mind Jason tried to relax and
let the combat emotions flow out of him…which had become easy after so many
years of training and fighting. Rarely did anything spook him enough that he
couldn’t transit back and forth between emotional modes within a handful of
seconds, but the deaths of his men were always something that stuck with him.
Even though they were gone he still couldn’t accept it, for accepting it would
be condoning it and that could never be allowed to happen.


So what he did instead was accept the anger but let
his body relax. There would be more fighting to come and they’d need him there,
in one fashion or another, so it was necessary that he was awake and alert, and
right now he was pushing 48 hours of activity. Inas aside, that was pushing it for Jason considering
how much ambrosia he’d been pumping through his body. The physical combat was
less intense than his normal training, but his psionic usage combined with the
ever present need to be alert, both for his sake and others, had taken its toll
on him.


He wasn’t near the dropping point, nor anywhere close
to it, but he was close to getting his mind hazy and his reflexes sluggish and
that was something he couldn’t tolerate. He’d head back up to the command ship,
take care of some duties there and begin organizing the next big assault while
his troops likewise began transferring back up to orbit or some of the secure
bases they’d established on the planet for a brief rest and recovery.


Meanwhile other battles were ongoing and Jason would
pick through those from the command ship briefly, but what he needed right now
the most was rest, meaning it was time for a crash nap then some light training
to get his mojo back in order before a good long sleep. 


But right now he was just walking along the crudely
cut out road and hopping over an occasional limb that had fallen out into the
clearing or over the small puddles that mech footprints had created with a
recent rain. With each step he took he seemed to process out more of the stress
flowing through him and by the time he reached the end of the road and the edge
of the makeshift clearing that had dropships coming down like an orderly flock
of birds he feeling good enough that he was tempted to redeploy out to one of
the ongoing battles.


He knew he had to stay ahead of the fatigue rather than
fight it head on, so he stuck with the plan and found the dropship that the
Admiral had sent for him as the techs unloaded from the others nearby. With
them came loads of equipment and some fresh troops that would start relieving
the ones below. All of the techs wore light armor, despite their dislike for
it, and would continue to do so until this area was completely safed. Couldn’t afford to lose one of them either with
sloppiness.


More speeders zipped off down the road, taking them
over to one of several base entrances where they would begin itemizing the
contents for decommission and removal. They weren’t going to take the time to
destroy and remove the entire base given that it was built underground, but
they were going to gut it, do some patchwork repairs, then seal it up for
either future use or reclamation…which would see the lizard structures broken
down piece by piece and replaced with Star Force ones without caving in the
ground over your head.


That would be long into the future, for most of the
techs would be busy building Star Force structures on the surface and tearing
apart the lizard bases that orbital bombardment had wrecked while safing others like this that were below ground. Star Force
was keeping this system and building up this planet into a fortress world…or so
was the plan, and that wasn’t something that happened overnight. 


This was the beginning of the big push into lizard
territory, not merely for raids to ‘mow the grass’ but
to start taking back systems by the dozens and call the enemy’s bluff. Jason
knew it wasn’t a true bluff and they’d be in for a big counterattack at some
point but now was the time to do it before they grew any stronger. They were
committing so many resources to Skarron space he wasn’t sure what kind of a hit
the lizard would or could throw at them, but he doubted they’d just be left
alone. The design of this planet’s infrastructure told him that the lizards
were gearing up to defend against Star Force and he doubted that they wouldn’t
have another surprise or two waiting for them.


Jason still had numerous sites on this planet to take,
plus the waterworld that was reporting continuous small-scale fighting. It
would be a while before both were securely in Star Force hands, then even
longer for them to get truly secure, though a few Sentinels were already on
their way here from the ADZ. Those combined with the fleets heading this way,
of which the Voku were only one, would be able to hold this system while Star
Force built it up along with a few other guests.


Once they had it secured they’d begin funneling all
resupply through the system and branch out as they began the long crusade towards
the Pagalis System, sweeping up the systems in
between and along the Zeta Region border as they began returning the Calavari
to their former worlds.
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