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March 3, 2549


Devox System (Lizard
territory)


Yavvi



 

Kara clung to the hull of the lizard cruiser, nestled
up against one of the many lumps on the hull and doing her best to blend in.
Her shadow mode wasn’t active, but her Vorch’nas armor had adjusted its color
to match the yellow/tan ship as she pressed her body up against it in the void
of space doing her best imitation of Spider Man…though to be truthful the wall
crawler had nothing on the Zen’zat. With her armor providing and recycling her
oxygen supply, the Archon patiently rode the enemy cruiser as it rejoined up
with the rest of the lizard fleet, with her already having spent over 8 hours
bouncing from ship to ship.


Her quiet, dangerous little game was about to pay off
for this cruiser was pulling up into escort position along with dozens of
others around the assault pillar that was her target. The 93 kilometer long
siege weapon was orbiting one of the lizards’ strongholds 73 lightyears from
the ADZ border, with Kara having snuck into the system via warship before being
deposited into the upper atmosphere via a quick drone drop off. From there
she’d made her way across the planet and hopped a ride up into the lizards’
orbital facilities.


Now that the cruiser was pulling up nearby the assault
pillar she shifted her armor into shadow mode…nulling out almost all of the
bounce back radiation that eyes and sensors saw with and becoming a black spot
on the hull. She jumped off it, clearing the cruiser and flying across the gap
to the assault pillar. Both ships had their shields down, for as far as they
knew there was no enemy presence within the system. 


This fleet was being assembled for another strike on
the ADZ, presumably one of the Sentinel strongholds. To date they’d destroyed 7
of the defensive emplacements, but not enough to get at any particular world.
Unlike the Skarrons they preferred to knock on the door rather than run troops
down to the surface, which was probably due to their history with Star Force
and their penchant for orbital bombardment. The lizards needed to secure orbit
before any planetary assault, and in order to do that they had to take down the
Sentinels.


The assault pillars were the key to doing that without
egregious losses, and more and more were beginning to show up in systems near
the ADZ. Star Force and the Hycre were pulling regular reconnaissance missions
to hopefully give themselves a heads up for any future assaults, but there were
so many systems and places to hide a fleet that it was nearly impossible to
find something that someone wanted to keep hidden. Fortunately the lizards
didn’t appear to be playing coy, and had this assault pillar sitting in orbit
around one of their larger and known worlds. 


Where it was going Kara didn’t know, or rather where
the lizards planned to take it. She knew where it was going, if the Archon had
her way, as she sailed across the gap and landed on the giant ship’s hull with
her yellow/tan armor reappearing and blending in. She held steady for nearly a
minute, checking the area to make sure she’d gone unseen, then
she began crawling across the surface of the ship using grip points on her
fingers to pull her along as she drifted weightless. 


Already having a schematic on file in her armor, she
navigated her way to one of the anti-air batteries and nestled up against it.
Using her Dre’mo’don condensed into a fine beam she began cutting through the
weapon very carefully, tearing out pieces without disconnecting them completely
so they wouldn’t float off and be spotted. She opened a hole in the casing and
crawled inside halfway, continuing to cut and reposition various components
like a mole digging through dirt until she got to a fiber bundle. 


Kara grabbed it and extruded tiny mechanical tendrils
from her armor that physically hacked in, allowing her to cut the battery off
from remote control and keep it from throwing up any mechanical failure flags.
With that software blind spot established she began cutting more freely,
pulling her body all the way in and moving through the hole in the thick hull armor
that the weapon was concealed within. 


There was no gunnery chair or control station attached
to it, for it was merely a remotely controlled turret. The gunnery station was nearby, set in a small cluster of others, so all Kara had to
deal with was machinery as she slowly moved her way through the innards of the
ship’s skin, eventually coming to an atmospheric inner liner. Since she’d cut
her way through the outer one already she had to reconfigure her shields to
cover the panel she was now cutting into. When the hole in it formed and she
removed the small plate, the atmosphere didn’t begin to rush out as it
otherwise would have, giving her enough time to slide through into the small
maintenance crawlway on the other side, turn around, and reseal the panel in
place.


It took some extra melting to get the material to fill
the tiny gap her cutting had created, but once she got a good seal she released
the shield cover and began crawling through the ship. Kara avoided the hallways
and stuck to the maintenance areas, most of which were not head height. The
lizards crawled as well as they walked, so all of the access shafts in these
areas were about a meter high, forcing her to do the same. Given the size of
the ship it took her hours to reach the area she wanted, but eventually she
came to the navigational control nexus with the enemy fleet and crew completely
unaware that she was there.


Still in the maintenance areas, she found the control
line that came from the bridge to the nexus and hacked in again. She cut off
all control signals from the helm, which wasn’t hard considering how primitive
their computer systems were. Kara also felt the same way about Star Force’s own
tech, for she’d gotten so used to using the dragon tech that she wore as a
permanent part of her body that everything else seemed downright pathetic in
comparison. The upgrades the dragon had made to her mind had also considerably
changed her…not in mood or character, but by giving her a great deal of
knowledge that the other Archons lacked.


No matter how much she shared with the others they
would never understand. She not only knew about computer systems, she was
permanently linked to them via her Vorch’nas, and over the years had gotten
used to interfacing in that way…making this type of hack extremely easy. 


With the bridge cut off she took control of the ship’s
engines, running a quick diagnostic and ensuring that they were fully
functional before powering them up. She issued movement orders to the escort
fleet around her, indicating that the big ship was going to reposition and that
they needed to get out of the way. It was exactly the type of thing the bridge
would send, except they were completely in the dark up until the giant needle
began to twist to starboard and lightly accelerate…with the cruisers matching
its movements.


Kara figured they were beginning to panic, or would
shortly, when they realized they’d lost control. Then again they could all be
napping, giving that the ship hadn’t moved from its current orbit in the past
19 days according to the navigational logs. Regardless, Kara didn’t care how
they reacted. They didn’t know where she was and they weren’t going to find her
any time soon…not that it would make much of a difference if they did.


Very slowly the giant assault pillar transitioned over
to a jumppoint with hails being sent by a number of lizard superiors inquiring
as to what was going on. Kara didn’t have access to those from her current
position, for the line she was tapped into only held the navigational
operations and it was an isolated system…deliberately so, making it impossible
for an outside source to access their computer systems and interfere with
things like maintaining orbit. 


But she wasn’t on the outside, she was inside their
giant chess piece and moving it out away from the planet…and dragging the
escort fleet with it. Whether they knew or not what was happening they
maintained their position, possibly on the orders of others to stay with the
ship until they figured out what was going on.


102 cruisers jumped with it, as Kara gave them the
appropriate navigational linkup to execute a fleet jump. Several preceded it,
with most following a few seconds back as they headed for another planet in the
system. It was uninhabited, with the assault pillar leaving the bulk of the
lizard fleet behind and transitioning to the gas giant and its six moons while
leaving the lizard bridge crew at wit’s end.


Kara moved the assault pillar into orbit of the
largest moon and sent out a beacon pulse from her armor powerful enough to get
through the mass of material around her, then she
input some final holding commands into the navigational nexus and abandoned her
position. Finally she worked her way out of the maintenance areas and into the
walkways, stretching a bit as she stood up, then took off down one with a three
step run before leaning forward and transitioning into a superman/flash pose
and flew down the hallway, knocking over the first lizard she encountered with
a hefty shoulder hit.


Given how large the ship was, running would take too
long and she didn’t want to use the internal transit system…for that could be
shut down and she just didn’t like the idea of waiting for them to come at her.
She wanted to be on the offensive, so she flew through the corridors with her
feet only inches off the ground and made her way to where she knew there was a
link into the main computer system nearly 3 kilometers away.


She rendered the two lizards in that room unconscious
with a single thought, knocking them out via Ikrid as she walked over and
punched her armored hand into one of the consoles and hacked into the system,
giving her access to the majority of the ship’s primary functions not on
deliberate isolation. With them she was able to access the ship’s sensors,
comms, and weapons control. She shut off the later, taking down the sensor link
to all the gun turrets on the behemoth…leaving them able to shoot but blind as
to what they were shooting at. 


The camera feeds from the batteries themselves she
also took out with a simple virus added to the system, but she still maintained
her uncorrupted view of the mounting space battle outside as the Hycre fleet
that had been lying in wait on the far side of the moon came around and began
trashing the escort cruisers. 


Kara took the assault pillar’s shields down as well,
with a handful of the Hycre’s beautiful warships hitting the armor plating
around the gravity drive and beginning to cut their way through as the rest of
the fleet quickly cleaned up the easy ambush, which many of the naval
specialists referred to as a ‘gank,’ which was a gaming term meaning the
‘blindsiding of the enemy from concealment.’ 


That concealment now gone, the lizard fleet around Yavvi was immediately alerted by the escort cruisers and
began to move out to the jumppoint. That only gave the Hycre a short window of
opportunity, but in those free minutes they killed 95 of the escort cruisers
with the other 7 successfully running away, trying to draw pursuit off and buy
time for the assault pillar but the Hycre didn’t take the bait. With its
escorts now gone they turned on the giant ship and began targeting specific
areas and hammering on the thick armor protecting the vital systems.


The weapons were another matter, with those being
located in openings on the hull…and without the shields they were completely
exposed. Many of the Hycre ships went for the main weapon, firing up the
‘barrel’ and slagging the interior while the rest
ignored the defensive weapons, knowing they could easily be replaced after a
quick stint in a shipyard. They needed to severely wound the gravity drives so
it would stay put in orbit. Kara could have taken the ship and let it fall into
the moon, or even the gas giant or star. She didn’t feel comfortable with
slaughtering the crew like that, but there was also another reason for leaving
it be.


The Hycre had been operating in this system for a
while now, mostly reconnaissance missions and a few isolated hits, but with
only one inhabited planet for them to guard the lizard fleet was massed in
orbit around it, making any small scale action virtually impossible. If the
assault pillar was stranded here, in orbit around a 2nd location, the lizards
would have to split their forces or leave it unguarded. If they left it
unguarded the Hycre would finish it off, nipping at it until it was just a
floating carcass. If the lizards defended it or tried to bring in enough tugs
to move it to a shipyard then that would offer up options for smaller scale
engagements…and if they brought over their massive fleet from the planet then
the Hycre could strike there when they weren’t guarding their orbital
infrastructure.


Either way it changed the playing field while taking
one of their key pieces out of the picture for a while and putting an end to
whatever near future mission they had planned…which spared an ADZ system from
getting hit and bought them more time to build Sentinels and defensive fleets. 


That was why Kara had elected to stay on the lizard
front rather than transitioning over to fight the Skarrons. While she could do
a lot in direct battle, she was the only one who had the Vorch’nas and could go
on these insane clandestine missions that would prevent attacks on the ADZ,
potentially saving many lives but more importantly hardware that would be
destroyed even if all the people were preserved. Given the attrition that Star
Force was facing fighting on two fronts, keeping the lizards off their backs
and letting their defenses swell was oh so critical. 


That, and she just liked
messing with the enemy’s big ships. 


With her sabotage efforts done, Kara flew through the
assault pillar’s interior not even aware of the pounding it was taking. Nothing
could be heard or felt where she was at, for the ship was just that freaking
huge. That said, she still had her own sensors and was able to pick up the
Hycre signals between their ships and tap into their own version of a
battlemap…though they didn’t know that she could. 


Picking a spot on the hull that wasn’t under attack, she headed for one of the many small hangar bays and
knocked aside the lizards in her way with either brute force or telekinesis as
she coasted up to the doors. She opened them with a casual button press and
walked through, launching herself over to the control station and barging her
way inside. She waved a hand at the occupants theatrically and the six standard
variety lizards dropped unconscious along with one librarian. Putting them into
a deep sleep via ‘the Force’ she walked over and activated the bay doors.


When they began to part she walked back out into the
bay, knocking down a pair of armed guards heading her way with an invisible
Lachka punch that felt like a crate hitting their scaly faces. One was rendered
unconscious by the hit, with the other squirming around stunned but trying to
get back on its feet and to its weapon as quickly as possible.


Kara ignored them and flew off across the deck, zigzagging
through the various ships and darting out through the atmospheric shield and
the crack in the doors. Once into open space she activated her beacon and let
the Hycre know where she was. Using the gravity drives in her armor she flew a
curved course up and around the massive ship, heading for one Hycre cruiser in
particular as it pounded on the assault pillar.


It opened a portion of its shields and let her in to
one of its airlocks. She ducked inside and let the exterior doors reseal, then
the inside of the small cubicle filled with the hot, thick, sulfur-laced
atmosphere that the Hycre lived in. Her armor didn’t mind and she walked
inside, heading through the ship and passing several of the floating gas-bags
until she got to the chamber where they wanted her. 


It was several stories tall, with Hycre floating
through it at various altitudes. She flew up a level and sat on a support pylon
jutting out from the wall to connect to a workstation. Keeping out of their way
she sat and waited, watching their sensor feeds in her HUD as they pounded the
assault pillar and eventually broke through its armor, getting at the sensitive
interior.


When the lizard fleet began to arrive the Hycre took
the opportunity to kill a few of their cruisers, then as the numbers swelled
and they’d done sufficient damage to the assault pillar they began to withdraw
using their superior binary drives to pull away from the lizards at range, but
still able to fire cleansing beams back at them. 


They stuck around the edges for some 20 minutes
sniping the lizards before they came out after them in packs of 30+ ships to
one…but it wasn’t until the lizards began to backdoor the Hycre and try to
pinch them off with other sneaky attempted ganks did the Hycre eventually
withdraw. Some of the ships stayed in the system, bouncing off to other gravity
wells and putting themselves outside of lizard sensor
range waiting for an opportunity to jump back in and kill a ship or two.


Kara’s cruiser took her back to the two stars at
system center, allowing her to transition over to the Star Force warship
waiting there. Her task done, it jumped out of the system and she headed over
to the sanctum for a quick run to flush out the stagnation she’d been
accumulating from sitting and waiting for so long…then she got some much needed
sleep. When she woke she headed back to the sanctum for some real workouts as
the warship took her to the next location on her hit list.


And that list was growing with each year that passed.



 
















 

2



 


 

April 21, 2549


Reesi System (Beta
Region)


Metropolis



 

Ikki watched the countdown inside his Valerie cockpit
anxiously, wanting to get out into clean air but still tucked up inside the
carrier that was just now entering the atmosphere. The big ship served as his
Axius squadron’s mobile base of operations and had just entered the system via
jumpship, detached, and was now making its way down to the planet under naval
escort. According to the battlemap telemetry the Skarron navy was doing their
best to get at the carrier and other vessels but the Star Force drones were
holding them at bay, giving them their window of opportunity to get down to the
planet.


Metropolis was a Human/Kiritak world on the border of
the ADZ and one of the more recent Skarron invasion points. The fighting had
stalled in orbit just like everywhere else as the Sentinels kept the enemy
pinned to higher orbits aside from staged runs down to the surface to escort
troops, with the heavy fighting occurring planetside. Metropolis was badly in
need of reinforcement, having already lost one of its three large continents to
the enemy, but with so many engagement zones across the ADZ reinforcements were
hard to come by.


Ikki and his squadron were relatively new, having only
been in three previous campaigns against the lizards, but some of the pilots
with him had considerable experience. Their ‘Cap’ was a veteran from the very
beginning of Axius by the name of Chitticki, an Irondel, but one with good
skills and could keep up with the rest of the squadron that was made up solely
of Urik’kadel. All of their fighters were standard Valerie, no specialty
variants, given that this was going to be a mixed operational campaign and they
needed flexibility. Other squadrons would have the different models, but Ikki’s was straight up regulars with the idea being that
they would go wherever needed. 


Orders had already come through concerning the
drop…for they were going into combat immediately. The Skarrons had established
aerial superiority wherever they had walker clusters or one of the bigger
models, but they were extending that range out by employing massive numbers of
their own crappy fighters. The Skarrons flew them themselves, not their
Aronsic, meaning the craft were big, heavy, and didn’t maneuver well compared
to the Valeries…but they were tanks when it came to survivability and required
a lot of hits to take down.


Combine that tankiness with
numbers and you had an aerial force that could literally run over any other
small squadrons, even if they didn’t kill them. That meant keeping them back
from targets was difficult enough, and with the enemy not seeming to care about
losses you had a juggernaut that could wash over any nearby section of the
planet and support/cover for infantry advances. 


On the up side the enemy fighters weren’t too good at
poaching mechs, but they were trying to none the less with swarm tactics…which
was probably why the mech kill stats for fighters was nearly the equal of the
Star Force aerial total. On average the veteran pilots had a running 77/1 kill
ratio, but given how many fighters the Skarrons had, and were continuing to
receive from reinforcement runs, Star Force couldn’t establish aerial
superiority except for in locations where they had mech or city backup.


Axius might not have a lot of ground troops to bring
into the fold, yet, for they were still growing and growing rapidly, but they
did have a huge aerial division. The
Urik’kadel were largely responsible for that, choosing to ally with Axius for
nearly all military applications rather than try to contribute on their own.
Ikki had grown up in an Axius colony, but several of the pilots in his squadron
had not. They’d transferred over specifically to join the military, as had many
others. In response Axius had devoted more resources to fighter creation so
they’d have enough Valeries to accommodate them all.


They all lived in Axius colonies now, but those who
were not native to them planned on returning home when their time here was
done. That said, they were all Axius in blood now,
even the newer additions, given the length of training they’d all endured
together. Axius didn’t field rookies, and Ikki had had to prove himself time
and again before being given his first combat slot.


And when he had gotten it there was more training to
be done in order to get himself accustomed to flying
with the members of his squadron. They’d gone through hundreds of simulator
runs onboard the carrier prior to each assault and in the down times in
between, working on learning each other’s tendencies and practicing combined
maneuvers of so many varieties it’d been a challenge for Ikki to learn it
all…but he had, as had the others, and because of it and their natural piloting
skill they were about to go to school on the Skarrons with it.


Ikki waited impatiently until the countdown finally
ended, with his fighter being given the go to launch. He lifted up off the
small deck that his fighter sat on and moved out into the large hangar bay that
had the rest of his squadron parked into the back wall in niches. The
Urik’kadel followed three other Valeries out the opening bay doors and shot
through the atmospheric containment field, immediately getting hit with
turbulence as the carrier continued to descend through the atmosphere.


As soon as he was outside his battlemap lit up with
target contacts being highlighted by either the Cap or a controller in the
carrier. Regardless he shot out after them, seeing several hundred enemy
fighters coming in to harass the carrier and troop transports that were coming
down and now splitting up to head to different locations on the surface. His
targets were about 50 klicks out, but that was
nothing for his pointy-nose Valerie and he shot out across the sky of the new
world, linking up with his 10 man squadron as he did so.


Cap flew center, with three trios spread around him,
making what was called a ‘tri-force’ formation. Ikki didn’t understand the
metaphor there, but he’d learned the grouping early on and found it was the
most reliable for head on engagements, for each piece would split up and chase
down Skarron fighters in the simulations. Since they required more pounding
having 3 Valeries working together could take them down pretty quick, leaving
Cap to fly around on his own as a diversion or to add a few kills of his own
with enough persistence.


He did well with that, and when the break came Ikki
went with his pair flying starboard wing and following Fanvi’s
lead. A targeting mark appeared around one particular enemy fighter and the
trio went after it, with Ikki flying wide. He turned sharp left and came at it
from the flank as Fanvi shot it head on and dove low,
getting a two hit run in. The third fighter in their group, Mava,
spun around and came in on its tail, pounding it relentlessly with a scattergun
until it suddenly fell out of the sky…their first kill of the day. 


There would be many more to follow, for the carrier
held some 60 squadrons and there were multiple carriers coming down to the
planet. It was feeding time, and the largely Urik’kadel comprised squadrons
went to work on the slow Skarron hordes with a ravenous appetite for kills.



 

Two Axius armadillos landed outside one of the
captured Star Force cities on the Skarron-held continent that was currently
undergoing a counterassault. Infantry was coming up out of the ocean and
heading into the city while aquatic mechs held off and were doing a good job of
chewing up the few Skarron walkers challenging them. In addition one aquatics battleship
had risen up out of the water and was adding its firepower to the insertion,
ensuring that the infantry made it inside the buildings where they began taking
it to the invaders in close quarters fighting.


The armadillos landed several kilometers away on the
north side, far enough away from the Skarron walkers not to come under fire,
given that the largest in play was a Type-3 that didn’t have any missiles and a
few lachar blasts weren’t a cause for concern. The two large ships set down on
the marshy ground and opened up their doors, spewing out a contingent of Axius
mechs that immediately began running towards the city as they fanned out into a
loose line that buckled outward into an arch. Inside that arch followed infantry…huge
infantry. 


Reen scurried out with their long necks reaching up
nearly two stories high as their six pointy legs poked holes into the soft
ground as they walked/ran their way forward covered in heavy armor that made
them look like mechs themselves. The big race actually had turrets on their
armor in lieu of the handheld weapons they didn’t have…given that they didn’t
have hands. Each of them also had a tiny mauler on their head, able to point it
wherever they looked and fire in addition to the plasma cannons placed at the
high knee joints on their inverted ‘V’ shaped legs that rose halfway up their
neck length.


They were far larger than the Skarrons, but still able
to move around in tight confines given their ability to crunch down into a
smaller form. That said, it was going to take several
minutes for them to get to the city walls before they could get inside, with
the mechs providing them an escort to make sure they did prior to going after
the walkers.


Then, almost as an afterthought, a few more ‘infantry’
came out of the transports last of all. There were 7 in total, each of which
was an Ikrotor that stood taller than the mechs. The Ent-like race also had
body armor covering their already stone-like bodies, but where the Reen were
mildly slow the Axius-trained Ikrotor were not. They ran ahead, quickly
catching up to the Reen and then the mech line. When they passed it a few of
the mechs accelerated to keep pace with them, for they were not heading for the
city…they were heading directly for the enemy walkers and coming up on their
rear flank as they battled the shoreline aquatics forces.


The Ikrotor were bipedal and enormous. Untrained
individuals moved about slowly and ponderously, like the Ents
they resembled, but with time and Star Force-specialized training, a little
side project of Wilson’s, they’d gotten their stride length and cadence up,
allowing them to actually run with strides that ate up nearly 20 meters with
each step…and that was with armor weighing them down, for theirs didn’t have a
powered function as of yet.


In stark comparison the tiny Irondel in the mechs beside
them kept pace despite their being smaller than a cat. Through the use of
technology and Star Force’s unique approach to warfare, both incompatible races
now fought side by side within Axius, with both ambushing the Skarron mechs
with a fervor born of going into battle knowing you were going to win and win
big. 


The mechs that went with the Ikrotor started pounding
on the Skarron’s shields from range with plasma and maulers, eating into and
weakening them as the giants ran directly up to the enemy machines while
charging plasma nubs on their fists. Like the Elarioni and lizard aquatic
weapons, the plasma was held concentrated in a small container until physical
contact was made, then released suddenly with no dissipation loss suffered from
firing over range.


The first Ikrotor to get to a Type-5 walker punched
the golf ball square in the center, with the plasma blasting through what was
left of the shield and the physical impact to follow tipping it backwards. The
walker’s thick bipedal legs made choppy steps trying to catch its balance but
the Ikrotor didn’t relent, swinging its other plasma charged fist into the
armor and melting a bit of it off while knocking it further back. 


The Skarron walker tipped over and immediately pulled
its legs in to begin the righting process, but that wasn’t to occur. The
Ikrotor came up on it and, even while it was showering out tiny white plasma
blasts like a bright sprinkler, punched it repeatedly on top, keeping it pinned
to the ground while melting through the armor with each semi-charged hit. That
eventually weakened the protective shell enough that the physical blows cracked
it open.


The Ikrotor reached in and peeled the shell open, then pounded plasma inside until the walker stopped
returning fire. The giant infantry stood up and stepped aside, its shields
having gone down and it taken a few slight scorch marks to its armor but that
didn’t matter. It looked around at the others and focused on the nearest Type-3
as two more of its brothers headed towards it, running off to join them a few
hundred meters back and meeting up with a Weapon-class
aquatic mech coming in from the other side as the Skarron walkers suddenly
found themselves severely out gunned and began to scurry around in a panic.


The Axius mechs moved through the chaotic mess and
pounded down shields while letting the Ikrotor inflict the armor and physical
damage. In the case of the Type-3 its back legs were wrapped up by the
mechanical tentacles on the aquatic mech which held it close as it pounded one
side of its double-hulled body with pointblank mauler shots. At the same time
the three Ikrotor came at the other section and tore off one of its front legs
with repeated plasma punches to the spindly support.


The walker shot out a tether launcher from underneath,
which attached to the leg of one of the Ikrotor and tripped it up, pulling it
in underneath it where it launched a waterfall of plasma down onto its armored
figure before one of the others got to the cable and cut it. 


Its leg now free, the Ikrotor stood back up and,
instead of running away, stayed underneath and punched up into its belly taking
out a few plasma cannons as the other two likewise pounded on various segments.
Unable to move with the aquatic ‘tick’ on its backside the Skarron walker
poured as much plasma damage as it could into its opponents before it
eventually went down, with the Ikrotor tearing through its armor shell and
pouring plasma inside to make the kill with the aquatic mech letting them
finish it off as it retreated back to shore. 


Meanwhile the Reen finally got to the city, with their
mechs breaking off into two groups. One went to fight the walkers outside while
the other led the Reen inside and began patrolling the main streets and sniping
infantry where they could. A host of navigational beacons and target icons
popped up on the Axius battlemap and the Reen broke up and headed out on
individual assignments to aid the Star Force infantry already in the city…and
to hunt the Skarron elites who looked like tin cans compared to the armored
Reen. 


No Axius small-scale infantry had been deployed to the
city, but their large scale supplemented the mainline units there and broke
through any strongholds/barricades that the Skarrons had laid down with ease,
supplemented by the mechs that had come in with them. Though larger, the Reen
could wiggle their way into everywhere the Skarrons could go, leaving only the
Hobbits for the regular infantry to hunt down inside the buildings. 


The slaughter of the walkers on the exterior was
mirrored on the inside, with the latter taking much longer to execute given the
sheer size of the city and ample opportunities for the enemy to hide out. Not
long after the beatdown began the Skarrons responded strongly, throwing their
aerial superiority down on the city with waves of hundreds of fighters sniping
the Reen, Ikrotor, and mechs…with all taking cover inside the city walls and
hiding behind buildings as the mechs returned anti-air fire, downing many of
the Skarron’s bulky fighters that then crashed into the city, wrecking building
exteriors but not damaging the beefy superstructures.


The city defense shield was down and would stay down
until repairs could be made, but for the moment it was Star Force territory
again…with distant enemy walkers and troop transports mobilizing to come in and
take it back in the days to come. Shield or no shield they were going to push
Star Force back off the continent, but for the moment all they had to strike
back with was fighters, which they spammed heavily.


Eventually the Axius fighter squadrons made their way
over to the city and began chewing into those swarms, culminating with an
hour-long feeding frenzy that eventually saw the Skarrons retreat with the
armor on the Ikrotor having been chewed up considerably. The Reen had managed
to avoid most of the incoming fire while the mechs were middle ground, being
enough of a threat to the fighters to make them keep a little distance, but
also taking some damage when their shields went down.


The Ikrotor armor wasn’t exactly easy to replace, but
none of them had been injured and the city was theirs. With cleanup of the
smaller units still to be finished, the Axius troops stayed on location to
assist then headed back over to their armadillos for repair patch work on their
armor and provisions. A few hours after that the ships took off, repositioning
elsewhere on the planet while allowing others to hold the city. When the hammer
came back down on them the giant infantry and their mechs would return, but
until then there were other engagement zones to gank…and they planned to milk
their size advantage as much as they could until the Skarrons learned to adapt
to it.
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May 26, 2549


Jennit System (Dvapp
territory)


Urrit



 

Paul sat in the command nexus onboard the Excalibur, having found that standing
was too much of a distraction, as he directed a large scale orbital assault.
The raised platform that he sat crosslegged on was a new addition to the nexus
and brought him up to a level head height to where he normally stood, but his
eyes were closed and not looking at the numerous holographic displays
encircling him. His hands were forward and resting on the Ikrid interface
sphere, linking him to the ship’s computer system as he issued orders, some to
crew and others to automated devices, at a rate that no one in Star Force could
match.


And he had to…for the Skarrons were learning. They
knew they had to attack the planet periodically to draw Paul’s forces out from
the Sentinels and had done so this time with an insertion of several warships
into the atmosphere to bombard ground troops, which was something that Paul
wasn’t going to allow. Likewise, when Paul had attempted the same thing the
Skarrons had come down into atmosphere to stop him. Neither side was going to
allow the naval game to be played in atmosphere, though that hadn’t stopped
Paul from getting in a few quick strikes here and there.


The Skarrons knew Paul would react when they went to
ground and he had to send his fleet out from the Sentinels’ protective radius
to get after them. The point had been to draw them out so the Skarrons could
eat up a few of his ships, for they knew that if he was allowed to pool them in
safety as more Star Force reinforcements gradually trickled in then their
technological edge would tip the scales of the stalemate to their advantage.
Thus they had to keep an attrition rate on the naval forces while their ground
ops continued.


But the reverse was also true, for if Paul allowed the
Skarron reinforcements to build their fleet to insane numbers then they could
conceivably take down a Sentinel with far less casualties than he was counting
on. The whole idea of the Sentinel defense grid was to make the enemy pay a
heavy price to remove them from orbit, but the more weapons they had in play to
throw against one the quicker it would go down, thus preserving more of their
ships.


So Paul had to eat away at the Skarron fleet, and the
Skarron fleet had to eat away at Paul’s and the Dvapp’s.
His ally’s wasn’t linked into the Star Force battlemap the same way the drone
fleet was, but with dozens of movement and targeting orders going out of his
mind per second some were going to the Dvapp fleet none the less, with both
races working out a shorthand that Paul could use to quickly communicate with
them.


At the moment the fighting was in a gap between
Sentinels and just above the atmosphere. Paul had driven their in-atmosphere
warships back up…or crashing down in some cases, with the fight turning into a
moving slugging match. Both sides were making constant adjustments, with Paul
needing to get his drones in close to make use of the talon and mauler cannons.
Given that Skarron armor was designed to be plasma resistant, more than a third
of the drones in Paul’s fleet were a special variety built with no plasma
weapons whatsoever. They had a mix of Ta’lin’yi, maulers, rail guns, and
missiles, making them very hard hitters in close range.


The Skarrons knew this by now and were constantly
moving ships back to outside the talon and mauler range so they could hit them
with their plasma. That kept the whole mess of battling ships constantly
moving…with new groups coming in from both sides to try and blindside the
others. Right now Paul had a group of 52 Dvapp ships coming in to counter the
range differential with their Sammies. When they started to engage the Skarron
ships from the rear the enemy had a choice. Move in closer to plasma range or
run.


They chose run, knowing that if they went head to head
with the Dvapp they’d have to hold position and Paul’s short-range sluggers
would come after them. To counter the run the Skarrons were bringing more ships
down into low orbit to hit the Dvapp from the top side, forcing Paul to choose
from reinforcing them or chasing the fleeing lower group.


That sort of back and forth chess match had been going
on for more than two hours with both sides losing ships…but the Skarrons were
losing far more. That didn’t necessarily mean a win, for Paul had to average
nearly a 14 to 1 kill ratio just to hold even with the reinforcement rate the
Skarrons were getting. He was near to that at the moment, but he needed more
and was tweaking formations and targeting assignments all across the fleet
trying to maximize their advantage. His fleet pilots, Captains, and Admirals
were good but he was better…and he didn’t hesitate to make improvements to what
they were doing on the fly.


He didn’t have time to explain anything, for the
orders he was giving happened in the blink of an eye. The trailblazer had
become so accustomed to the mental interface that his speed with it was
phenomenal. He was in command and commanded. There was no time for discussion
or suggestions, with the Star Force fleet recognizing this and following his
orders immediately.


The Dvapp had been slower to coming to that
realization and had questioned orders many times in the past or offered
suggestions, but now they knew not to waste his time. He wasn’t in command of
their fleet, but if they weren’t going to take his suggestions they’d learned
not to argue about it. Paul needed to focus on making quick adjustments, so
they’d just send back a declination signal if they were unable or unwilling to
do something he wanted. 


That didn’t happen much anymore, for Paul’s strategies
were proving to maximize their survival and enemy damage rate. Still, there was
only so much he could do with their current interface, and getting a more
advanced one built was on the top of his to-do list, with the techs currently
working hard on it and Paul dropping in to make tweaks when and where he could.


They were designing it to his wishes, but so much of
his time was spent in the command nexus that he couldn’t go very far away from
it, nor for very long. The Skarrons kept pressing
their attacks, usually 3-4 times per day, and even the slightest delay of him
getting linked in with the fleet could cost them a handful of ships. He knew he
had to utilize every single one as much as he could and didn’t want to waste
any opportunity in what was essentially a game to stall the enemy advance long
enough to build and bring in more Sentinels.


It was a game that he wasn’t sure he was going to win,
for the enemy was hitting his fleet the hardest out of all the systems under
attack. He preferred that, but conceded that they might get the best of him
just through sheer numbers. Naturally Paul didn’t want to accept that, and was
putting everything he had into the defensive effort.


Unfortunately that left him little time to train or
even sleep. That just killed him, but true to form he adjusted his workouts for
the short gaps he had and even had ordered additional command nexuses built
around the ship for him to use on a moment’s notice, including two inside the
sanctum, one of which he was currently sitting in.


He’d been in the middle of a 10k run and only at the
3.4 mark when the call had come in. He’d sprinted off the track and through the
hallways to get to the nexus, leaving him dripping sweat as he sat in a
meditative pose, his mind nearly disconnected from his body as he continued the
fight in orbit.


Paul was also in orbit, with the Excalibur sitting tucked up next to a Sentinel…but then it also
began to move under his orders, and move fast. With it came two of the nearby Warship-class jumpships, both empty and
remote controlling from range where they normally sat. All three ships winked
out of view as they made a microjump away from the planet, then made a heavy
turn to starboard during the jump that required an insane thrust expenditure
from their gravity drives. Without even coming to a stop they made a high speed
U-turn and accelerated back towards the planet, braking easily against its
gravity well and coming in behind the Skarron fleet in mid orbit that was not
involved in the battle.


Still controlling the battle in lower orbit, Paul let
some of his attention drift out to the three big ships and gave firing
orders…as well as navigational ones telling the helmsmen to dive right into the
Skarron lines towards several of their juggernauts.


The two jumpships got there first, given they were the
smaller, and began launching mauler bloons onto the targets while opening up
with the rest of their weaponry at the surrounding ships as they dove into the
swarm. The big donut that was the command ship came in behind them and the
Skarrons seemed to get caught off guard for a moment, not knowing whether to
run or fight. They eventually settled on fighting, with the hope of taking the
big chess piece out, but their slight hesitation cost them as the mass of
weaponry across the Excalibur opened
up and shredded the smaller Skarron ships nearby. 


Paul took control of shield control and adjusted the
forward shields into repulsor mode, creating an invisible second shield out in
front of the primary one that only blocked dense matter. It let the plasma fire
through, but any sizeable objects got caught up in what ‘looked’ and felt like
a giant airbag that would depress then push back on them. The Excalibur didn’t slow when it hit the
enemy fleet, with Paul intent on ramming right through it and not letting ships
in the way be a problem.


The two jumpships fell in behind it, firing as they
went, with the command ship plowing the way, literally, as it pushed aside ship
debris and even a few intact ones that failed to move aside in time. The
shields didn’t hold up forever and the physical impacts eventually reached the
primary shield. That held up even less, with several impacts hitting the
hull…but that hull was so thick with armor and the ship so big that they were
inconsequential given the slow collision speeds.


Eventually the command ship came all the way through, leaving
a swath of destruction behind it that the jumpships added to, then the three
ships accelerated again, making the tiniest of jumps down to low orbit, and
coming in at the back of the Skarron’s upper fleet in that engagement that Paul
was still directing.


Seeing what was happening, the Skarron fleets higher
up broke their position and came rushing down after them. Paul knew he only had
a few minutes before they arrived and intended to make the most of them. With
bloon launchers hurling mauler energy at ranges the cannons never could, the
command ship blew through the Skarron cruisers’ shields with single hits,
savaging their hulls and leaving them easy pickings to the drones. 


Paul had all three big ships hitting the smaller ones
with single shots, essentially ripping off their defenses and opening them up
to the Ta’lin’yi to do their thing…and in those few minutes so many enemy ships
went down that the remainder began to flee even as their overwhelming number of
reinforcements were starting to come down to them.


Which was when Paul sent his fleet scattering in
groups to the nearest Sentinels, making sure to give the Dvapp a window for
retreat as well, given that they wouldn’t respond as fast. He kept himself and
his command ship there as the last ship, then made a slow lateral jump to get
out from under the hammer coming down and back within Sentinel range.


A few of the Skarron ships not yet to the engagement
zone diverted and tried to intercept the command ship, given that its shields
were down, but they didn’t make it in time and got hit by cleansing beams at
range from the Sentinel that sliced right through their hulls, bisecting them
with the touch of beam drift the gunners liked to use. Three went down within a
second, then 29 more were damaged before the Skarrons
were able to reposition enough to make the long-range shots miss as they fled. 


The cleansing beams didn’t have a finite range limit,
with the beam cohesion dropping over distance, but it was primarily the
accuracy involved, meaning the bigger the ship that came near, the greater the
range the Sentinel would have…which was why the Skarron juggernauts were
keeping well clear to make sure the Sentinels didn’t get in any lucky shots at
extreme range.


Paul stayed linked in and hyper active until he was
sure that the Skarrons were done with this engagement. He saw their ships
pulling back up to mid orbit while a few limped away, damaged but not killed.
The few ships that were sitting in place Paul sent drones out after to finish
them off. He wasn’t in a position to take prisoners and would prefer killing
them quickly rather than letting them die slowly, for there was no rescue
coming anywhere near Sentinel range. 


A quicker death was the only concession he could, or
would, make to the enemy. There were over a billion Dvapp on the planet’s
surface that, if he failed, would be eradicated by the Skarrons…not to mention
the Star Force troops down there. Mercy was a luxury of the dominant, and right
now he was doing everything he could to just hold their lines without the
Skarrons spamming them out of existence. 


When he eventually released his mental and physical
link with the control sphere he noticed a presence behind him.


“How long have you been there?” he asked without
turning around, for he could both sense her mind and see her with his Pefbar
had he wanted to.


“A while,” Riona answered. “Take a break,
I’ll watch things for a few hours.”


Paul blew out a long breath, realizing as he spun
around on his pedestal that he’d gotten a bit stiff. “Thanks.”


“Gotta keep our number one
asset battle worthy,” she said, exchanging spots with him. “And you look like
you need a good workout session and powernap.”


“You read my mind,” he said sarcastically, referencing
a running joke between the two of them. Other than Jason she’d become his
closest friend, with an unexpected bond forming that both were a bit surprised
at. 


With her lowering the pedestal and taking a standing
position in the nexus he left her there, knowing that she knew that he couldn’t
relax without knowing that she or one of the other trailblazers was watching
over the planet…and at the moment there were no other trailblazers here.


Riona’s naval scores weren’t the equal of Paul’s, but
they’d been rising steadily the more time the two of them spent together, though
they rarely worked on those skills. Most of their combined sessions were
straight up physical training or bioshield related, but both of them suspecting
that Riona was getting some bleedover knowledge from the extensive battlemeld
training they were doing, with Paul feeling a bit the same way. 


Linking with Jason had had the same effect, with
Paul’s own mind adjusting a bit to the presence of the other as they got
repetitively in sync with one another. The same thing was happening with Riona
and Paul could notice a few new tendencies creeping up in his speech that
mirrored hers. It was minor stuff, with Riona seeming to get the benefit in her
naval scores, but Paul guessed that had more to do with emotional control and
mental focus rather than any particular strategy or tactical awareness that he
had. 


Being in a nexus required a certain mindset that
couldn’t be taught, and if she was picking up on his mojo and mimicking it then
it’d essentially speed up her learning curve. That was one of the benefits of
the battlemeld, but it could also be a disadvantage if there was a negative
habit or mindset…but they were Archons…and Archons were troubleshooters and
problem solvers. Any personal problems they may have had in the past had long
ago been solved.


Back in the day when Paul was growing up people had
said, almost as if it was unquestionable, that nobody was perfect. That sort of
nonsense was long behind him now, for the word ‘perfect’ had to have a
definition and a measurement. Assess where you were relative to perfect and
work towards it.


If perfect meant not having any flaws, then he and the
Archons were there…at least the older ones were. Not all the adepts, he
guessed, but then again you didn’t have to be perfect to kick ass. One of the
others, he couldn’t remember which after so many years, had floated the
metaphor that having a personal problem was like running with a backpack with a
rock in it. Three problems three rocks, etc. The problems didn’t stop you from
running, they just slowed you down, and if you were a badass you could beat a
‘perfect’ person, meaning one without any rocks, by being so much better than
them that your strength outweighed the drag your problems had on you.


So ‘perfect’ didn’t mean you always won, it just meant
you weren’t being held back by anything. Paul had been ‘perfect’ for quite a
long time now, but that didn’t make life easy. With everything that he’d
learned and all the strength he’d gained it seemed like it was never enough,
and the current situation was proving that. He was holding onto their defenses
by what felt like a thread and wasn’t sure how much longer he could manage it.
He knew he had to take it one moment at a time and play it out, but the writing
on the wall wasn’t good and it wasn’t the fault of any inadequacy on his part. 


Sometimes you were simply outmatched, perfect or not.


But there was a part inside Paul that wasn’t going to
accept a no-win scenario, if just out of spite. Riona taking the helm for a bit
allowed him to relax enough to head back over to the track and get in a full
10k before hitting the shower and catching an hour nap. After that he relieved
her, made a few adjustments to their orbital positions, then
tentatively headed off for some sword work while wearing an earpiece to keep
him in constant communication with the bridge crew or allow him to access a
holographic battlemap with the touch of a button.


That was how he lived nowadays, always worried about
being caught off guard and knowing the consequences that would result if he
was. But as he reminded himself on occasion, Archons liked challenges and this
was just another one…and one worthy of a warrior of his caliber. 


With that in mind and a little bit of Vegeta’s ego channeled to emphasize the point, Paul kept
himself invested in the moment and fighting the Skarrons, knowing that every
minute he bought for them meant more Sentinels being
built and deployed along the border, which was going to be their long term key
to holding the line.
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May 29, 2549


Rotunna System
(Beta Region)


Heimdall



 

Randy jumped up from the ground on the barren forest
floor using his jump pack to get him extra height, then kicked off a tree trunk
to bounce him higher and back towards a tree branch some 20 meters up. He
landed on the half meter thick limb and nearly slid off the far side but caught
himself with his right arm and hung on, then pulled himself up on top and into
a crouching position. He stayed there, alone, and waited for more than 20
minutes before he began to pick up activity nearby, not with his battlemap
sensors, which were next to useless in the forest, but with his Ikrid that he
had extended out in detection mode as far as his padawan range would allow. 


The branch he sat on was barren, for it was underneath
the canopy and leading up to higher foliage, though more or less flat where he
now sat hunched. The moon he was on orbited a gas giant that sat 2nd in line
around the system’s two central stars that bathed it in an excessive amount of
sunlight. The trees here ate it all up, but a considerable amount still got
through their thick leaves and left the forest floor visible and covered with
small plants. In between those and the extremely tall treetops was a dead zone,
for the trees didn’t seem to want to grow leaves in the lesser light.


That left a lot of branches for Randy to move across,
as he had been doing for weeks out hunting in the forest. Originally the moon
had been a startup colony with some 50 million inhabitants located in two
cities and a scattering of outposts but recently they had all been evacuated,
leaving the planetoid as the playground in the war between Star Force and the
Skarrons. 


Randy had all 9 habitable planetoids in the system
colonized to some level, but this moon had been the weakest link and only
possessed a single Sentinel as opposed to the 46 he had around Ida. The
Skarrons had attempted to land troops there and failed three times, with his
fleet intercepting their transports and kicking the crap out of their warships,
preventing them from setting up a blockade in mid orbit as they had done in
other systems. 


That left the Skarron fleets roaming the system and
attempting to intercept ships moving about. Randy had been out hunting them as
well and making a lot of kills while the local population of 12 billion Humans
and 153 billion Kiritak worked to produce more drones at an astounding rate.
Rotunna was a system that didn’t need naval reinforcement, for they simply made
their own, and the Skarrons hadn’t yet fielded enough ships to challenge them
in any meaningful way. They’d preferred looking for opportunities for ambushes
and sneak attacks up until a few months ago when they’d finally made their
move.


They hadn’t been stupid enough to assault the major
planets, but they had hit Heimdall’s single Sentinel
with an enormous fleet…half of which the defense station wasted before they
took it out. The Skarrons had had to close to short range to kill it with their
plasma weapons, meaning the Sentinel’s own short range defensive weaponry also
came into play, though the enemy had tried to hover in the sweet spot that
would allow their plasma to hit but the Sentinel’s maulers to remain
ineffective.


But there really was no safe place anywhere around a
Sentinel and the Skarrons had paid a heavy price to take it down. Afterwards
they spammed the moon’s orbit with ships as Randy’s fleet came out to engage
them in a massive conventional brawl…all of which was a diversion to get their
ground troops down to the moon. It had been well planned and some 2,385
transports jumped in and headed down into the atmosphere simultaneously,
preventing Randy’s fleet from stopping them.


They didn’t hit the cities or outposts at first,
merely coming down over top the moon-spanning forest and burning out some
landing zones where they could deposit their ground troops…minus their walkers.
The forest was too tall and too thick for them to operate with, so the
transports merely hung in the air over top the LZs until enough of the trees
had been cut down and disposed of to allow the ships to land.


From there they’d burned back more forest to create
room for their walkers to deploy and hold ground as they began building
prefabricated structures and setting up their own outposts on the surface. It
wasn’t long before they had shield domes covering them and a foothold on the
moon that they began expanding upon.


Trick of it all was, Star Force’s mechs couldn’t
operate in the forest either, making this ground war purely infantry save for the open areas surrounding both Star Force and now
Skarron infrastructure. The Hobbits and Skarrons had moved out on foot almost
immediately and filled the surrounding areas with troops that eventually hit
one of the outposts. They’d suffered heavy losses to take it, but the forest
came right up near the edge and didn’t have much room for mechs to operate,
instead relying on a number of defense turrets. With a combination of plasma
and their annoying shoulder-launched missiles they’d taken them down and
secured the outpost, but not before the Kiritak there were evacuated.


That was the one small gain the Skarrons had made, but
with every day that passed they were cutting out roads through the forest for
their walkers to travel on. It was hard work, for many of the trunks were 10+
meters in thickness, but the army of workers they’d brought with them were diligently making progress. Randy had bombarded several
of their LZs from orbit, but every time he did more Skarron ships would appear
from wherever they were hiding within the system and force him to stop.


One tactic the Skarrons had picked up was not showing
their full hand, leaving Randy guessing how many ships
they had insystem rather than showing him up front with a standard blockade.
They kept a large number in orbit around the moon for quick response, as did
Randy, but every naval engagement they’d made had resulted in more forces being
brought in on either side, creating a stalemate all of its own over the moon
while Randy still had ships out hunting the enemy elsewhere in the
system…especially incoming transports that the Skarrons were using to reinforce
their surface campaign.


Randy’s fleet had a 1 in 3 kill ratio going on those,
with the Skarrons hesitant to bring them in randomly. Each attempt led to
another costly naval engagement, usually for the Skarrons because Randy’s fleet
pretty much owned them so long as they didn’t get careless. That price was
something they seemed to be willing to pay in order to secure the moon. There
was no way they were going to take the other habitable planets in the system,
but whether it was out of pride or some long spanning strategy the Skarrons
wanted this moon and Randy wasn’t going to accommodate them.


Right now there was a column of Skarron infantry
heading out from one of their LZs, as there were many, Randy had discovered,
moving from place to place and setting up a network of outposts underneath the
forest canopy. Some were camps, others were being dug into the ground, and all
being accomplished by hand and underneath the forest canopy keeping them away
from sensors and air support. The Skarrons seemed intent on making this an
infantry campaign up until they could get their walkers to the primary targets
and Star Force had responded in kind, taking the fight to them underneath the
trees with Randy choosing to become his own one man Venator squad. 


That meant he was roaming freely while other units
held to prescribed locations, defensive assignments, or attack runs. It also
meant he got to play ambusher, and while his dark brown armor clashed with the
deep grays of the tree trunks he’d found that the Skarrons didn’t pay much
attention to the trees above them, thinking that their enemy was going to hit
them from the ground only. That had allowed him to move through the treetops
over them many times with impunity, but this time he was waiting for them to
come to him.


They weren’t coming directly under, with the leading
Hobbit skirmishers passing about 50 meters to the south. After them came a pair
of Skarrons with their Hobbit units surrounding them. Behind them came the
ranks of closely packed troops aligned simply for crossing territory rather
than fighting…and there were thousands of them stretched out in a line that was
4 or 5 wide for the Hobbits and single file for the Skarrons, most of whom were
not elites. 


Easy pickings for a trailblazer so long as he had
enough ammo…and Randy had packed plenty of extra plasma clips. 


Rather than jump them at the midsection he waited for
the end of the line to come up, then he stood, stretched out his legs a bit,
and casually looked around. 


“Time to play Master Chief,” he said to the air before
taking a few steps forward on the branch and jumping with the assistance of his
jump pack across to another one. He stuck that landing better then hopped
again, coming over top the line of footprints in the ground where the enemy
troops had just passed. 


Randy stepped off the branch and fell to the ground,
landing lightly with some anti-grav assistance and
pulling his plasma rifle off his back as he sprinted forward. It took him some
14 seconds to catch up with the back of the line but he didn’t shoot
immediately, instead he ran up to them and actually knocked two aside to get in
their midst before he emitted a large Fornax field and dropped some 20+ Hobbits
to the ground.


He peppered them with shots making easy kills as the
sound of his plasma fire turned the attention of those ahead to him. After a
moment of shock white plasma orbs began to fly his direction and hit his
shields, but he stayed long enough to kill most of the ones on the ground
before sprinting sideways and getting behind a tree trunk.


From there he did a Jedi jump straight up and got back
into the branches, repositioning to another tree and jumping down inside the
growing group of those turning around to engage him. Another Fornax field took
them down and he killed some dozen more before taking off behind cover, this
time running from tree to tree and drawing some of them out after him…which he
circled back around to kill in ones and twos. 


Though he couldn’t see it, the Skarron column suddenly
became severed. The leading portion didn’t know what was going on and couldn’t
hear the weaponsfire, for they were too far ahead. Those that did turned back,
leaving those in the middle at a loss as to what was going on and what to do.
Soon that was resolved by their Skarron commanders via comm and the line began
to shrink in length and fan out into a wide formation to look for and pin down
their attacker.


Which worked perfectly to Randy’s
advantage. Get them isolated and he had easy kills, keep them bunched up
and he could Fornax them into submission, but with enough of them they’d rack
up plasma hits to his armor’s shields and force him back. That was their only
effective option, for they couldn’t run, they were too far away from the
nearest help for that, and they couldn’t call in air support for the trees
would block their fire and most of their sensors. 


That meant this battle was Randy’s to lose, and he was
too experienced to let recklessness get the better of him. Keeping the
engagements spaced out and allowing his shields to recharge at least a bit each
time between strikes, he worked through hundreds of Hobbits while avoiding the
Skarrons, knowing they’d take more than a few shots to take down…but deprive
them of their escorts and they were vulnerable in the trees, for they already
didn’t move very fast, allowing Randy to dart here and there almost with
impunity.


The Skarrons might be stupid, but they weren’t stupid and after it became clear that
they weren’t able to kill the single Archon they pulled their scattered forces
back together and formed a clump of troops in a circle, putting as many plasma
weapons together as they could to increase their chances of making a killing
hit in the few seconds that their enemy would appear.


Randy recognized this and acted appropriately, going
Jedi and pulling weapons out of the Hobbits’ hands when he was behind trees but
able to see with his Pefbar. He’d throw them out into the forest, almost daring
them to come out after them. When they didn’t he remained patient, picking a
few more Hobbit weapons off while the Skarrons literally wore theirs on their
gangly four arms and weren’t so available for picking.


Eventually the Skarrons saw the writing on the wall,
knowing that if they let this continue their escorts would be defenseless, so
they guessed Randy’s approximate location and charged en mass. 


The trailblazer smiled inside his helmet and jumped up
into the higher branches, staying behind a tree trunk so they couldn’t see
where he’d gone. He let them pass underneath him then he dropped down into the
back section of their charging horde and emitted another Fornax blast, with
this one catching a Skarron as well. It went down, but struggled to get back up
on its feet while the Hobbits seemed to have no resistance to the intensity of
his Fornax.


Randy shot several of them then decided to chance
going after the Skarron. He ran up to it, still emitting the field which felt
like he was mentally holding his breath as he maintained the effort, and jumped
up onto the quadruped’s flat back and fired his rifle down into the sweet spot
just back of the ‘head’ though in truth the creature had none. Its face was
part of its body, but the spot he was firing into led directly into its vital
organs and after some 14 shots it died and dropped fully to the ground.


Randy took several plasma hits to his shields from
ranged shots, but not enough to penetrate so he jumped off and shot a few more
Hobbits before retreating to the rear and ironically the spot where the enemy
had been turtled up, now clearing their lines and releasing his Fornax emission,
feeling his mind start to recharge so he could do it again.


He caught a few more Hobbits off on their own then
went back at the others, making sure to give himself escape routes so the enemy
couldn’t pin him down and hammer him with shots, for as small as the Hobbit
blasts were they still posed a risk and he wasn’t going to be arrogant and
think he could just run in there with impunity. He had to earn these kills like
all others, and the best way to do that was by being smart and quick on his
feet.


Eventually the Skarron infantry had had enough and
they began to flee back the way they’d come, though it was more than 8
kilometers to their closest forest outpost and none ended up making it back.
When they turned and ran Randy knew he had them, pursuing and taking them down
with ease as there was little unit cohesion left in them, nor were they
interested in firing at him…merely wanting to get away from the single enemy
that they just couldn’t manage to kill.


Randy couldn’t be sure he got them all, and in truth
he probably didn’t if some of them had ran off in a different direction, but he
was sure that none had made it clear of those that had retraced their path. He
stuck around a while and roamed the area, now having to use Hobbit weapons
given the fact that he’d run dry on plasma rounds for his rifle, despite the
excessive amount he’d brought with.


He found and killed some 13 more stragglers then,
finding no more nearby on his Ikrid radar, took to the trees again and climbed
up high, moving into the dark green leaves that were, in most cases, larger
than his body and looking like thick, giant surf boards. They were so firm in
fact that he could stand on them and got to actually ‘walk’ on top of the
canopy, looking up into the blue sky and seeing the twin suns overhead as they
poured radiation down onto the moon.


The gas giant was also visible overhead and much
larger, giving the view an epic sense but he hadn’t come up here for the
scenery, rather to get better range on his armor’s transmitter. He called for a
pickup, and within 20 minutes a small mantis flew out to his location and spun
about over the treetops, opening its rear hatch and allowing him to walk inside
the armed personnel transport. There were still Skarron fighters in the area
that could have harassed a dropship, but given the wide spacing of their
patrols he’d decided to risk calling for the tough little craft and was able to
evac without incident rather than take the long hike back over land.


But he wasn’t heading back to base, rather he reloaded
with ammunition onboard the mantis and had it take him over to another
engagement zone and drop him off on the treetops there before it had to fight
off a rogue fighter. Randy watched for a moment as he stood on a giant leaf,
then saw the anti-air lachars on the mantis take the Skarron fighter’s shields
down and scare it off, allowing his ride to get away and head back to base.


Checking his battlemap and getting some troop
locations nearby, Randy ran across the thick canopy until he found a spot where
his boots fell through and he disappeared from the bright sunlight. Moving
through various layers of leaves he eventually broke through into the empty
middle zone of the forest and used his jump pack to cushion his landing, coming
down on the shin-high grasses that covered a lot of the forest floor and seeing
his battlemap update as the sharing signals got better reception. 


He picked the closest units currently engage in battle
and ran off, intending to add to his 4 digit kill count on the day. 
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May 31, 2549


Twensa System (Protovic
territory)


Naden



 

Kip stood in the cockpit of the Voltron Mk. 3 as its
center piece flew across the landscape with the other four segments following
in formation and surrounded by a squadron of starscreams as he headed for an
engagement zone that had literally just broken out minutes ago. The Skarrons
had managed to slip a few transports through the Protovic orbital defense fleet
and landed a Type-1 and a handful of Type-4s in a very bad spot on the map.


Bad because Star Force had no units nearby, leaving
only the limited Protovic defenders incapable of defending themselves against a
walker of that size. It was locking down the local airspace and keeping the
Protovic Valeries out of the area while the Skarrons’ own fighters pounded the
local populations. All that was in play were the cleansing beam defense turrets
in some of the cities, but the Type-1 was put down out of range but still
popping missiles at anything of size that came into the area. 


That also included the Valeries, which Kip found disturbing
that the walker would waste its missiles on them at extreme range. To the
trailblazer that meant the Skarrons were buying time for some other play,
possibly bringing in more troops to the area once the Type-1 locked it down. He
couldn’t be sure, but his spidey senses were tingling and he knew he needed to
knock that walker out as soon as he could.


One voltron wasn’t going to do much under normal
circumstances, but this was Mk. 3 and in addition to the flight capability of
the individual segments it was also a tad bigger and much better armed. He
didn’t have a physical shield with him, due to the fact that he couldn’t carry
it out to the engagement zone while the mech was in separate pieces, but the
speed increase in the Mk. 3 had made it much more maneuverable, now like a
stiff neo, so he figured he could at least do some damage to the Type-1 and
eliminate its escorts with some fancy maneuvering. His plasma-resistant shield
setting would protect him for a short period of time, enough to get in and out
he hoped, but at the moment all he wanted to do was slow down whatever plans
the Skarrons had and maybe get a poke at their grounded transports…if not scare
them off.


Flying low to the ground to try and avoid missile fire
as long as they could, Kip’s mech segments and the starscreams eventually saw
launch warnings on their battlemap. When they did they went to ground
immediately, with Kip throwing all power to the shields on each of the five
pieces while the starscreams landed and transformed into mech mode and readied
their anti-air weapons.


A few seconds later they lit up the incoming missiles
with high frequency lachar bursts and plasma shards, reducing the number of
hits greatly but not stopping them all. Their shields took the brunt of the
attack then suddenly it was over, with the dust cloud drifting away in the
stiff winds.


Kip saw two starscreams with light armor damage and
suppressed a curse. The Protovic were supposed to have gotten the Type-1’s
attention but they were nowhere to be seen. Checking his battlemap log he
queried for those units and quickly found the problem…they were all dead.


Not understanding what had just happened he issued
hold orders to the starscreams and replayed the last known location time log,
essentially rewinding the battlemap data until he saw something entirely new
from the Skarrons. The transports that were sitting nearby the Type-1 had
deployed infantry, Kip knew, but along with that infantry had come some type of
assault sleds. A quick look indicated that they were small, about the length of
5 or 6 Skarrons lined up in a row, and barely 4 meters high. They looked like
small trucks carrying supplies for the ground troops, but Kip nor anyone else
had ever seen them before, for there was no mention of them in the Skarron intel log.


What they were, Kip quickly realized, was something he
should have expected from their anti-air obsessed enemy. They were fire and
forget missile launchers for the infantry…and the large Valerie force the
Protovic were sending to distract the Type-1’s missile fire had flown over the
Skarron infantry, intending to harass them later if Kip’s group ended up
drawing the attention instead, forcing the Skarrons to make a choice, but when
they had the little sleds popped like fireworks, sending up a one shot shower
of missiles that had caught the Valeries off guard.


Nearly all of the aircraft had went down, with the few
survivors retreating low to the ground and trying to play tank to avoid
attention.


“Damn it,” Kip said, triggering the voltron’s assembly
procedure and activating his comm. “Looks like we’re going over ground from
here guys. Our distraction got roasted by infantry missile launchers. If you
see any vehicles with them knock them out quick. They’re pretty much an
anti-air mine for any fighters crossing overhead.”


“What the hell?” one of the starscream pilots asked.


“I know, I’ve never heard of it before either, but it
fits with their MO.”


“That Type-1 is going to light us up over ground.”


“I’ll help with the voltron’s anti-air. At minimum we
can get it to waste some of its ammo on us.”


“And when the transports nearby reload it?”


“I’m open to any better ideas,” Kip floated.


Another mechwarrior broke in. “I’m onboard with
trading plasma for missiles. Costlier for them.”


“And our armor,” another added.


“These guys are up to something,” Kip reminded them.
“We need to interfere however we can.”


“Alright, but I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”


“You and me both, buddy,” Kip
agreed as his five mech segments finished linking together as they floated
above the ground. He flipped it upright when the legs fully formed and set it
down, then transferred the energy going to the anti-grav into the other systems. The mech was so heavy and the
anti-grav units so small that it took nearly all the
power generation it had to move the individual pieces around, then when it
transformed into the bipedal mech the internal components reconfigured into
jump jets that operated off a capacitor that was even now beginning to fill.


All the other systems came online, drawing power from
the five generators and taking away its full flight capability. Sensors,
weapons, shields, and muscle fibers all began drawing from the active energy
supply as Kip stood the mech on the ground and began walking it forward,
choosing the anti-missile shield variety and getting its matrix forming,
knowing that it would be many kilometers before they’d come within range of the
plasma hurricane the Type-1 was capable of producing.


The starscreams did the same, shifting from standard
shields to the variant and giving them a chance of pulling this off. With the
one big mech and its ten flankers they began running across the ground,
diverting to the right slightly to work their way around a small Protovic city
enroute to the walker that was clearly visible on the horizon behind it.


Another round of missiles popped up from the Type-1
and Kip readied the anti-air units on the Voltron’s shoulders as he chose a
deployment configuration and sent it out to the starscreams…with them heading
forward and spreading out to give the Skarrons wider spaced targets so they
couldn’t get double hits on missile strikes. He assumed they’d be shooting at
the voltron, and this way the starscreams could knock down a few more missiles
as they flew overhead.


“Looks like you could use a hand,” a very familiar
voice broke through the comm as the missiles were halfway to him.


“Cora?” he asked, confused and a bit distracted.


“Who else?”


“I’m a little busy at the moment.”


“Noticed. Got
a couple Easter eggs here if you want them.”


“Seriously?” he asked, surprised, as the missiles
continued to accelerate and his anti-air systems began tracking them.


“Got two Mk. 3s ready for hot drop if you’ll let me
come down and play.”


“You see the bastard shooting at me?”


“Yep.”


“Go say hi.”


“With pleasure,” Cora said as she saw the missiles
beginning to hit Kip’s group of mechs. She cut the comm and sent a message to
the transport in orbit to go ahead and detach, with Kip’s coordinates already
preprogramed into the navigational program.


The big transport released two spherical pods of
considerable size from berths on the underside, with them coming out of racks
in a specialized bay. The specialized dropships accelerated towards the planet,
coming down into the upper atmosphere within minutes and heading on an angled
trajectory to get to Kip’s location. Cora watched her fellow trailblazer fend
off round after round of missiles as she fell towards the planet, hoping they
didn’t get too much through their shields but also hoping that he kept the
Type-1 distracted.


The two pods passed into missile range of the Type-1
but didn’t get any response fire for another thirty seconds…then missile
streaks began to come out towards them en mass, with some still heading towards
Kip.


“Looks like they noticed us,” Jarvan-1381 commented
from the other enormous pod.


“The shells can take it…but we may need another lift
afterwards.”


“Understatement of the year,” the fellow Clan Scorpion
mechwarrior specialist said dryly. 


A few moments later the pods began to take hits, with
their thick armor absorbing the impacts after the limited shields went down.
That hurt their insertion angle a bit, now that they didn’t have the invisible
wings to navigate with, but such a situation had been anticipated and built
into the design with the anti-gravs still capable of
keeping them on course, though without the shield the front of the giant sphere
began to sprout an ablative fireball of reentry friction in addition to the
missile impacts assaulting it.


Watching the status telemetry, Cora rode in the shell
down all the way to the surface, then braked hard allowing the damaged pod to
set down on the surface with only a tiny thump as its landing legs sunk in and
stabilized the giant egg as it continued to take missile hits, some nearly
getting all the way through.


“We’re down,” she told Kip as she powered up the mech
inside.


“We’ll get there as soon as we can,” her fellow
trailblazer reported, with her seeing his group now running at top speed since
the Type-1 was no longer shooting at them.


“We’ve got this,” she promised, triggering the pod
release.


“Damn straight,” Jarvan
agreed as his pod also began to crack apart along a single seam. The two halves
rotated out exposing one side of the protective cocoon and the Archon walked
his giant mech out, but Cora’s shell had been damaged enough that that pivot
function wasn’t working so she triggered a secondary release and the two pieces
flower-petalled out, with her hitting the jump jets and shooting her Mk. 3
madcat into the sky in a giant hop that got her outside the pod.


It took a couple of moments but the missile streaks
hitting the pod eventually switched targets to the big mechs that had landed
about a kilometer apart from one another. As soon as they did the ‘missile
boxes’ on the mechs returned fire, save for the Mk. 3s didn’t have missiles.
They were prototypes that Kip had been working on in conjunction with Cora and
designed specifically to fight the Skarron walkers. They were slightly taller
and massed more than a Mk. 2 Hoth, with both shoulder boxes containing all
anti-air weaponry.


When those boxes came online the missile plumes
disappeared in a torrent of topaz light as the rapid-fire Sammies ate up the
missiles and began to push the explosive collision point back further up the
stream given the anti-air’s exceptional range and firing speed. Cora and Jarvan both began walking their enormous mechs forward,
with nothing but an occasional missile or two getting through to hit their
shields.


“How’s that?” Cora asked as
the Skarron walker continued to fire relentlessly.


“I want one,” Kip said seriously.


“We’ve got four more upstairs for you.”


“Sweet. How’s
it handle?”


“Like a fat turret, but straight line speed is good.
And it can run rings around their walkers. Everything looks good, but this is
the first battle test so feel free to criticize,” she said as the Type-1
finally stopped firing and wasting its missiles now that it saw that they
weren’t getting through.


“Show me some fireworks.”


“Not quite in range yet,” she said as she and Jarvan lightly ran the big, backwards-canted leg mechs across
the ground with a touch of a hop in their strides. That was as much as they
could manage given their weight, but in future years Cora knew they’d work on
that and get them more speed. Right now though what they needed was a slugger
to take on the big enemy walkers…and that’s exactly what Cora had given Kip
using his basic designs and adding her own special touch.


“Do you want the starscreams to move up with you?”


Cora frowned. “Not yet. Let’s just see how we handle
solo.”


Jarvan tagged one of the
Type-4s that was closest to them and Cora saw the icon flash on her battlemap.
“He’s all yours,” she told him, adjusting her line a bit more to starboard and
tagging another for herself. 


The two fat madcats trotted off towards their targets
with Cora stitching hers with Sammie fire before her weapons came into range
and was pleased to see she was able to whittle its shields down some 7% with
those alone. That wasn’t something that she could have done with lachars, which
was why all Star Force anti-air was eventually going Sammie once they worked
out the conversion issues.


Cora kept her madcat moving forward, holding off on
her primary weapons and getting within mauler range. Before she was quite there
she opened up with the four cannons on the central body of the mech and bathed
the Type-4 in mauler blasts that were spreading out and becoming impotent but
still containing some damaging effects. With each step closer she got they
became more condensed and dangerous, eating through the walker’s shields and
then the armor, with the Skarron walker going down before she even got all the
way up to it.


The tick-like design slumped to the ground with the
front half of it melted off and its legs collapsing like toothpicks beneath it
when they lost power.


“Well that was easy,” she said, ignoring the others
and heading straight for the more distant Type-1.


“I’ll get the rest of the little ones,” Jarvan said, killing his a few seconds after hers. 


“Give me some support fire when you can,” she said in
agreement, focusing the primary weapons in her madcat’s two bulky arms and
aiming them at the middle segment of the lateral Type-1. She was coming in at
it from the flank…which normally would have been suicide given that all 7
segments would be able to target her with plasma. 


Before she got within plasma range she opened fire
with one of her small cleansing beams, hitting the wall-like shield that the
Skarron walker put up in between it and the mech. The beam and shield collided
and held out against each other for more than a second before the pale white
beam disappeared. When its twin in the other arm fired a moment later the
shield again reappeared with the distortion effect but breached almost
immediately on impact.


The rest of it cut into the hull, then
Cora began carving out a section of it like she was working on a giant
pumpkin…all outside the walker’s plasma range. 


Looking like it was totally outmatched the Type-1
fired off a gravity grapple, with the device hitting her mech in the left leg
and nearly knocking her over. She struggled for balance and nearly had it until
the device powered up and sucked her mech down face first into ground and held
her there. 


“Cora?” Jarvan asked.


She tried to leverage the mech back up, but the odd
angle it had her pinned was giving her trouble.


“A little help,” she asked.


A cleansing beam shot out from Jarvan’s
mech and sliced a swatch across the ground in between her and the walker,
easily cutting the power cord to the grapple and releasing the gravity trap.
Cora, now with her mech’s muscles seeming to work again, worked her boxy arms
and legs around and got the mech back on its feet.


“Thanks,” she said, having antipicated
that tactic but she’d been unable to get any of her weaponry pointed at the
device or cable due to the way she fell. “Let’s cut this guy up.”


“Mid section?”


“Yes,” she said, targeting both cleansing beams where
she’d previously been firing as Jarvan did the same.
With the beams alternating as they recharged, the four
bright but pale white beams sliced through the insanely thick armor on the
walker with little effort, cutting up the middle segment to the point where it
became dead weight and ceased to function.


Another gravity grapple came out and hit Cora again,
this time landing between her mech’s legs and sucking her down into the dirt
but she remained standing. Her arms dropped and nearly touched the ground while
her mech’s feet sunk in deep into the soil but she remained standing. With some
effort she got her body rotated slightly and fired a mauler blast out from her
mech’s protruding chest and cut the power cord herself, with her mech’s
handling once again returning to normal.


As soon as she did that the Type-1 began launching all
the missiles it had from all six intact segments, pinning both the Mk. 3s down
as they had to defend against it. While they were preoccupied the six intact
segments on the walker detached from the damaged one, creating two
three-segment sections that began walking towards the mechs as fast as they
could trying to get within plasma range as they kept the mechs pinned with
missiles.


“Looks like they want to slug it out,” Jarvan commented as his mech was throwing so many tiny
Sammie blasts into the missile cloud it looked like he was a wizard hurling
magic to keep the weapons at bay. 


“Shall we oblige?”


“Since this is a test run, why not?”


“Let’s go,” she said, beginning to walk the mech
closer and giving the Skarrons what they wanted, eventually coming into plasma
range while the missile storm continued, but they didn’t stop there, with both
madcats moving into their own mauler range and unloading on the two segments of
the Type-1 and giving their heavy shields a good test…but in the end it was no
contest and the pair of madcats destroyed the largest walker the Skarrons had
without even taking a lick of hull damage, then they got around to cleaning up
the remaining Type-4s before Kip’s group could even arrive.
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July 3, 2549


Interstellar
Space


Mid jump



 

Cal-com woke from his sleep early as a soft,
repetitive tone brought him back to full consciousness as it grew ever louder
in his tube. The Voku’s sight returned as he gave focus to his single eye,
previously ignored as he floated inside the vertical null g chamber that
encased his body. He reached forward and pressed a few buttons, canceling the weightlessness
and audio suppression a moment before he triggered the release and the tube
split in front of him.


The Voku naval commander stepped out, seeing one of
his advisors waiting for him in the rest ward where hundreds of other tubes
resided, many with occupants and more without. Neither Cal-com nor the other
Voku had personal quarters, for when they weren’t sleeping they were working or
training in some fashion, with time spent on anything else being viewed as a
waste for military personnel. 


As Cal-com looked at the slightly shorter Voku Hem-ra bowed slightly in apology. “We have received an update from our scout ships. The enemy fleet is
larger than expected by 32%. I assumed you would want to prepare before our
arrival.”


“You assumed
correctly. Were the ships discovered?”


“Not according
to the transmission.”


Cal-com nodded. “I
will be in the oracle shortly.”


Hem-ra bowed again, dipping
his elongated head in a curt gesture before leaving Cal-com to his personal
prep. The commander, fully nude but with no exterior genitalia to be concerned
about, walked over to a curvy corridor that wound its way through many pod
sections and branches before he finally arrived at the prep area. There he took
care of biological needs and cleansing before pulling on a body-hugging suit of
clothing and thin shoes that covered his wider than Human feet. He added a few
accoutrements to his arms and popped out his eyepiece, revealing his natural
line of three eyes beneath.


Each was tiny and blacker than his skin with two ports
set between them that the artificial eye plugged into. It was a technological
implant that all Voku received once completing their basic training, but one
that required a power source that Cal-com now had to replace. He took out the
small charging bead and swapped it out with a new one despite the fact that the
one he had was only a few weeks old. Prior to going into combat it was expected
of all soldiers to replace the bead to give them maximum longevity with the
enhanced eyesight.


The lateral rectangle that stretched across 80% of the
width of his face actively scanned in a number of different modes as well as
allowed Cal-com to see in wavelengths that his natural eyes could not. Those
eyes still saw through the crystal-like implant, for otherwise they would
atrophy, with the sensory enhancements being added to the visual input from the
device and being smoothed together by the processing circuitry just beneath the
ports that functioned off of the charging bead as well.


With the new bead in place he reinserted the small
pylons into the ports and sealed the visor back in place with a double click.
Good to go he walked out of the prep area and headed towards the nearest
transit terminal, finding one some 40 seconds of walking away. 


It was a personal model, barely larger than his rest
chamber, and when Cal-com stepped in he had the cover seal over him and an
options menu arise on the panel before him. He chose the oracle and the tiny
pod whisked him away through the monstrous conglomerate that was thousands of
individual base ships and a scattering of specialized ones that could be
configured into various combinations to suit battle needs. All of them had been
designed to be interconnected, with them now forming a giant jumpship/warship
that was traveling between stars.


The command center on the conglomerate was the oracle,
which Cal-com got to with only a bit more walking after exiting the pod. When
he arrived he stepped through a circular door and into a wide open plain that
only had a few workstations popping up here and there, with most of the 5 acre
wide area simply being empty, which was due to their being in transit. During
battle conditions this chamber would be packed with personnel, though it
wouldn’t be this large. 


Cal-com walked over to what looked like a random
section of floor and knelt down, pressing his hand into a soft panel and
triggering a transformation. A pedestal and two display monitors rose up out of
the floor and gave him his command station which he quickly pulled up the
scouting reports on…seeing as Hem-ra had said, a much
larger Skarron fleet than had been anticipated. It was still within their power
to handle, but the amount of warships they were throwing at the Humans was
beginning to mount towards the level they were attacking the Voku with…to no
avail.


The Humans were temporarily weaker than the Voku but
the Elders had said they would grow stronger if they were preserved, and given
what little time he had spent with them, especially warlord Paul, he didn’t
doubt it. Never before had the Elders led the Voku astray, and while still
somewhat primitive in technology the Humans had shown considerable ingenuity in
their combat strategies and weapons development. 


Keeping them alive long enough to become a worthy ally
was his duty, though he didn’t have as large of a fleet as required to fight
the battles for them. The Humans and their less capable allies were fighting
two major enemies at the same time and playing for a defensive engagement while
creating a safe zone in which to continue building and advancing. In Cal-com’s
opinion it was a wise play, but they were outmatched heavily, with the only
reason they’d survived this long without being overrun is that their enemies
didn’t consider them to be as dangerous as the Elders indicated that they would
become in time. 


Ignorance had turned the tide of many wars before and
it had served the Humans well thus far, but as both the Skarron and Cajdital lightly
probed the Humans’ territory and discovered the level of resistance they could
offer their ignorance was diminishing and their military assets being deployed were
increasing. Soon, Cal-com feared, there would be too many enemies for the
Humans to handle, despite their skills. 


Without being able to directly protect them the Voku
commander had to assist them. He couldn’t win it with the few troops he had,
but he could do things to help them
win…which is what this current mission was designed to do in that it would buy
them additional time to increase their defenses and further develop their technology.


He only had 72 conglomerates at present to work with,
and he was bringing 43 of them with him now, given the importance of hitting
the Skarrons hard in order to diminish losses. The increase in fleet strength
on the scouting reports worried him, but not in the overall outcome. He didn’t
like the attrition that would ensure amongst his forces, so he spent many hours
reworking their battle plans and running sims…most of
which did not turn out favorable. 


Frustrated, he kept up the effort until it was time
that he needed to get in his daily workouts. He wanted to stay and work, but
training was the lifeblood of his race…something the Elders had taught them
long ago, and he wasn’t going to forsake their lessons out of eagerness or
worry. Mentally setting aside the task at hand he left the oracle and cleansed
his mind of naval concerns as he delved into a myriad of physical training
exercises, letting his muscle take priority and drive his purpose for a long
period of time.


He returned to the oracle afterwards and found, as he
did most times, that his point of view had shifted as a result. Sometimes he
lost his previous insights, but this time was one in which a fresh perspective
was a welcome change. Reassessing nearly everything he had been trying to do in
simulations previously, he went an entirely different way then started pulling
back towards what he had originally planned.


He hit the sweet spot somewhere in between…as far as sims were concerned. The real enemy was unpredictable, but
the Voku had had enough experience fighting them on the border of their own
territory to program a computer enemy that mimicked their fighting styles
adequately. Still, there was no way to know for sure what would happen when
battle actually commenced aside from wading into it and working the problems as
they arose.


Cal-com finished his simulations for the cycle and
retreated to another section of the massive ship where he dealt with his
subordinates and the maintenance of the vessels and the troops they contained.
Such detail work was necessary and he never felt comfortable letting others
handle such things, for they could make or break a campaign…and with the Elders
specifically requesting they assist the Humans the importance of this campaign
could not be overstated. 


After that work was done it was time for nourishment
and additional training, with him spending time in both physical activities and
in simulator work…not the speculative assaults he’d been planning, but in
combat games with other members of the crew designed to keep their skills sharp
during the long down times in between planetside activity. Cal-com often
piloted one of their Stranom mechs in the games and had an average ranking,
given that it wasn’t his specialty. That fact that he could hold par impressed
those with more experience than him in that type of combat and he liked to mix
it up with them in the games, both to gage their capabilities in order to know
how to best assess what they could and couldn’t do in missions he’d be
assigning them, as well as to push his own skills and learn from those superior
to him in their fields of specialty.


When it came to fleet operations he had few equals, so
it was usually him instructing and training others, including those on his
advisory staff. This cycle there was none of that, with them focusing on the
mission prep, so Cal-com satisfied himself by indulging in the games for many
hours up until his 79 hour day was complete and it was time he returned to the
rest ward.


When he returned to a random tube he sealed it over
him and deactivated the gravity with the sound suppression canceling out all
exterior interference. In a well-practiced mode, Cal-com retreated within his
own mind, cutting out most sensory stimuli and slipping into a vulnerable yet
deep rest. The armor plating on the tubes and the internal locking mechanisms
insured that no one could mess with him other than offering a soft tone to get
his attention. Not having to worry about physical threat the Voku could lower
their mental barriers and engage in a healing trance that allowed them to
recover far quicker than had they attempted to do so on
the battlefield. In only 15 hours Cal-com woke again to a soft, preprogrammed
chime which brought him slowly back to reality and barely 30 minutes away from
system entry. 


Refreshed and fully prepped, Cal-com returned to the
oracle just prior to the deceleration of the massive conglomerate against the
star, dropping them out of their drifting interstellar jump inside the
Skarron-held Achkor System. He triggered his own command center to rise up out
of the floor, containing a number of different control stations around which
his advisors situated with him taking center position and inspecting the battle
feeds while allowing his staff to handle the more basic organizational
tasks…leaving him free to watch and react as necessary.


There were no ships in orbit around the star…at least
not on the visible side, which meant their entry would go down without
incident. Cal-com’s conglomerate was the second in line to decel,
with the first having arrived some 20 seconds earlier. Both vessels moved in
closer to the star to clear the spacelane for the others to arrive and began a
slow transition around the perimeter of the star towards the primary jumpline
in to the planet of Zenniza, as the Human charts
referred to it.


If there were any hidden Skarron reconnaissance assets
they’d see the ships prepping to go in on that line, but as the others came in
some of them deployed elsewhere, jumping off to other planets as Cal-com got
additional updates from the scout ships that were already in system and now
transmitting their updated intelligence to him rather than the burst
transmissions they’d sent back along the incoming jumpline to his approaching
fleet.


These reports gave him nearly up to date positions of
the Skarron fleet and the Voku commander began tweaking his mission
assignments. At the moment the conglomerates were still together, but with new
orders going out a few tiny pieces began to break off and make microjumps of
their own elsewhere in the system. Cal-com wasn’t going for a blunt, break the
door down type assault. No, he was much more cagey
than that, and was going to work this attack from multiple angles.


So when his conglomerate finally did make its
microjump into the planet he had them come out in extreme high orbit, getting
their first live sensor feeds and seeing what they were up against.


As expected, there was a huge Skarron fleet spaced in
clumps around orbit that was no doubt intended to transition on into the ADZ
and supplement the blockading fleets there. Cal-com also detected numerous
transport ships in orbit, with him knowing that Achkor was also a ground troop
staging system, with those transports potentially full of reinforcements being
run into the worlds that the Humans were currently defending. The more of those
he could kill in orbit the better, regardless of whether or not they were full.


Using a pedestal before him he added a few more ship
assignments to the star to hunt down any transports attempting to flee the
system. Even a few taken out could turn the tide in a single ground battle, and
he wanted to give the Humans every advantage that he could.


“Renimar?”
Hem-ra asked, using his Voku title that was the
equivalent of ‘Grand Admiral’ in the Star Wars universe, with the skillset to
match.


“Not just yet,”
he cautioned. “Let’s see how they react
first.”
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Cal-com watched as the Skarron fleets in orbit began
repositioning to assault those conglomerates and pieces of conglomerates that
he’d shown to them in orbit, about 7 in total thus far with the others still
elsewhere in the system and hopefully out of view. Those he was showing had
been intentional, as he was trying to maneuver the Skarrons around to where he
liked and after some 20 minutes of repositioning and shuffling on the enemy’s
part he finally got the opportunity he was looking for.


“There,” he
said to his advisors, pointing to a particular slice of low orbit. “Bring in Dorpa.
Full engagement protocols and get us ready to move.”


His staff carried out his orders without so much as a verbal acknowledgement or gesture. The Voku
military was notoriously efficient, knowing that delays in combat often
resulted in losses of material, personnel, or opportunity. Cal-com watched the
orbital displays, seeing the Skarrons continuing to reposition and forming up
into larger fleet configurations in order to assault the Voku conglomerates,
for they were familiar with this enemy. That Cal-com knew by the way they began
arranging their fleet. 


It was true that the Skarron Empire was huge and that
Voku territory was a considerable distance from here and that in all likelihood
none of these enemy troops had ever fought them before, but knowledge had to have
traveled across their empire for they were responding to the threat that they
knew the Voku to be given their pathetically ineffective attempts to take
systems away from Cal-com’s home territory on the lower side of the galactic
plane. 


These Skarrons knew the Voku and knew they had to mass
their fleet together or otherwise be chewed to bits once the conglomerates
separated and chased down their ships. Cal-com knew he had a winning hand here,
that wasn’t the issue, it was how many ships and
soldiers he would lose in the process.


Suddenly there was a microjump into orbit as a streak
appeared on the sensors, decelerating rapidly and coming down into a small gap
in the Skarron formations. They weren’t aligned yet, still in transition, and
the conglomerate came in right at a very bad spot where they were still spread
out. Weaponsfire immediately sprouted from the conglomerate in the form of long
range Javvens that were condensed packets of energy
that were launched in clusters. They appeared to be a beam, but were actually a
shotgun of individual orbs.


Those orbs spread out over extreme range, allowing the
Voku to at least nip away at distant targets where they didn’t have the
necessary accuracy and dozens of Skarron ships were showing hits on their
shields within seconds as the conglomerate began to flake off pieces that
reformed into hunter squadrons that rapidly accelerated away from the mass to
hunt down the ships that the Javven were weakening. 


Cal-com highlighted the largest combined Skarron fleet
on the near side of the planet and signaled for them to make a tiny jump. Using
their binary drives they enhanced Zenniza’s gravity
pull and closed distance rapidly, then switched back over to gravity repulsion
and braked hard, bringing the full conglomerate in to what otherwise would have
been the Skarron’s prime kill zone. Cal-com kept his
conglomerate intact and fighting as a single mass as he signaled others to
start coming in, being the bait for his much larger trap.


The conglomerate’s shields were considerable, but the
Skarrons had an idea of what it would take to get through them and they had
more than enough ships in the local area so they moved towards the big mass
rather than away and hammered it hard. It was a calculated risk for Cal-com,
but one that he had made before many times. As that large battle escalated and
he watched his shield strength consistently diminish, Skarrons ships were
literally being shredded by short range Dwio cascades that essentially threw hundreds
of them out like a fountain into the nearby ships.


The Skarrons ignored the losses, going for the big
score and even circling ships around to the back side of the conglomerate to
keep it from jumping back out. Soon there was a sphere of enemy ships
encircling Cal-com and effectively pinning his ship in place unless he wanted
to risk a collision…but that’s exactly what he wanted. The Skarron fleet was so
close in that he was destroying a lot of it in the exchanges, but he needed it
close for the next part of his plan.


With the press of a button the Voku commander
activated the conglomerate’s auxiliary IDF and extended it out as far as he could,
covering a spherical zone some 17 kilometers in radius and catching about
2/3rds of the Skarron fleet within it. It took an incredible energy expenditure
to do it and most of the weaponsfire on the conglomerate shut down to
compensate, with what energy they had left over going to recharging the
shields, though a few Dwio cascades were still firing.


The IDF created a pocket of space around the
conglomerate where external inertia was attributed to the entire field as if it
was a single mass. This meant that any acceleration by the conglomerate would
drag all the ships within the field with it…but at the moment that wasn’t
possible, because the conglomerate’s gravity drives were also located within
that field. And because all external forces were applied to the field rather
than the contents, they had no gravity effect to push off of.


Nor did the Skarron fleet, leaving them drifting on
their last known trajectories.


A few moments after the IDF extended conglomerate
chunks began jumping in around it and disintegrating into smaller, faster
attack ships that began encircling the Skarron fleet in a much larger sphere.
Those ships outside the IDF began engaging the newly arrived ships immediately
while the others were stuck in limbo save for conventional thrust which the
Skarrons had little of. Those maneuvering engines were reserved for small scale
docking adjustments and not capable of true flight, throwing off gasses for
minimum thrust. Almost all maneuvering was accomplished by gravity drives, even
with the Skarrons not having binaries.


With Cal-com’s conglomerate getting hit hard, the Voku
commander held position and the field until his trap was fully deployed then
shrank the IDF back down to the dimensions of his ship and the weaponsfire
returned…as did the Skarrons’ maneuvering capabilities, but by then there were
so many Voku ships inside and outside of them that they had no choice but to
fight and die, for there was little opportunity for escape.


In order to preserve as much of his conglomerate as
possible Cal-com didn’t have it disengage until the shields finally went down.
With the exterior armor beginning to take hits he issued the warning to the
crew then began the split along predetermined patterns, for the many pieces of
the conglomerate could reconfigure into many ship analogs.


Standing at his command pedestal, Cal-com watched as
force fields came up and bisected the oracle, separating the various command
crews and containing the atmosphere in each of some 24 segments before the
walls started moving and the ceiling and floor disintegrated. Cal-com’s section
moved through the conglomerate until it arrived in a new location, with a much
smaller oracle forming around it with the walls closing in and reforming into
an octagonal shape. 


As that happened, similar transitions were happening
all throughout the interior of the conglomerate as the massive superstructure
reset its internal design to what was needed, breaking apart the giant mothership and essentially ‘building’ the smaller ones.
Cal-com hadn’t ordered the smallest possible units, and had kept a sizeable one
for himself and two other subcommanders, known as Neppas, but the rest all went into fast, moderately small
ships with decent firepower that could stand up to the Skarrons.


In addition to those there were tiny pieces coming off
and turning into what were essentially supersized fighters given their speed
and agility. Those moved off throughout the Skarron fleet, zipping in and out
of ship formations and nipping at their shields for the larger ships to add to
later, all the while creating a very chaotic battle environment that left the
Skarrons unsure who to target for they weren’t standing still and slugging it
out. A ship would move in, exchange fire for a handful of seconds up to a
minute, then move on to engage elsewhere at speeds the
Skarrons couldn’t follow.


The battle wasn’t short, and took nearly 3 hours to
complete. There were so many Skarron ships just in this one location that the
area became littered with debris that added ‘terrain’ to the battle, with the
last stages involving a hide and seek situation that the Skarrons excelled at.
Cal-com had to rein his ships in so they didn’t get too aggressive and fall
into traps, for knowing they were as good as dead the Skarrons liked to go
kamikaze and take as many of their opponents with them as they could. 


Meanwhile there were other battles ongoing in orbit,
with some of the Skarron fleets leaving to try and escape planetary orbit. Many
made it out, for not all the Voku Neppas had gotten
the Skarrons to fall into an IDF trap, but those fights then transitioned to
elsewhere in the system because the fleeing Skarron navy ran into a blockade at
the star, with so many ships lying in wait that getting to an exiting jumpline
was going to be difficult. Given the size of a star it was hard to lock it
down, but apparently the Skarrons didn’t like their odds so they redeployed
back out into the system and bounced around from planet to planet, attempting
to either get away from the Voku or lure them into smaller engagement traps.


That chasing game would continue for weeks, but
planetary orbit was secured within a day…save for low orbit. The few Voku ships
that poked down there received a hail of surface missiles and had to quickly
gain more altitude before they were destroyed. 


Cal-com had expected as much. Normally with an enemy
once you took orbit you owned the planet. The more advanced races had surfaced
defenses, but the Skarrons had for some reason decided to build such capability
into their walkers. It was overkill as far as Cal-com was concerned, for it
diminished their ground operations and kept them from being as effective as he
would have liked had he been their commander, but in this situation it meant
that in order to successfully move down into orbital bombardment range they’d
have to either suffer the missile fire or take the walkers and surface
launchers out first…and there were many of the latter as well, given the
well-established Skarron cities on the planet and those had defense shields
that would take considerable pounding to get through.


The Skarrons hadn’t amassed such a large empire by
being pushovers, Cal-com knew, and given his two obvious choices he decided to
go with the ground assault op. Scanning the planet he found several weak regions
of coverage and massed ships there, commencing in orbital bombardment of one of
the cities and several walker positions and traded Javvens
for missiles, rotating his ships out as they became damaged and accepted the
hits in order to neutralize the missile launching capabilities in that single surface
region.


The walkers went down fairly easily, but the city
lasted long enough that Cal-com’s fleet took considerable damage. They had so
many missile launchers throwing up ordinance simultaneously that, on his
screens, it looked like the enemy was sending a snake up to orbit to bite into
his ships. This wasn’t the first time the Voku had done this sort of thing, for
they’d counterattacked a few Skarron forward bases near their own territory,
but the strength of the surface resistance was always a question mark without
detailed intelligence…which he didn’t have here save for what the Humans had
provided him.


He’d calculated for more than what they’d reported to
be safe, and in fact saw that his estimates had been nearly spot
on accurate…which both surprised and worried him. The Skarrons had fortified
this city, at least, far more than the Humans knew, or perhaps since they’d
last taken a look. That didn’t bode well for the rest of the planet, but this
city at least was still going down, yet at a cost of equipment. Cal-com wasn’t
going to lose any lives here, given his option for cycling out ships, but many
ended up damaged before the city shields fell and the Javven finished taking
out the hundreds of missile launchers within the city, often with them popping
in ‘small’ explosions visible from orbit.


Those explosions ripped apart sections of the urban
landscape with the Javven doing even more damage elsewhere. Cal-com ordered the
offensive threats targeted, not the city infrastructure itself. He wasn’t
trying to obliterate it, just clear the airspace to establish an LZ. Barbarians
the Voku were not, but in this case the city inhabitants happened to be in the
wrong place at the wrong time…which was right next to their missile launchers. 


When the return fire finally ended Cal-com had his
damaged ships join the recovery conglomerate that had already started to form
from the damaged/destroyed warships in the orbital battle. An intact segment
went around and picked up the ‘wounded’ components and incorporated them into
the whole, sweeping up even their own debris for crews to salvage or destroy as
necessary. Those segments that could be repaired would be, then
sent back out into other groupings to enhance them or form new ones. Recovery
of damaged ships was essential for campaign longevity, and Cal-com had his
fleet get on it immediately following the cessation of weaponsfire. 


Once the Skarron city was shredded he sent down
fighter squadrons to secure the local airspace against the enemy’s own fighter
squadrons which were hovering around the edges of the bombardment zone, not
wanting to accidentally get caught up in the downpour. With those fighter
engagements paving the way he deployed ground troops, first through direct
orbital drops for a number of his mechs, then through full transports that had
been brought inside the conglomerates and now freed to fly free. 


Those transports landed in the ‘safe’ zone and began
offloading more troops and temporary infrastructure, allowing Cal-com to
quickly set up a number of surface bases of his own, complete with shield
generators and defense towers. Those guarded and created LZs for an even larger
flow of troops and supplies to the surface, for the Voku commander was going to
have to wage a ground war to secure the planet and he’d brought enough material
and resources to make sure he got the job done. Last thing he wanted to do was
come up short and have to try and stretch his resources.


He could do it, and had many times before, but he
needed to quickly take the planet before the Skarrons in other systems could
become the wiser…which was why he had ships stationed near the star to
hopefully intercept any couriers they tried to send out, as well as ambush any
incoming reinforcements or transports that would have no way of knowing the
system had suddenly changed hands. 


Information was critical in interstellar warfare, as
well as knowing how to exploit the blind spots. The Skarrons didn’t have any
known transmission capability between stars and operated explicitly off of
couriers. That meant so long as Cal-com could keep any ships from leaving the
system he would have a very large timespan to work with here, but let so much
as even one ship through and it would just be a matter of time before an even
larger Skarron fleet showed up to evict them.


He knew they would come eventually and was already
planning for that battle, but the ultimate goal here was to take pressure off
the Humans and buy them time…with the more days this system’s change of hands
remained a secret meaning the more time he could give them. 


And he was confident that if he gave Warlord Paul the
time he needed that he would secure their territory. He was young, and didn’t
have the wealth of experience that Cal-com had in his 3,832 years of military
deployment, but he was smart and innovative and largely responsible for the
creation and design of the Human’s navy which, while inferior to the Voku, had
an interesting makeup, especially their use of pilot-less drone warships.


Cal-com knew that there was a serious risk of jamming
that the Voku would never tolerate, but against the Skarrons and the Cajdital
he didn’t think it would be a problem, given the type of comm system that Paul
had hinted they were using. Obviously he wasn’t going to give the details of it
to the Voku or anyone else, nor should he, given how much the Humans and their
Star Force relied upon it. Also, the inclusion of other races into wings of
their military was something Cal-com was studying with interest. Typically
multi-racial organizations were doomed to self-destruct, but what Paul and his
kin had set up seemed to be functional…all the while maintaining an all-Human
core, which Cal-com found to be both wise and insightful.


Still, different races gave them different combat
options. He could see it in the Skarrons and how they used a smaller race to
supplement their own movement and size weaknesses. The Voku were strong in all
areas and had never bothered to experiment with bringing in others for a
variety of reasons, so Cal-com was very interested in seeing how it played out
for the Humans over the long term.


And he intended to give them the time necessary to
find out. Achkor was the Skarron’s main supply base to their invasion of the
ADZ and as of now it was no longer operational…not to mention the Voku had just
destroyed many of the ships slated to reinforce their assault fleets. Give Paul
that bit of an assist and Cal-com was confident that he could finish up the
rest of them.


That said, it meant that Cal-com had just put the
target squarely on his newly captive system…which is exactly the way he
preferred it. It was the place of the strong to be in the center of the storm
in order to shield the weak, and in this war the Voku were the strong…though
personally he didn’t consider the Humans to be weak, just young and needing
some time to catch up. The Elders obviously saw merit in them, and even without
that incredibly important edict Cal-com would have eventually come to the same
conclusion on his own after seeing them fight in their curiously reserved, yet
aggressive style of warfare.
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September 1, 2549


Achkor System


Zenniza 



 

Cal-com set foot on the surface of Zenniza
for the first time, landing in their primary LZ that was now safe from enemy
interference. Their overland push had consumed nearly half the planet with the
Skarrons unable to hold them back. The lack of mobility of their walkers made for
easy targets when the Voku could drop more from orbit on a whim, and whenever
the enemy’s transports tried to pick up and relocate theirs the Voku fighters
would harass them to the point that it was safer to leave the walkers on the
ground where their anti-air weaponry could be effective in keeping the fighters
back.


They still managed some movement, but mostly it was the
Voku on the offensive, hunting down isolated walker groups and hitting cities
when they later bunched them up to avoid such poaching. Slowly and efficiently
the Voku took out more and more of the surface missile launchers, often
attacking a city to destroy those very batteries then pulling back and leaving
its conquest for later. Right now the key to the invasion was to get their navy
into bombardment position. Once that happened, it was practically game over. 


So far as he knew, no enemy ships had managed to leave
the system. Many had come in to the star and been subsequently destroyed, but
the blockade and the resulting surveillance provided by it had shown no further
attempts to get out, meaning that with any luck the rest of the Skarron Empire
still didn’t know that the Voku were here. And if they didn’t know they
couldn’t send the forces necessary to reclaim it.


Cal-com expected more warships to arrive enroute to
battling the Humans, so he knew there would be naval fights to come and there
had already been 5 separate battles when small warship groups had arrived. He’d
lost a few ships in those ambushes but the Skarrons had been totally wiped out
jumping into a system they thought was secure. With his fleet deployed properly
in orbit and the land fronts far from the LZ, it was time for the Voku
commander to come down and officially lay claim to the planet in a ceremony
he’d conducted numerous times before.


Within the conglomerates were also cargo ships
carrying all kinds of equipment, some of which had now landed on the planet to
deliver specific pieces necessary for a long term occupation. It was those pieces
that required activation though they weren’t at the LZ, but rather at a
specific site some distance away but still close
enough that there was no threat of enemy counterattacks or sabotage.


Cal-com could have flown to the site but he preferred
taking a Stranom instead and there were many situated here in reserve so they
could be called upon for support or replacement as necessary. The Renimar
walked up to one of the egg-shaped material constructs and placed a hand on the
activation panel…which quickly caused a dent to form in the material as it
reconstructed itself into a small pod. Cal-com stepped inside and turned
around, facing out, and pressed another panel that sealed him inside with a
flow of moving parts covering him.


From the exterior the giant egg began to transform
into a tall bipedal mech with a head that, unlike the Voku’s pointy craniums,
was flared out more like a Jackal from ancient Egypt and with a stocky body to
match. The exterior armor plating was the last to form, with the tiny segments
migrating to the exterior and locking into place forming a smooth, lineless
mechanical construct that moved as if it was made of muscle as opposed to the
obvious joints in the Human mechs. 


Cal-com stood in his pod, with several restriction
bands coming out to encircle his body. One wrapped around his head, giving him
direct neural access to the Stranom that allowed him to operate it completely
by thought. His eye piece registered the mech’s external sensors and fed the
information directly into his visual processing matrix while machinery
monitored his neural output, linking him to the machine in such a way that he
saw, felt, and fought as the giant device…including light pain stimuli when it
was damaged so he could instantly be aware of what was happening to it without
looking on a display screen.


That was necessary to fight at speed, and as Cal-com
brought the mech online he began accelerating up into a run that he held across
the landscape with three other Stranoms encircling him in escort. His people
knew better than to ever let him go off alone, even in secured territory, and
the constant bodyguards were something that he’d simply adjusted to. He no
longer even had to give them orders, they simply went
wherever he went when outside a warship. Renimars were rare in the Voku and had
to be protected, for losing even one of them would seriously hurt their
Empire’s military efficiency. 


Cal-com was one of only 29 at present, though that
number wasn’t set. The most there had ever been simultaneously in their history
was 34, with 7 having since been killed in a variety of ways, two of which had
been accidents. Another had chosen to retire from the military and pursue other
endeavors, which made him effectively dead to them. To relinquish the
responsibilities of a Renimar was equivalent to treason, but that Voku had made
his choice and Cal-com chose not to comment on it. He’d been one of his mentors
early on and an individual he’d patterned his early years after…but no longer. 


With only 29 Renimars for the entire Empire his being
sent away from it on this mission was highly irregular. There were always wars
being fought, on some level, with the Skarrons being a newer threat arising, so
there was always work to do, not to mention dealing with internal matters and
advancing their military through training, recruitment, and experimentation.


But the Elders had deemed this a priority so Cal-com
had been sent. Keeping him alive was of such importance to the Voku that the
light escort was to be expected, though both he and his bodyguards knew he
could handle himself in the Stranom…it was the unexpected ambushes they wanted
to guard him against, and for those there was no preparation available. 


Today that wasn’t an issue for he made his cross
country trek at decent speed and without enemy contact, even eventually
arriving at the secondary LZ where the precious cargo had already been unpacked
and spread out into the necessary arrangement. Being linked in to the Stranom,
Cal-com decided to remain inside and let his biotelemetry be
transmitted through it rather than going down on foot and doing it the normal
way. This was still a battlefield, after all, plus it looked much more imposing
to perform the activation ceremony from a mech.


Cal-com walked the mech up to one of the pieces that
stood more than twice the Stranom’s height and
reached out his giant mechanical hand towards it, placing it palm flat against
the device. He opened a comm channel and recited several lines from a story,
which also doubled as activation code in addition to his genetic
identification. The ‘seed’ piece he was activating could only be done so by a
Renimar or, in some limited cases, a Gahmorn, which
was the equivalent of a fleet Admiral.


Once Cal-com finished speaking and his genetic ID was
transmitted through the physical contact between him and the mech, then the
mech and the device, it began to transform. As it did so he walked the Stranom
over to the next piece and did the same palm press, but with different
activation lines as he continued to recite the story of creation, detailing in
metaphor what they were about to do to the planet they were still in the
process of invading.


Cal-com went around did the same on all six pieces,
then backed away as the final transformation began and the pylons the seed
pieces had extruded sought each other out and locked all the segments together,
forming one giant mining machine that continued to transform even as it began
digging down into the ground beneath it in search of the raw materials that
would fuel its growth. 


Not everything could be got from one location,
however, but there was a tiered hierarchy of seed planting. This location held
all of the necessary components for tier one equipment
that the giant machine would construct. Those machines would then be taken to
other sites to harvest additional resources that would then be brought back to
the seed. Those materials would then begin to be incorporated with the others
and the creation of tier two machines would begin. 


Likewise those would be sent out to find and harvest
even more varied compounds, eventually escalating to the point where the seed
would have all the necessary requirements for fueling its own growth, becoming
bigger and bigger until it was essentially its own city. From there more
preplanned stages would occur, with the Hatomek eventually sprouting more
secondary seeds of its own that would be taken to distant regions of the planet
or nearby planets to begin their growth. The secondary seeds wouldn’t require a
Renimar for activation, only the primary, with the lesser ones being activated
by high ranked, yet lower personnel in the command structure. 


Cal-com had only been given a fixed number of ships
and supplies, but in order to buy the Humans the time they needed he was going
to have to hold the Achkor System and draw the Skarrons attention away from his
allies for an extended period of time. In order to do that he needed to not
just bust up Zenniza’s Skarron fleets and
infrastructure but actually take possession of it and establish a full Voku
presence. 


Once he did that and could begin building more ships,
mechs, aircraft, etc he could requisition personnel
to man them from the Empire, drawing on reserve units and such. It would take
time for them to get here, but likewise it would take time for the Skarrons to bring
in their reinforcements as well, meaning he had a time game to be played on the
supply front and this seed would allow him to build faster than the Skarrons
could ever hope to do so. 


Cal-com stayed and watched the seed continue to change
shape until it finally settled on its necessary form and began pouring dirt and
rock out of exterior ports into large piles around it that would eventually
form a crater-like ring of material that would double as a defensive barrier.
Already there were numerous mechs circling the site with defense turrets and
shield generators in place on a wide perimeter to ensure that nothing
interfered with the seed’s growth, but having a mass of material to block
incoming weaponsfire was always a help. 


That wasn’t the purpose of it though, for the seed was having to dig large shafts down into the planet’s crush
to get at the resources it needed and that material had to go somewhere. Internal
sifting machines sorted through what was being dug out, maintaining the
valuable components and discarding the rest, all with a very small onboard
control staff that wasn’t technically necessary. The seed could be operated by
remote, but Cal-com always preferred to have people inside so they could
troubleshoot as necessary.


Once the seed’s final transformation took place that
crew boarded and began monitoring the automated process, sending Cal-com a
message indicating the initial resource collection rates with a level 3
efficiency rating out of a possible 5. That indicated that this wasn’t the most
rich site in natural resources but it was more than adequate for their needs.
It also gave Cal-com a generic time estimate to the next phase of the operation.


Satisfied that all was getting underway properly
Cal-com signaled his escorts to merge with his Stranom and the three other
mechs walked over to his and melted into it. Internally the four pilots’ pods
came together and the walls separating them disappeared. Each was still latched
into place but the air was open between them allowing them to speak to each
other without the use of comms, though there was no chatter here.


Cal-com took priority command of the now larger mech
while the other three went into support/observation mode. During combat they
would be useful, but right now they were simply extraneous passengers.


Cal-com waited for the much larger version to finish
transformation then he looked out through the Stranom’s
sensor ‘eyes’ from a much higher vantage point on the seed than he had had
before, nearly seeing over the top of it as he raised the mechs arms up over
his head in a clenched fist pose and opened the comm and external speakers on
the mech and finished the ceremony with the last bit of the story, told in
short segments of words with a rhythm intoning the importance of the moment.


When he finished a log amendment was made, indicating
that this planet was now part of the Voku Empire, despite the fact that the
enemy still controlled most of it, with nearly all the Skarron cities needing
to be dealt with. Clipping their orbital weaponry was one thing, but there were
troops and workers in them that could still fight and they would have to be
dealt with when the time came.


Those cities closest to the seed and the primary LZ
had been hit already, with the Skarrons being driven out and allowed to
evacuate…or run, to be exact. Some had stayed and fought to the death, while
others, especially the Aronsic, and eventually abandoned their posts and fled,
many running outside the city with nowhere to go.


Cal-com hadn’t ordered hunting teams to go after them,
preferring simply to take the city and eliminate the threat of it while they
established their perimeter and their assault teams pushed on to more distant
ones, clipping their defenses and leaving the house cleaning for other units to
accomplish. That house cleaning was a matter that Cal-com had to deal with
next, for they weren’t simply going to slaughter the enemy. Such things were a
matter of necessity when your back was to the wall, but here, with the Voku
predictably gaining dominance, offering a surrender
was protocol and some of the fleeing troops had already submitted when a comm
call over their own equipment had made the offer.


For them it was either try and
make the long hike over land to the nearest Skarron city, for the Voku air
cover wasn’t letting any transports through to pick them up…or face starvation.
Many thousands of Aronsic had already been taken captive, with a much larger number
to come, Cal-com knew. Accommodations for them had to be made, which the seed
would eventually supply. In the meantime temporary prisons had to be fashioned
using prefab constructs brought with them, but Cal-com wanted to use one of the
captured and not completely destroyed cities for that purpose…which was his
next destination.


His oversized Stranom split back up into four standard
ones and they ran across the landscape back to the LZ where he boarded a
transport while still in the mech and was flown out to the city that he had
chosen for the prisoners. He roamed it in what felt like a giant suit of armor,
inspecting the construction and adding a few orders here and there based on
what he found intact and destroyed, planning out how his prison was to be built
and seeing that the first captives were properly secured and fed, using first
their own foodstuffs being recovered from the city. Once fully grown into a
Hatomek the seed would provide all the Voku-made foodstuffs the prisoners and
the assault force would require. 


Cal-com stayed there for many hours, then eventually
transferred back up to orbit and his command ship, resuming the traditional
position of a Renimar…at least until a proper command center was built on
planet, but that would be in the distant future, for it was far down the
priority list when raw infrastructure was required. 
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February 11, 2550


Achkor System


Zenniza



 

Cal-com stood in the oracle onboard his command ship,
giving the final orders to bring his fleet down into the low end of orbit and
to set up for orbital bombardment. His ground troops had succeeded in
destroying most of the Skarrons’ anti-orbital missile platforms, though some
still remained on the walkers they had stationed in or near their cities.
Strike teams had gone into those cities and hit the immobile launchers,
knocking them out while leaving the rest of the infrastructure and troops
alone. It had taken a long time to pluck the planet of its defense against
orbital bombardment, but now was the time to put an end to this assault…one way
or another.


Cal-com had already sent a message to the Skarrons,
telling them which city they were going to obliterate and the timetable on
which they were going to do it, giving them a chance to either surrender or
flee…and to date none of the surrender options he’d given to intact cities had
been taken. It seemed the Skarrons needed to be bloodied before they would
consider that alternative and Cal-com sympathized, for surrender wasn’t in his
own vocabulary. That said, what the Skarrons were doing was wrong and they
should expect to have to pay a penance for their misdeeds, so when he was
giving them the option of living it was something they should take, especially
with the recent history between the two races.


But no, the Skarrons in the target city weren’t
surrendering nor were they fleeing. Cal-com resigned himself to having to set a
bloody example, having already given them forewarning. If they chose to stay
and die then that was on them. The bounds of honor had been satisfied, though
he didn’t like their stupidity. They had nothing to defend themselves with now,
even though a handful of missiles did come up toward his ships as they got into
bombardment position just on the border of the upper atmosphere, braking
against the orbital drift and hovering in place.


Those missiles were shot down easily, with only an
occasional one getting through to knock on their shields. The swarms that made
for such an effective defense were no longer here, and as the timer eclipsed
the window of evacuation he’d given the Skarrons he issued the order to begin
bombardment. 


Javven opened up with larger energy packets meant to
sustain through the atmospheric friction, landing tiny hits by the hundreds of
thousands in a blue/white sparkling rain that ate away at the buildings as if
it were acid. Every hit destroyed a bit of the structures and those individuals
standing outside. After a few moments a Skarron shield went up covering the
city, drawing a bit of a surprise from Cal-com. His reports had indicated that
the strike teams had taken it down along with the missile launchers, but
apparently the Skarrons had managed to do some repair work…yet it was only
showing 36% strength.


Even if it had been at 100% it wouldn’t matter more
than a delay. The Javven rain continued to fall and stress the shield,
diminishing its strength until the matrix finally broke and the deadly
fireworks finally returned to hitting the city structures. They didn’t destroy
them quickly, but then again they didn’t need to. This wasn’t a lightning
strike with them needing to get in and out before reinforcements arrive. The
Skarrons had no one in the system to come to their aid, so Cal-com waited
patiently through the multi-hour bombardment without so much as a peep of reply
from the Skarrons.


When it was finally finished the Renimar deployed
nearby ground troops to the location to clean up what remained in the rubble
fields. He needed to make sure the site was secure and couldn’t be used by the
enemy for any future operations. That meant every piece of every structure had
to be visibly inspected, including subsurface chambers. From orbit he could see
that there were no intact buildings remaining, but there may very well have
been extensive bunkers below that the enemy could hide out in.


Those would have to be probed and eliminated, then the
recovery crews would begin moving in and taking bits and pieces of the rubble
away to a nearby machine that was already beginning to travel their way. It was
a recycling mining station that would both clear away what was left of the
Skarron city as well as use those resources within the rubble for the Voku,
sifting, sorting, and condensing them down into bricks of pure materials that
would then be shipped off to the Hatomek.


Any surviving Skarrons recovered would be taken away
to the prison facilities and kept there rather than simply being annihilated.
Already Cal-com was collecting quite a few from battling units that got caught
out in the open without anywhere to flee and he guessed that number would
increase drastically once the destruction of this city was seen by the others
across the planet. With the bombardment complete he issued an ultimatum to the
next three, each with individual timetables, and began repositioning his fleet
towards the location of the next one on his hit list.



 

It was two weeks later when the first large Skarron
fleet finally arrived in the system, though Cal-com didn’t think they were here
to fight him…but rather to transfer out to fight the Humans and their allies.
When their long convoy first began to arrive the warships were jumped
immediately, but their numbers pooled to the point where Cal-com’s ambushing
fleet needed assistance with him bringing portions of the main fleet out from
the planet to reinforce them, his ship included because he didn’t want to have
to direct the fighting through signal lag.


Upon making a microjump back to the star his partially
reformed conglomerate split up and moved off to engage the Skarron warships
that were still continuing to arrive. Many of them were already destroyed with
a massive debris field forming, but the others were arriving outside of it and
getting enough forewarning that they began deploying into attack groups to
counter the Voku.


Cal-com had sufficient forces to deal with them, but
what he couldn’t do was contain them all. They were certainly up for a fight,
but he regrettably noticed several make jumps back out, no doubt carrying word
of the Voku presence in the system that so far he’d managed to keep a lid on. 


With no way of stopping them he focused on destroying
those that were here now and worked through most of them before the last of
their convoy even arrived. The remainders went down easily enough given the
mass of Voku ships waiting for them, then it was back to recovery operations…first
for his own ships that had been damaged/destroyed, then bringing out ships to
tear apart the Skarron wreckage and begin recycling it. Every bit of refined
material that they could collect without having to mine was invaluable, plus
they needed to clear the space around the star for navigational purposes. 


Anything left behind deemed not of value would pushed
into a descending trajectory into the star to be rid of it, but there was very
little material that the Voku did not use, with the pushing being relegated to
gas and dust fields that could interfere with navigation at high speeds. Those
clouds were contained within an enlarged IDF field and dragged onto a collision
course with the star before being released to drift on their new trajectory.
The process was tedious, but necessary to maintain movement options. 


In the past Cal-com had been involved in a number of
campaigns where he deliberately created debris fields around a star in specific
locations to give his fleet some ‘terrain’ to operate within, as well as to
block certain jumplines. While it was true that a ship could jump from any
point on the line, meaning they didn’t have to be in close to the star, the
further away you were the weaker the gravity got and the less push you would
get per jump. That forced his enemies to travel at slower speeds coming in and
out of the system, and that was one of many different advantages that he’d used
to win campaigns in the past…but for now he wanted this star clear, so his
ships diligently went about removing the debris field and chasing down the bits
of it that had drifted out to considerable distance.


With them beginning their work and an adequate ambush
fleet in place to catch any more ships arriving in the system, Cal-com took the
rest of the ships back to the planet and continued with the orbital
bombardments of the now evacuated cities. The Skarrons didn’t want to surrender
but had gotten the clear message that they were going to die if they stayed so
prior to each attack there were long overland convoys of evacuees pouring out
and traveling at high speed to the nearest city or outpost, or in some cases
just into the countryside to avoid the deadly rain that was about to fall.


Those that headed towards other cities Cal-com ordered
to be left alone. Those that headed out to nowhere he had engaged and a surrender forced upon them whether they agreed or not.
Some died but many were taken prisoner and added to his haul of captives, for
which he had to continually expand the prison facilities, but with the Hatomek
up and running that was never an issue…only what else he could or couldn’t
build due to the delay of resources.



 

It took another 5 months to completely secure the
planet, with the last city choosing to fully surrender prior to the orbital
bombardment. Cal-com went down to the surface in a Stranom to personally
oversee the surrender and make sure the enemy didn’t have any tricks up their
sleeve…but the truth was they were whipped and didn’t care to die. A sensible
mindset to have given their circumstances, though they did find many bodies
within the city of those who chose death over surrender. 


Those were all Skarron bodies, not Aronsic, and
Cal-com looked at them with disgust. Death was failure, not honor. If the enemy
killed you then at least you had the dignity of going out fighting, but
this…this was a betrayal of all that the Voku stood for and it disgusted him. 


He took those with more sense and had them moved to
the prison facilities, leaving the city intact for his own people to begin
working on. They would clear out all the trash first then begin disassembling
the components and recycling them, eventually tearing down everything and
leaving nothing but a large hole in the ground where the subsurface structures
were. 


The same was being done across the planet, with the
Voku removing everything Skarron that they weren’t currently using. The prison
facilities would be the last to go, but eventually even those would be replaced
with Voku construction and every trace of Zenniza
having been a Skarron world would be eradicated. The planet and system were now
part of the Voku Empire and they would look as such, with every building and
structure that Cal-com created strengthening their foothold here, including
some very large defensive weapon platforms beginning to be constructed on the
surface that would be capable of reaching up into orbit.


Time…time was the key factor here. Given enough and
Cal-com could lock down the system permanently, but he knew he wasn’t going to
have decades to work with. The Skarrons were being alerted to their presence
even now and the Renimar had no way of knowing how far back into their
territory that message would have to travel until it got to a fleet nexus that
could divert the necessary response ships their way. 


He had his ships on a keen lookout for any scouts to
enter the system, but to date none had arrived. Many more Skarron ships had,
coming in on previous orders without realizing the change of hands, but in the
past month they had had none arrive…telling Cal-com that word had at least
gotten to the nearest links in the chain and those convoys stopped before
disappearing into the maw that Achkor had become.


Knowing that the convoys could be redeployed around
the system to still get to the front, Cal-com sent out scout ships of his own
to the neighboring systems to wait and watch, not to jump them but to detect
them when/if they came through. Once he had that information he could start to
play blocker and even give the Humans a heads up to what was coming. He’d had
some contact with them recently, with them informing him that they were
extending a link of their interstellar communications system out to the system
so they could stay in more reliable communication, both ways. When that
happened they could coordinate somewhat effectively, but he already knew that
the pressure on their worlds under blockade was weakening. If Cal-com could
maintain the break in reinforcements another year or so he guessed the
weakening would snowball and the Humans would break through.


But he couldn’t make that assumption, given that now
the Skarrons knew of their problem and would seek to work around it. Cal-com
had to find their new supply lines and shut them down, and in order to do that
he had to put ships out into dozens of systems and physically look, augmented
by some detection stations he was having constructed. Little more than
permanent sensor probes, they would be able to monitor stellar traffic within
line of sight, but his available resources were still low and most were going
towards projects on planet, leaving him having to send out a small chunk of his
fleet to manually monitor the possible routes.


 


It was another 3 months before he got his first hit. A
ship returned to Achkor with a report of a Skarron supply convoy with warship
escort passing through a system some 24 lightyears away from Achkor. Cal-com
immediately dispatched an assault force to lay in ambush for the next one to
come through, but he wasn’t going with it. Achkor was going to be his base of
operations with him needing to remain here, meaning he was going to have to
direct regional actions through intermediaries. He trusted his senior
commanders with naval intercepts, but always liked to do everything himself
when possible.


Waiting for word was always troublesome, but
eventually another two reports of supply routes from other scout ships had him
breaking up his fleet further to send assault groups out into ambush position. None
of the enemy came to Achkor, but they were out there, he knew, and would come
eventually. Having assault groups missing when that occurred worried him, but
he had to keep the pressure off the Humans and that meant he couldn’t turtle up
here and hold out. He had to extend his reach and become a major blocker to the
Skarrons and hope the Humans could take care of things behind that naval
umbrella.


The first report of combat came back positive. A ship
returned with a kill count indicating an ambush had went
down with disastrous results for the enemy. It had been a warship convoy, but
his fleet had intercepted them beautifully and chewed them apart before they
could fully arrive in the system, ending up with a 97% kill count.


It was those other 3% that Cal-com didn’t like. He
didn’t fault his troops for that after watching the battle telemetry, but it
meant that those surviving ships that had fled would cause the convoy route to
change again. Had they got them all there would be no way of knowing that the
Voku were there poaching and he’d hoped they’d get at least a short span of
easy takedowns, but that wasn’t going to be the case this time.


The next report he got was more favorable…a supply
convoy coming through one of the other routes that was completely annihilated
as it tried to run. A surrender option had been given and decline, which
Cal-com had demanded. The Voku were not going to become predators shooting up
ships that had nowhere to go, but if the enemy didn’t take that offer they’d
been instructed to blow them away. There was only so much mercy he was going to
give to the enemy, and it was more about his troops being in the right than his
concern for the enemy that had him issuing those orders.


Finally a scout ship entered the Achkor system, a
Skarron ship, and was intercepted before it could flee. It was damaged and
captured on his orders, with the crew all dying save for six due to
decompression issues. Those he added to his prisoner count, but it was the ship
itself that he wanted. A thorough look at its computer systems gave him some
information about where it had come from and some fleet movements with him
being able to identify a link in their chain further in towards the core and
potentially the location where the hammer blow would come from when the
Skarrons got around to coming back to reclaim Achkor.


Cal-com dispatched a small scout fleet to that system
to poke around and see what they could find, again having to wait weeks or
months to get a report back. During that time the link to the Human relay grid
was finished with two separate transmitters being brought in by the Humans and
deposited in high and odd orbits that would make it difficult for the Skarrons
to get to without binary drives.


Those relays were adjusted to interface with the Voku
comm systems then the Humans left again, leaving Cal-com with a faster
communication option with his allies than courier ship would have allowed,
though messages still took weeks to travel across the grid.


What it did gain him was continuous reports of what
the Skarrons were doing on the ADZ border and a private line to Warlord Paul,
with both of them beginning to exchange a large amount of information on a
regular basis. Each respected the other for their skills, but over time that
respect mutually grew as they plotted out the next phases of the war, pulling
on both of their experience and skills and running ideas past each other.


During that time Warlord Paul also broke the Skarron
blockade of the Dvapp world he’d been defending, just as Cal-com had expected
him to if he’d provided him with an opportunity. Hopefully the rest of the
Humans and their allies could do the same in the coming years. In the meantime
he had a planet and system to fortify, with him sending a ship back with
requisition requests…for as his infantile shipyards came online he was going to
need more personnel to fill them, along with the myriad of other positions in
his fleet and on the planet as it started to grow into a full Voku battle
colony.
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November 30, 2550


Reesi System (Beta
Region)


Metropolis



 

Megan stood in the command nexus on the planet, safely
inside one of the cities on their secure continent. The Skarrons still retained
theirs and the fighting was now on the third, with Star Force holding its own
and keeping the Skarrons contained to the southern chunk with combat operations
going round the clock. The trailblazer was still mounting sabotage missions to
the Skarron continent but most of her efforts were focused on the center of
fighting and in keeping the enemy off of theirs.


Right now the Skarrons were making another push in
orbit, with Megan dancing her defense fleet around between Sentinels and
killing what ships she could. With Skarron transports coming down towards their
continent they were hoping to bait her fleet out into the open to engage
it…otherwise she’d have to let the transports land uncontested. She wasn’t
about to do either, so she was personally handling the navigation for a number
of ships in order to get them to make an in-atmosphere strike run underneath
the Skarron fleet.


Meanwhile she had another group make a strike up into
a higher orbit, essentially backdooring the enemy as
they focused on low orbit. They had so many ships that it wasn’t easy pickings,
but even if she could manage a few kills it would be worth it. Until now they’d
had too many in position there to risk it, but now
with the trap they were setting having repositioned some of them it was time to
try.


She let one of her naval commanders handle that
strike, for right now the Skarron ambush fleet was coming down towards
atmosphere hard as the ships she’d sent after the transports tore fiery meteor
plumes through the air as the friction mounted on their shields. They hard
braked against every gravity well they could find and stopped short of ramming
the transports, ending up a couple of kilometers beneath them and in prime
position to strike.


The Skarron escort warships moved off immediately, but
Megan had sent enough ships…18 in all…that they were met and challenged,
leaving some 6 drones free to pursue the transports and hammer them hard at close
range with Talon cannons after the maulers stripped their shields off. Within
20 seconds the first of them tilted off course and out of control, falling into
a death spiral that would land it in the ocean and hopefully away from any
aquatics units or infrastructure down there.


Megan wasn’t overly concerned about that, for the
water itself acted as a shield against impacts if it was deep enough. A brief
look at the battlemap told her that particular area of ocean was clear of
friendlies so she concentrated on the other transports while the higher drones
quickly cut apart the Skarron escorts. Higher up the ambush fleet was coming
down into the upper atmosphere after them, forcing Megan to make a choice…bring
the rest of her fleet down as well and fight it out there or let the Skarrons
move about with impunity, hoping they’d go back up after the transports were
either destroyed or landed safely.


Frowning, she was about to issue the orders for her
ships to come down in-atmosphere as well, because she couldn’t give the enemy
the chance to strafe ground troops if they were so inclined, but before she
could issue the thought a notice beeped in her mind, letting her know that
there was activity at the star. A quick glance indicated that there were ships
incoming, signal lagged, but otherwise occurring in realtime. She expected more
Skarron reinforcements after such a long drought without them, but then she was
relieved to see Star Force ID tags begin popping up.


She began composing new orders to be sent to them,
indicating where she wanted them to hit…for with a chunk of the Skarron fleet
in atmosphere and additional Star Force ships in play they had an opportunity
in orbit so long as the Skarrons didn’t get too belligerent down on the planet.
Megan almost sent the order, then stopped when she saw
that one of the incoming ships was a command ship…and it was the Excalibur.


Grinning like an idiot, Megan recomposed her message
into a short two sentence request and sent it off…then turned her attention
back to the Skarron fleet in-atmosphere. 


They were descending fast, trying to get to the few
remaining transports that had yet to be shot down, or more likely trying to get
to the ships that had done the damage in order to exact revenge. The closest
Star Force city was some 2,000+ miles away from their location, but that
distance wasn’t all that comforting. It was true that it would take them some
time to get there moving in the friction of the atmosphere, but Megan had to do
something to stall them from whatever they intended.


The trailblazer dispatched some two dozen additional
drones from orbit and sent them shooting down into the atmosphere towards the
Skarron fleet, knowing they’d see them coming but also know that those few
ships wouldn’t be enough to stop them. They’d be wondering what she was doing
and hopefully that confusion would stall them. If not, she could harass them
with the ships and maybe get in a few kills…or if necessary fly them straight
into the maw and slug it out. Whatever she did she had to keep the enemy fleets
split so Paul could work his magic up top.


Eventually two Skarron transports made it to their LZ
on the Skarron continent, with the atmosphere lighting up with missile launches
as the walkers on the ground fired on the drones. Their anti-air and shields
held up well, enough for the warships to redeploy towards the descending enemy
fleet, which cut out the missile fire from the walkers didn’t want to risk
hitting their own in the brawl that was about to ensue.


Megan didn’t want to count on their good sense so she
reconfigured the drones’ shields into needle points and aimed them sky high.
With a boost from their gravity drives the drones shot up through the Skarron
formation, creating some significant atmospheric disturbance on the way by that
buffeted the enemy ships a bit, then the drones peaked in the upper atmosphere
above the enemy fleet and began firing back down on them with their own
missiles and rail guns, for at the moment they were outside of both plasma and
mauler range. 


A portion of the Skarron fleet moved up to engage them
while the rest continued descending down to the surface, intent it seemed to
lay claim to their continent there and perhaps drift over to the neighboring
ones for some naval support of their ground troops. Megan ignored that for the
moment, hoping the timing for everything worked well, but she sent a warning
ahead to the closest troops telling them to be prepared to scatter if it came
to that. 


Just then a ship jumped into orbit…right into the
midst of the mid level enemy fleet. Megan saw it was
the Excalibur as the battlemap
updated and the command ship began targeting the enemy blockade directly before
any of its escorting warships jumped in and began deploying drones in a flurry
of activity. The big donut-shaped ship literally advanced up to pointblank
range and opened up with every weapon system it had, tearing apart the Skarrons
as they quickly moved to arrange themselves into a conical formation so they
could pound the Human ship for its arrogance.


But behind it came many Warship-class jumpships, all spewing drones like a hive and sending
little bees out to surround the command ship as it continued to push forward
into the enemy lines. The smackdown the Skarrons had expected to give to the
command ship soon turned into an even fight…then a not so even one as Megan’s
warships in low orbit came up to assist and caught the Skarrons in a pincer
movement. For a while they decided to fight it out, then with more and more
ships coming in from the star the enemy broke ranks and fled en mass.


Both Megan and Paul sent ships after them, killing many
on site before they could get to adequate jumplines, then tracking down others
as they ran across the system…with Paul having left a few ships behind at the
Star in ambush for just such a retreat. Those ships got many kills as the
Skarrons fled right towards them, but some of the enemy ships made it past and
out…with the majority scattering around the system and being hunted down in the
coming days.


The enemy fleet in atmosphere chose to hold position,
fighting off the few drones that Megan had originally sent after them and then
taking up permanent residence in the sky over their controlled continent. They
didn’t advance to the contended one or Star Force territory, merely sitting and
daring the Star Force ships to come down and get them…which would bring them
within the firing range of their walkers.


It was the best tactical play the enemy had and a
sticky one. Megan couldn’t let them stay down there, for it would be too easy
to drift over and start shooting surface targets. She could bring her own ships
down over their continent and play a chess game in-atmosphere, but hovering
warships ate up a lot of fuel so it wasn’t something they could maintain
indefinitely…nor could the Skarrons.


That said the smaller ships could stay there for weeks
with their current fuel loads, so for the moment it was a good play for the
Skarrons. What they would do after that point was up in the air, but for the
moment it looked like they had good position to survive and become a nuisance
until the figured out what to do next.


Megan was about to have a chat with Paul about their
next move when the Excalibur suddenly
dropped out of mid orbit and headed down to the atmosphere in a slow jump,
braking just prior to the planet’s boundary and sinking into the gasses like a
boulder being thrown into a pool of water. 


“You son of a bitch,” she said in a whisper as she
watched him take the monstrous ship down with a host of drones following it at
a safe distance to avoid the violent disruption in the air…not to mention the
mountain of missiles coming up at it from the walkers on the surface.


The command ship’s huge mass and heavy shields ate up
the missile fire with ease while the fiery wall of air in front of it destroyed
or shook off many of them. Then when it finally slowed and came into weapons
range of the Skarron fleet the missile damage began to add up and the big
ship’s shields began to weaken, but as they did the drones caught up and kept
to the blind spot it was creating for them before zipping around its hull and
engaging the Skarron warships and walkers head on. 


Sitting there literally daring the enemy to shoot him
down, Paul took the naval fight into the atmosphere and littered the landscape
with the hulks of the enemy ships who couldn’t maneuver half as well as the
drones could in atmosphere. Paul used that maneuverability to his advantage
with Megan wisely letting him assume control of all naval forces insystem while
she began organizing ground troops for an insertion onto the Skarron continent.


Gravity grapples shot out from many of the walkers
below, tugging down some of the drone warships but they couldn’t do anything to
the command ship. In a costly battle to both sides Paul used his drones like a
disposable hammer to stun and delay the enemy fleet while the Excalibur killed them, accounting for
nearly a third of all the enemy warship kills and then began hammering the
nearby walkers that simply didn’t have the necessary firepower to take it down.



With its shields hanging on at 7% and beginning to
recharge, Paul dismissed most of the surviving drones back up to orbit to keep
them safe before drifting his command ship across the Skarron continent, taking
down additional walkers and strafing enemy LZs and the infrastructure they’d
begun assembling, some of which was quite far along given the newness of this
invasion campaign. He got ID tags from Megan’s sabotage teams on the continent
and made sure to avoid shooting anything near them, but otherwise just strolled
his big ship across the countryside like a scene out of Independence Day shooting
anything that wasn’t supposed to be there.


Megan let him go and concentrated on other ground
aspects, seeing that he was simultaneously overseeing the hunting teams
elsewhere in the system. Within a few hours she had flocks of dropships taking
off from safe zones and carrying mechs towards a new LZ on the Skarron
continent that an aquatics team had just carved out, mounting a quick assault
on an enemy shoreline outpost and securing it and the nearby area by taking out
the three enemy walkers that had been present. 


That was the foothold she was going to use to start
taking back their territory. She wasn’t sure how long Paul was going to keep
the command ship in atmosphere, but as long as he was out doing his thing she
was going to take advantage of it and grab up some quick gains that, for the past
two and a half years, had seemed virtually impossible to attain.


As Paul had reminded her many times, in the
rock/paper/scissors contest of interstellar warfare…naval beats everything. 



 

“Hey,” Paul finally said some hours later as his holo
popped up in Megan’s nexus. “Sorry for the kill steal.”


Megan grinned. “No you’re not.”


“You’re probably right,” he said straight faced.


“How long you sticking around?”


“As long as it takes to secure the planet, then we’ve
got other Dvapp worlds to cleanse before this lull ends.”


“Any idea how long that will be?”


“Permanently if the Voku get their way, but there’s no
way the Skarrons are going to accept this defeat. If they’ve got the ships
available they’re going to hit back. Question is how far away are those ships going
to come from and how much time do we have.”


“Same old same old,” Megan said, feeling like they
were back to square one.


“Not quite. Aside from Randy losing a Sentinel all the
others on this front are still intact and we’re adding to their numbers. Give
us a few more years and the Skarrons are going to have a lot harder time
running troops down to planet.”


“Especially if we can spam the
system with drones.”


“That’s on my Christmas list as well. No, I think the
hammer is going to come down on Achkor. If we have enough time to clean up the
front, I want to be in a position to help them.”


“We definitely owe them,” Megan agreed.


“Can you stay insystem and build or are you going to
redeploy?”


“After all we did to save this world I’m not
abandoning it now. Give me the time and we’ll get it buttoned up.”


“Deal,” Paul said with finality. “I’ve got a few more
hours of ground time with the Excalibur
then I’m heading back to orbit. We’ll work on the rest of the walkers from
there.”


“How much fuel did you burn?”


“You don’t want to know.”


“Still, that’s a pretty sick move. Sorry I didn’t do
something like that sooner.”


“Not such a good idea when you have an enemy fleet
over your head,” he reminded her. 


“Still, I’m skittish over bringing any large ship
in-atmosphere. If you don’t have a good pilot that can account for the medium
turbulence…”


“This wasn’t a spur of the moment decision,” Paul
said, cutting her off with a grin. 


“One of your side projects?”


“Something like that.”


Megan stared at his holo for several long seconds.
“You took the helm.”


“Wasn’t going to trust anyone else
on that fast of a descent. Not my first time either with a command
ship.”


“Why am I even surprised?”


“Good question,” Paul mocked.


Megan sighed. “Terrible 2s.” 


“Have you seen the training logs?”


“Whose?”


“I’ll take that as a no. Might want
to take a look at Jason and Emily’s progress.”


“Oh?”


“Jason passed me up a month ago, and Emily is almost
ready to tie me.”


Megan’s eyes went wide. “Holy crap. Who’s on top now?”


“Aaron by a level over Jason.”


“I’ve been so busy I haven’t checked…though I can see
why you’d make time. Back to number 2…no, make that 3 now?”


“Four, actually. Morgan
caught back up.”


Megan couldn’t help but laugh. “Knew
that was coming.”


Paul glared at her. “More a result of me spending way too much time in a nexus.”


“I hear you there,” Megan said, losing a bit of her
merriment. Like Paul she’d been trying to oversee every operation personally in
order to tweak things to get whatever small advantages she could buy them. 


“Two, maybe three days?”


Megan cringed. “Probably more like 4. Got a lot to do down here.”


“Four then,” he said, referring to them getting
together for a decent training session. “You got any ground ops I can jump
into? The kids can drive the car from here on out.”


“A few, but I’m going to have to stay back and
quarterback.”


“Send me the list. I need to get my commando mojo back
on. Been stuck in space the entire time with the Dvapp.”


Megan slowly shook her head in dismay.


“Jealous?”


“Yeah, actually. Good to have
you around again.”


“Likewise.”


“List will be coming. Right now…”


“…bad guys to kill,” Paul finished.


“And if you don’t mind, have your student driver swing
by this location,” she said, sending him coordinates, “before you pull out.”


“Will do.”


“And do you have any ground troops in that thing?”


“Afraid not. The Excalibur has been on a strictly naval
mission. But you’ve got me now, so
throw me at something tough.”


“You know I will,” she said, cutting the comm and
immediately digging into the mission files searching for something worthy of
his skills. She knew they’d catch up later in person, but right now they had a
war to fight and she needed the badass trailblazer out there racking up a kill
count. The enemy fleet may have been eliminated, but the war on Metropolis was
far from over. 
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