
        
            
                
            
        

    



1



 


 

October 2, 2548


Reesi System (Beta
Region)


Metropolis



 

Rio Jakson walked in full battle gear along with a
large group of his fellow commandos onto the Armadillo-class transport that was currently docked with their
jumpship. The transport was so large it couldn’t fit inside one of the hangar
bays at nearly a mile long, so it was nestled up inside the docking hollow that
allowed the jumpship to carry other vessels within it. This transport hadn’t
arrived in the system, but was meeting up with the cargo jumpship to transfer
the troops onboard. There were some 58,000 commandos and Knights from the 18th
army onboard with him, but only a third of that was going down in the
armadillo…and they were being packed in tightly.


Rio walked across the docking umbilical casually,
along with many other battle-hardened vets. He was still young by commando
standards, but his newb days were long behind him. Now at 107 years old he’d
spent 9 decades training and fighting, with what eagerness he’d previously had now
lost…replaced by a steely calm that knew when the time to act came he’d be
ready. His body and mind no longer wasted energy in worry,
for he knew the naval division would get them to ground safely. Then it would
be time to fight, but not now.


Wearing the dull grey/white armor that commandos were
infamous for, Rio carried a small pack on his back, over top of which was his
weapon rack, full of rifles and pistols, all but one of which were plasma. The
sole exception was a stun pistol, just in case the need arose…and those
situations happened, he knew, but they weren’t being shipped here to play nice.
Metropolis sat in a system kissing up against Dvapp territory and was one of
two Star Force systems that had been hit by the Skarron ‘second wave’ as it’d
come to be called by the Regulars. The other had hit Rotunna, which was
practically asking to get your ass kicked.


Archon Randy was there, safeguarding that system and
its multiple planets, while Reesi had only Metropolis.
It was a much smaller colony system, but well developed none the less. There
were some 1.2 billion Humans and Kiritas living on Metropolis, which at the
moment was surrounded by a Skarron blockade in middle orbit. Low orbit still
remained Star Force territory, with now 4 Sentinels patrolling in lazy circles
and the navy taking shelter in their destructive auras, baiting the Skarrons in
but the numerically superior enemy was having none of it.


All across the ADZ Beta Region border the Skarrons
were blockading their chosen targets and not touching a single Sentinel. Any
ships trying to get in and out from the planets had to run the blockade, which
was doable, but tricky…and the Skarrons were getting good at making intercept
runs, despite their inferior gravity drives. They’d had 2 years to practice in
some cases, with the assault on Metropolis being only 7 months old and the
newest addition to the 14 other worlds that were currently under the enemy’s
naval squeeze.


When Rio got to the other side of the docking
umbilical the commandos were led via guiding holograms to their waiting area in
the transport, with him and several other members of his Phalanx being seated
in what looked like banks of theatre seats facing opposite each other with a
walkway separating the two. Above that walkway were
holographic display screens, updating the troops on the ongoing battles and
offering other intel that would be valuable…but it was mostly a way to keep
them preoccupied during the long wait. 


Rio sat down on one of the bench-like seats…for his
equipment rack wouldn’t have fit with a backed chair and the armadillo had been
built specifically as a troop transport. Nearly identical commandos sat down on
his left and right, with the row behind him already filled and the one in front
to soon follow. They all had custom fit armor, with a few inches in height
differential and body thickness to tell them apart, but for the casual eye they
all looked the same. Rio’s helmet HUD gave him the ID tags of everyone around
him when he looked at them, emblazoned in little icons above each person’s
helmet.


That mode he could toggle on and off, but with so many
people around he wanted to know who was who. His Phalanx was his operational
unit, and he knew every one of the 991 commandos in it…along with the 25
Knights assigned to pair with them. Normally there would have been 1000, but
they’d taken some losses in their previous campaign and had yet to be sent
replacements…if there were any to be had.


Rio was immensely glad that Star Force had had the
wisdom to keep him out of the war zone for as long as they did while he got the
training he needed…which now looked a lot less thorough from his experienced
point of view. And the only reason he’d been sent out when he did was because
of the special circumstances and Clan Metal Gear’s individual approach to
assignments. After 43 years in the Clan’s service he had been transferred to a Mainline army unit…not a colonial one or other
relief/training units, but a frontline army.


The 18th had 1.2 million commandos in total, augmented
by Knights, Aerial, Mechs, and Aquatics that put their full roster at 2
million+. His Phalanx existed within a Brigade of 10,000 and a Regiment of
200,000…with his Phalanx identification being 18th Blue Epsilon 4. The 4s and
7s were being dispatched to Metropolis in a fleet of cargo jumpships that were
also carrying badly needed supplies along with a new Sentinel, broken down into
pieces that was even now beginning to run the blockade to get down to low orbit
where it would be assembled and add to the planet’s orbital defenses.


The Skarrons weren’t taking well to that and a major
battle was forming along the entry corridor as the navy was screening for the
first piece. They’d entered on a seldom used jumpline because the Skarrons had
all the main ones guarded. Thanks to the binary drives Star Force could come in
anywhere they wanted, but it was the speed of approach that varied. The main
jumplines could deposit ships close in or far out from a planet in the blink of
an eye, but use a rogue line and your approach had to be much slower…while
expending the same engine output, for you didn’t have a direct line to the
gravity wells to push/pull off of. 


That slower approach had given the Skarrons a little
bit of a heads up they were coming, but not much. As it was they were
scrambling to get more ships into position to engage the screening drone fleet,
but as Rio watched he could already tell they weren’t going to make it.
Warships on both sides were getting slagged in the fighting, but the jump
cradle carrying the first piece of the Sentinel was getting through and soon
would be within the firing range of one of the complete ones…and Rio doubted
the Skarrons would dare to go there. For the past 2 years they hadn’t gone
within firing range on a Sentinel anywhere,
meaning that if this piece got through to that radius then it was probably
going to be safe.


There were still three more sections to get in, and
Rio guessed they’d be coming in along different jumplines. A notice indicated
that the armadillo would be going to ground concurrent with the third section
and using the blocking naval fleet to cover for it simultaneously. Rio had
expected to go down somewhere else while the Sentinel sections made for a
distraction, but apparently not. He waited patiently as the armadillo finished
loading, then watched on some of the holos as it
detached from the jumpship and began maneuvering away, ready to make its own
microjump.


Currently they were sitting in high orbit around a
nearby planet, with the data feeding into the holos
being delayed by lag but otherwise ‘live.’ The armadillo moved down into a
lower orbit and aligned on a jumpline to nowhere, launching off the planet’s
gravity well with just a kiss of momentum. It traveled out into null space
between the planet and the star, then yanked hard on both distant gravity wells
in order to slow them to a stop at the rendezvous point where the Sentinel
section and its escort fleet already waited, with the escorts being mostly the
same ones that had just been fighting to screen for the first piece.


The escorts taking the second piece in were already
currently engaged while this fleet finished assembly. When they were ready and
aligned the armadillo pumped up its gravity drives nearly as high as they could
go and pushed off using multiple gravity wells, all of which only gave them a
small response. The jump cradle had no trouble, given it was capable of
traveling between stars and had huge gravity drives. The armadillo was another
story, designed as an insystem transport, and had to boost its output extremely
high in order to keep up.


When they came out of the microjump at Metropolis the
deceleration was a piece of cake, but a group of Skarron ships was nearby and
redirected to intercept them immediately. The jumplines down to the Sentinels
were constantly obscured, despite the orbital rotations, by the enemy fleet to
keep Star Force from jumping incoming ships directly to them else risk a
collision. That meant the armadillo and others had to come down beside it,
outside of weapons range, then scurry over to get within its protective
umbrella or head down to the surface. 


The Sentinel piece went laterally along with most of
the escort fleet while a few drones followed several armadillos down to the
atmosphere until they were sure the Skarrons weren’t going to cause them
trouble. Only a few ships actually tried, for most were desperately trying to
break through the escort fleet around the Sentinel piece…making the choice of
coming down with the massive payload obviously correct. Rio had expected a
diversion, he just didn’t think it would occur in the same place.


Still watching the holos and
feeling only a little trickle of adrenaline starting to creep its way into his
system, Rio and the other commandos talked little, merely waiting patiently as
the armadillos split up heading to different locations on the planet and
picking up aerial escorts waiting for them. While the Skarrons weren’t engaging
the Sentinels, there was way too much orbital space for the defense platforms
to block, with the enemy having run ships down to the surface whenever they
could get past Star Force’s low orbit fleet…which wasn’t overly hard given the
number of warships they had in orbit to screen with.


Star Force almost always made them pay for it, but
they’d succeeded in getting troops to several LZs and were pressing the war to
conquer the planet from a ground perspective rather than naval. Rio appreciated
that, for it was usually the reverse. The fate of Metropolis and the other 14
systems under assault would be determined by his field of specialty, and both
he and the others were more than ready to fight that kind of war.


Recently his Phalanx had been engaging the lizards on
multiple worlds with most of those engagements being cleanup efforts when the
enemy was outnumbered but still needed killing. They were hard fights…they
always were when you went up against the lizards, but the outcome was never in
question. The losses they’d suffered were more like freak accidents, with Dan
having been killed by an errant tank blast that was never meant for him. A mech
had hit the tank just as it was firing, twisting the shot and landing a swath
of plasma on his shieldless armor as he took cover behind a Knight’s shield as
his emitters reset.


He’d been doing everything right and been caught by
the lateral blast. The Knight survived, but Dan had his armor melt right off
him in several spots, with what plasma was left getting through and carving
several deep gashes into his body that he didn’t survive. Rio hated losing him
and how it had happened, but life was messy and sometimes the statistically
impossible scenario played itself out. Had his shields even been deployed at
10% he would have survived, but he’d been caught by a tank blast in the maybe
15 seconds needed to get a matrix back up at minimal power. 


That was just plain bad luck…and it had ended the life
of a good commando that had been training and fighting for more than 150 years.
That felt like such a waste to Rio, to die like that, but he couldn’t find
fault in anyone that day. It had just happened, like getting sucker punched in
the gut and losing your breath. The only thing you can do from that point on is
recover and keep moving forward, which is what he and the others had done.


They didn’t like losses, at all, but if there wasn’t a
mistake made that they could correct then there literally wasn’t anything to be
done, so Rio had put Dan out of mind and same for the other 8 losses in recent
years. He didn’t know when they’d get replacements, for sufficiently
experienced commandos were in high demand nowadays, but they didn’t really need
them. 991 or 1000 made no difference to Rio. They’d get the job done
regardless, and he almost preferred going 9 short rather than getting sent
newbs that didn’t belong here. 


He credited Star Force for that too, given that none
had shown up and they were simply floating the reduced Phalanx. 


Halfway through their atmospheric flight orders
started popping up on the holos and then in Rio’s
helmet, indicating that they were going to come down very near a combat zone instead
of the preplanned LZ. That got a spike of adrenaline flowing, and Rio clenched
and unclenched his leg, back, and arm muscles, loosening him up a bit from what
he knew could be a sluggish body after such a long time sitting.


Around him the others did the same, for they’d been
through this before and knew how to prep.


He got a comm prompt in his helmet and activated it
with an eye blink. 


“You ready?” Peter asked.


“Always,” he answered, seeing that he was seated on
the opposite half almost all the way up to the back.


“We’re going to have to find each other pretty quick.
There’s plenty of elite Skarrons in play, and we can’t get caught isolated.”


“Not that it’d matter,” Rio commented, knowing that by
‘elite’ Peter meant the armored versions of the quadrupeds that more resembled
walking tanks than infantry. 


“It matters in how quickly we take them down.”


“Point. I’ll make sure I find your beacon.”


“Make it fast, I’ve got skirmish orders and we can’t
wait around.”


“Copy that, Pete.”


His squad commander cut the link, cycling around to
other members of the 13 commandos that would be working in conjunction with
each other. The ‘squad’ was a flexible designator and could have any number of
infantry, including Knights or others. Peter had been Rio’s squad commander for
about 2/3rds of his time with the 18th and the 308 year old commando certainly
knew his stuff…not to mention he was stronger and faster than Rio, so much so
that he looked up to the guy like a big brother.


When the armadillo eventually set down Rio and the
others exited the seats in a fast, organized flow by rows with none of the
craziness that would have resulted had there been civilians here. Commandos
moved with each other, never as a random crowd. Rio gave others just enough
space to get by while keeping tucked close to maximize available space for
others to move through as they debarked via a series of ramps into a thick,
moist atmosphere with tuffs of fog that covered the ground in places…but with
the sun overhead coming down brightly, making for an eerie feel.


Rio switched to one of his scanning modes, with the
fog cover being pierced by an overlay onto his normal vision. He immediately
felt better, knowing that no enemy was going to be able to use the ground
clouds to get the jump on him…then he groaned as soon as his boots hit the soil
and sunk in about two inches.


They had landed in a swamp. That would slow them down,
but so too the enemy…and probably more them given the commandos’ agility and
overall lightness on their feet.


Rio got the beacon from Peter on his battlemap in the
form of a moving waypoint as the other commando moved off and out from the units
assembling around the armadillo and safeguarding it from any attempt to board
or sabotage by Skarron infantry. Soon Rio broke out and away from the others,
running around a scattering of trees and passing through a thick cloud with one
other commando on his flank until they both met up with Peter inside a thicker
area of trees.


He fell into position with them, focus turned outward
as they slowly walked forward as the others gradually caught up. When all 13
were there they took off running, with no words being exchanged. No ‘good
lucks’ or ‘be carefuls’ were needed. They were
experienced warriors who knew the score and didn’t want to give the enemy so
much as one extra second of preparation that needless talk would consume. 


Like ghosts moving through the foggy swamp Rio’s squad
moved off to an area in between the entrenched Skarron forces inside a captured
mining outpost and the armadillo that the bulk of the troops would be coming
through. Ahead there was already fighting as a couple of stars of mechs were
engaging the trio of Skarron walkers, with a large infantry battle was
occurring on the far side.


The armadillo had landed in a position to backdoor
them and Rio’s squad was pushing hard ahead to clear the way for their coming,
with the commando already spotting a couple of Hobbit scouts nearby. His squad
split up, intending to come at them from different angles and get their first
kills without slowing their run.


18 seconds later they were down and the commandos
moved on, scouting ahead and prepping the way ahead for the heavy hitters with
Knight escorts to come through and into the outpost
perimeter without any surprises. 
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October 21, 2548


Reesi System 


Metropolis



 

Davi Jameson kept the
dropship low to the ground with the Falcon skimming the tall marshy grassland
as numerous Skarron walkers were visible on the horizon, some of which were
spewing tiny white dots in the dim light of evening, but too few. The perimeter
defenses of the city ahead were all but down, leaving a nasty fight on the
interior that was slowly becoming a losing effort. Further ahead on the
battlemap but out of visual range for the moment, more enemy walkers were
approaching as the horde of ground troops they had on planet was slowly making
its way across the largest of three flat continents. 


Already two cities had fallen, with this one looking
like it was about to be the third. Davi’s mission was
straightforward but dangerous…get to the city and evac personnel. Trouble was, Skarron walkers dominated the local airspace. The few
fighters they had in the air flew about with impunity, for anything that Star
Force sent into region would be shot down almost instantly by the heavy
anti-air capability that the huge walking machines carried…but he knew there
was a window of opportunity low to the ground. Their anti-air had a ceiling
limit, and if he could stay under that he could theoretically get into the city
and out again.


But being constricted to 50 or so meters off the
ground wasn’t fun to fly with and didn’t give him many options to work with
when the fighters came after him. Fortunately he wasn’t alone, and in addition
to the eight other dropships in formation with him he had a squadron of Starscream-class mechs flying ahead of
them clearing the road.


The flying mechs couldn’t rise up above the ceiling
height either without drawing fire from the distant walkers, and thankfully
none of the big ones were within range, else their missiles could have downed
the dropships quite easily. No, Davi had a window and
they had to take it now before the big ones did get into range. They were
slower than slow but on approach none the less, meaning they didn’t have long
to evac and he didn’t know how many trips they were going to get to make.


The starscreams flew several kilometers ahead, drawing
the attention of the Skarron fighters their way, some of which headed straight
for the dropships, but the mechs landed and transformed into ground fighting
mode and lit up the sky with anti-air fire, fighting the fighters safely
beneath the ceiling height and giving the dropships a ‘safe’ zone over which to
fly into the city.


Davi’s Falcon took a couple
of plasma hits to its shields as one of the fighters strafed it on a pass from
left to right, but within a few seconds the anti-air batteries on the near
side  of the city opened up and drove it
away. Fortunately the Skarrons hadn’t circled around to the back side yet, and
the dropships made it safely inside the perimeter but not under the city’s
shield, which had already gone down.


The Star Force pilot landed the dropship in the one
spaceport still under their control and which the ground troops were fiercely
hanging onto, opening the boarding ramp and waiting for the first of the
evacuees to come onboard. Setting the ship into standby mode he headed to the
back of the craft, intent on packing as many people in as physically possible,
knowing full well that there could be some left behind to die, and that thought
was one that he wasn’t keen on.



 

“We have to go now!” Chad Erri
said, pointing to the door. 


“Hold on,” Kevin Pru warned,
doing one last head count of the 7 year olds in this orisect. There were
supposed to be 100 and he was damned if he was going to leave anyone behind.
He’d already made the count once, but he was going through a second time just
to be sure.


“No…now!” Chad insisted.


A few more heads…there, they had them all. “Ok, go. I
got the back.”


Without needing any further prompting the handler went
straight to the door with the younglings following him two by two. Kevin waited
at the back of the line to make sure nobody wandered off or stayed behind,
following the last pair of girls out and reluctantly saying goodbye to the city
that he’d spent the last 12 years in as home. He’d been working in maturias for
well over a century, but Metropolis had finally become home to him, and this
city in particular…but now it was about to fall to the enemy and he needed to
push sentimentality aside. Getting his charges out was what mattered.


He jogged at the back of the formation out into the
hallways where other orisects were also evacuating. All the lines were neat and
none were strung out, from the 20 year olds down to the hover sleds carrying the infants…which was a relief. The situation was panicked
enough, but this was Star Force and not one of the holo vids. People knew their
jobs and were professional about it, right down to the younglings. They were
worried and upset, but they held to orders and their formations, just as they’d
trained to do many times before. Repetition was key,
Kevin knew, and he was gratified to see their training being verified in an
emergency situation like this, despite the myriad of other things going through
his mind at the moment.


The surface streets had been deemed a ‘no-go’ zone, so
Chad led their orisect down into the subsurface connective tunnels in the city
and the line jogged their way across more than two kilometers before they got
to a bottleneck with ground troops holding them and several other groups up.
Kevin saw one finally be let through into the spaceport, having to run up a
flight of stairs to ground level. Apparently there was danger nearby, else they would have been sent up immediately. That
wasn’t a good sign.


The younglings started to stir, having nothing to do
but stand in line. They held position, but began talking and filling the
hallway with din. That wasn’t preferable, for it hindered people’s ability to
hear what was coming, but Kevin knew there was no way to make them be quiet.
They were only vocalizing some of the same thoughts running through his head
and he couldn’t blame them for that.


It took some ten minutes that felt like hours before
the next orisect went through, then two more shortly thereafter before Kevin’s
and Chad’s was next up. When the word came he saw Chad hit the stairs at a slow
run with the 7 year olds sprinting up after him in order to keep close. Kevin
made sure everyone ahead of him made it, then followed
the last two up himself, passing a pair of security guards in full combat gear
and clapping one on the shoulder in thanks.


They climbed some 18 flights of stairs before they got
into the spaceport, with the little ones being forced to walk the last few. The
line lagged but held together well enough, then they were up on level ground
and moving through hallways, wide expansive courtyards, and promenades with the
distant sound of plasma fire sending a chill through everyone. They were so
exposed now that even a rookie with a rifle could have hit someone just on
accident, and Kevin literally cringed as Chad led them forward and through a
chokepoint out onto the loading pad.


When Kevin’s end of the line came up to the archway
that led into a short tunnel, he glanced back to make sure no one was following
them, seeing an Archon sprint into and out of view far down the promenade. Glad
to be getting away now and fearing for the others still waiting behind, Kevin
focused his attention ahead and jogged out into the huge open air landing pad
that fortunately still had its own shield covering it like a flat dome. He saw one dropship take off and move through that shield as soon
as he entered, with many more on the deck loading people coming in from
multiple entrances.


The dropship they were destined for was halfway across
the deck, making for another decent run with the younglings already fatigued
from the stair climb, but true to form they held together all the way up to the
dropship and hit the boarding ramp still in their two by two formation, with
Chad stalling at the entrance and shooing them on inside. 



 

“Seats,” Davi said, pointing
at the far end of the cargo bay to the forward section that was for passengers.
The hold was empty, but the first ones were going up there. “Fill them all in,”
he told the younglings as he escorted the first ones up and saw that they got
seated where they were supposed to go. When all of them were taken he directed
the others to stand in a corner of the bay, with their handlers coming up to
him at the end of the line.


“We have to pack you all in, like concert pack,” Davi explained. “Nobody sits on the floor,
everyone stands as close as possible. We’re not leaving anybody behind if we
have room. Keep them in tight.”


Kevin nodded as Davi ran
back towards the main boarding ram as another orisect came up, this one made up
of 15 year olds which he directed to the left wall. More and more came aboard,
with him stacking them in like he was playing Tetris. His route to the cockpit
was obscured, but that didn’t matter. He had to get as many in here as
possible. 


More and more came and he filled the hold with them, then squeezed a handful more people in that were not
orisect. Hopefully this was the last of the younglings, at least. Everyone else
in the city should be smart enough to survive a bit longer than they would.


From the outside Davi
triggered the hatch to close, making sure those inside were standing in the
correct positions so they didn’t get arms or legs caught in the diminishing
creases. When it finally locked up he found himself on the outside of the
dropship and he turned and pointed to the civilians standing behind him. 


“I don’t know how many I can take, but come with me,”
he told them before running around to a secondary entrance on the dropship that
led to the tunnel neck between the passenger compartment and the cockpit. He
opened the small ramp and ran up it, pointing those with him to squeeze into
the gaps in the walkways between the seats that held the younglings. He jammed
as many people in there as he could, then added a few more in the ramp foyer
and even in the cockpit before yelling back down the ramp that he could take no
more and for them to back away from the dropship.


Knowing that he’d done all he could he squeezed his
way between those in the cockpit over to his pilot’s seat and kicked in the
anti-grav, confirming that the shield was still in
porous mode above him. That meant it would stop energy and light material from
coming through, including atmosphere, but large heavy objects could pass, such
as the dropships. A kamikaze fighter would get through too, or any missiles,
which was why someone in the control room was monitoring and could snap a
second shield into place a few inches over the existing one if needed.


Making sure that one wasn’t up was necessary before
takeoff, as was making sure their exit corridor was clear. He had to wait some
30 seconds on that, then he got the word and lifted up
along with three other dropships, clearing the deck with many people still visible
around the edges. There wasn’t anything he could do for them other than get
back, offload, and hopefully come back for a second run…if the city and
spaceport were still in Star Force hands by then.


When he cleared the shield and returned to open air he
saw many lurking white bulges reflecting the city lights in the dark that
surrounded the colony, marking them as closer than they had been before, with
weaponsfire coming from along the edges of the ‘safe’ side of the city as the
Skarrons encroached and slowly eliminated the defense turrets along the outer
wall. 


Wasting no time Davi shot
the dropship off across the low building tops, darting between the taller ones
until he passed the city edge and accelerated hard with the grasslands becoming
a dark blur below him. Battlemap contacts popped up, showing Skarron fighters
angling towards them but some low flying skeets took
to them and risked an aerial confrontation, keeping the brawling close to the
enemy in the hopes that the walkers wouldn’t risk firing on their own fighters.


Davi silent thanked them for
getting him and his passengers out. Enemy fighters scared the hell out of him,
and he knew his own shields would offer little protection if they were able to
hound the dropships, for his craft was the slower and he had a long way to fly,
with every small shot adding up to a takedown kill. Fortunately he and the
other three dropships got enough of a head start that the rest of the Skarron
fighters didn’t pursue them. Once sufficiently clear of the walkers’ lachar
range he elevated to normal cruising height with the atmosphere thinning and
his Falcon accelerating in response.


It took some 23 minutes to arrive at the nearest safe
city/colony and even more precious minutes to offload his passengers. Once
finished he got a warning, indicating that the zone around the target city was
becoming too dangerous to return to, with the option being floated at pilot’s
discretion given that they couldn’t guarantee air cover. 


“To hell with it,” he said, lifting off again. “Might as well take a closer look.”


Davi lifted off and flew
back the way he came, eventually stalling out into a hover a few meters over
the marshy ground as he studied the battlemap ahead. The perimeter defenses
were all but down, but a handful of the anti-air turrets appeared to still be
functional. No walkers had closed on a narrow slice of the city, but there were
plenty of enemy infantry there fighting some mechs who were guarding an
overland evac route, with numerous vehicles pouring out of the city.


“Ok, time to play truck,” he said, daring to be
reckless and moving off again, this time towards the convoy route and floating
barely 10 meters off the ground. He couldn’t move very fast that low, for there
was a bit of elevation change that would have him bumping the ground, but he
aligned himself with the evacuation corridor and got in close to the mechs,
hoping they’d give him some air cover.


It wasn’t enough, and a pair of Skarron fighters
poured plasma into his topside shield, eventually breaching it with three
blasts before he got near the intact anti-air turrets in the city and they
killed one of them…which almost fell on top of his dropship. The other peeled
off, giving him a straight shot into the city.


He got a message indicating that the spaceport had
been taken, then revised landing coordinates from an
Archon that wanted him to put down on top of one of the lower buildings near
the city’s edge. Glad that someone had a plan he could execute, Davi flew to the small four-story building and landed on an
auxiliary pad…or rather hovered over it, for it wasn’t really a pad but a
parking spot for hover vehicles and too small for his dropship. He lowered the
main ramp and parked his dropship on the edge of the building so the ramp set
down on the pad while the rest of it hovered over the drop off.


This time he stayed in the cockpit to maintain the
precise altitude and keep the ramp steady. He got on the comm and communicated
to those ground troops in the building, instructing them of what he needed them
to do…then a few seconds later the first of the evacuees ran up onto the roof
and into his dropship.


Halfway through loading he got a comm from the Archon
indicating that they had gotten everyone onboard, but with a glance from Davi at his hold cams he saw that they had plenty of room
to spare. As he raised the ramp he asked if there was another location they
could pick up people at and he got a second waypoint…this one on the ground
just outside the city walls.


Davi blew out a breath,
realizing how reckless this all was, but went for the second group anyway. He
flew over the city edge and set down, picking up a host of commandos that were
fighting a rear guard action. Before they were even all up the ramp he got the
signal to go and didn’t hesitate. He moved the dropship forward, triggering the
ramp closure, and took off towards the rear of the convoy that was now making
good speed away from the city…with no one else staying behind aside from a pair
of chewed up madcats covering for him, and they were now running in retreat as
well as the enemy infantry swarms were closing in around them and bathing their
armored hulks with tiny plasma blasts.


One of them got hammered by a nearby Type-4 walker,
but it didn’t go down and accelerated up into a sprint that threw off the
enemy’s targeting enough for it to break free…then it started peppering the sky
with anti-air fire as a quartet of fighters came in towards the dropship.


Knowing that he couldn’t just sit there and fly a
straight line, Davi pulled up and did a corkscrew to
starboard, hopefully putting the fighters between him and the nearest walker.
The part of the ship the enemy had been shooting suddenly disappeared from
sight as he flipped the ship upside down as he continued to accelerate ahead
and into a weave over the convoy as a few more mechs turned around and added to
the anti-air.


The underside shields on the dropship held up until a
lachar blast from a walker penetrated them and vaporized half the hull armor. Davi completed the corkscrew and dropped back down to the
surface, zipping over top the convoy vehicles and seeing two of the fighters go
down behind him. That left two more on his tail, which a lone skeet came up
from the ground and distracted, giving the dropship a few precious seconds to
accelerate ahead and get a gap on them. 


That skeet blew apart and crashed nearby the convoy,
with one of the enemy fighters surviving and coming back at the dropship. It
was out of weapons range but closing distance again, with Davi
squeezing every bit of acceleration out of the Falcon that he could…but seeing
that it wasn’t going to be enough. 


He held out as long as he could, not going evasive and
wasting precious seconds of their lead, then the Skarron fighter caught up to
them and started hammering his aft shields.


“Shit,” he said, pulling up hard and angling into the
sky. The Skarron trailed them easily, continuing to pound the rear of the
dropship and broke through the shields just as Davi
reached his apex and flipped the aerodynamic nose of the craft down to the
ground, with the flat top catching the atmosphere and braking it hard…forcing
the dropship back and almost into the fighter, which dodged evasively.


Then Davi used the one
advantage he had and pulled on the planet’s gravity well with his craft’s
binary drives, putting it into a descent so fast that the Skarron fighter
couldn’t match with gravity alone. At the end of the sudden fall he braked hard
and angled them back onto a course towards the nearest city pushing his ship
for all it was worth and getting abrasion warnings on the hull, given that it
didn’t have any shields left to cut the air with…for those had burnt off in the
rapid descent.


They reformed a few seconds later at low power and
created the needle nose shape that added to the craft’s aerodynamics, allowing Davi to regain a bit of a lead on the Skarron, but it fell
in behind him again, gaining rapidly.


Fortunately there were mechs ahead, further up the
long ground convoy, that signaled him to come to them.
He gladly did so, literally parking the dropship in with their convoy vehicles
and baiting the fighter in…with it subsequently blowing up and its shredded
hulk impacting like a meteor nearby.


“Thank you,” he commed them before heading back off
towards the destination city and accelerating to amicable speed with no further
pursuit.


“Davi, you can be so stupid
sometimes,” he berated himself.


“I’d call it badass flying,” the Archon said, coming
up behind him in the cockpit.


“And a lot of luck,” he added, still not accepting
that what he had done had been anything other than reckless. Fortunately it had
paid off.


The silver-clad Archon put an armored hand on his
shoulder. “Thank you.”


“Ditto. I only move stuff
around, you’re the one killing the Skarrons.”


“And we have a lot more to kill,” she said, letting go
and sitting down in the empty copilot’s seat.


“Yes we do,” Davi agreed,
glancing at the battlemap full of enemy contacts.
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“Go, go, go!” Victor Anassi yelled over his comm to the rest of his squad as he
ran across a fairly firm section of ground. Skarron infantry was trailing them
but not very fast on their quadruped feet, nor were their Hobbit skirmishers,
meaning that if the commandos and other Knights kept moving they could stay
ahead of them. Sticking around to fight, however, would end up being a
bloodbath.


They’d just executed a fighting retreat out of the
partially constructed city of Topalia, which was now
being overrun by enemy infantry with light walker support. There were no mechs
or aerial units in the area, so they’d had to abandon their position. The
firepower the walkers threw down was just too much, and even with the building
cover there was no way to take them down. They could have stayed and tried to
find a way, but the enemy infantry had driven them out and now the defense team
was executing a running retreat to the northern sea a few kilometers away.


Victor kept up a steady pace, his longer strides
eating up the distance as the shorter commandos scurried alongside him. His
Knight shield had been so damaged and full of holes that he’d left it behind,
making his running considerably easier, though a few of the others still had
theirs and were lugging them over their backs as they moved. Altogether there
were about 500 Star Force troops fleeing across the ground and out onto a
peninsula, effectively boxing themselves in as the Skarrons swarmed over the
city and chased after them, cutting off all other land retreat options. 


Victor didn’t like that, but they had few choices. Had
they gone laterally they would have had to run the gauntlet and most probably
wouldn’t have survived to get to the nearest forest…and even then they would
have had a very long hike to the next closest outpost. They’d been placed in Topalia to hold it, being backed up by a mech unit roaming
the area. That unit had been redeployed in an emergency relief effort to the
south two days ago that had not gone well. Stripped of their support the
Skarrons had eventually moved on them and forced their hasty retreat.


All across the continent Star Force cities were
falling, with the civilians now being evacuated prior to assaults as the
Skarron approach was becoming predictable. They were knocking off one city
after another and being none too subtle about it. Star Force was kicking the
crap out of their units but they were overwhelming them with numbers…the same
old story, it seemed. Very rarely had Victor fought a battle where they had the
numerical advantage. They were always trying to pull off the upset, and usually
did, but today wasn’t one of those days, nor this year, for the Skarrons were
getting close to owning the full continent.


There were still a number of cities that were intact,
but they were already undergoing evacuation with the writing on the wall being
clear. Star Force orders had set down that they weren’t going to hand anything
over to the Skarrons, hence Victor’s unit’s assignment here. Hold if you could,
but hurt the enemy regardless. That they’d done, in terms of infantry anyway,
but they simply didn’t have the ordinance to take down the walkers…nor the
Archons. He’d heard rumors of strikers and even some rangers taking them down
single handedly. He wasn’t sure if that was true or not, but he really wished
they had one of the higher ranking ones with them now.


All they had were two adepts, powerful enough in their
own right, but not a match for a walker by any stretch of the imagination.
They’d had a third, but she hadn’t made it out of the city, along with a few
others that had got caught in an ambush by the Skarron elites. They’d engaged
the Archon while sending in a flanking wave of Hobbits. The Archon had mowed
down the smaller infantry, as expected, but the larger plasma weapons on the
elites wore her down to the point that when she finally broke free and
retreated another group of waiting Hobbits got the drop on her.


Victor had gotten to her and pulled her out of the
fire, but she didn’t last more than five minutes. They had to leave her body
there, for they couldn’t carry anything with them on retreat, save for the
three injured commandos. Victor had offered to take one of them, but the
remaining Archons wanted him in the rear being unkind to anyone that might
catch up to them, leaving him trailing behind the others slightly with a constant
eye on his battlemap and peripherals.


The three commandos ahead of him, one of which had a
plasma gash on his left hip that had melted through the armor and left a
visible burn mark on his skin, splashed through a small creek slowing their
process momentarily. Victor jumped and made it across with only one foot
hitting water, but it sank in some four inches, nearly tripping him up as he
ran on but the light muck was nothing his superior musculature couldn’t handle.


When he caught up to the backs of the commandos he
turned sharp right, running perpendicular to their direction and allowing
himself to look behind them, as he’d been doing for the past 2 kilometers. No
one was close, but he could see glints of Skarron armor in the distance as the
sunlight reflected off their shiny plates. There were tufts of trees and
grasses, making the visual inspection dicey and leaving plenty of opportunity
for ambush. He wished they’d had at least a probe in the air for a visual, let
alone a fighter or warship that he could pull telemetry from, but at the moment
all he had was his eyes and ears to work with.


Victor turned back on course and slowly made up the
distance, catching up to the others then pulling a juke to the left in a
similar manner. They were staying ahead of their pursuit, but before long
they’d run into the water’s edge and could go no further. They were supposed to
receive evac there, but if it didn’t come they’d be in for a tough battle. So
far none of the Skarron walkers had left the city, meaning they’d only have
infantry to deal with for a while…which was a fight Victor was more than
willing to make. 


He was still fuming over the lost Archon and commandos
and really wanted something to smash.


About 20 minutes later he got his chance as the
soldiers bunched up on the water’s edge, their ride now there yet and the enemy
slowly catching up. Victor moved out into a small depression, keeping his head
high enough to see through the grasses while relying on a spotter further back
to keep an eye on enemy positions. He waited there until he got a battlemap
ping then took off, springing up and running straight towards an armored
Skarron and jumping up onto its back.


It tried to move aside, but Victor was too quick and
got up on top…their weak spot. He pulled its two front arms in, which were
jutting up from the sides of its flat back, throwing off their aim as it tried
to shoot the commandos following Victor out. He held them, weapons up, as the
back two tried to knock him off, delaying it long enough for the commandos to
pour plasma into its ‘face’ and break through the armor there. A lot of
wrestling later and it dropped to the ground, with Victor taking a plasma hit
to the left arm as a nearby Hobbit took aim at him.


The Knight jumped off and ran towards the stubby
creature, pulling his sword off its armor latch and whipping it around so fast
he nearly took the thing’s head off with it. It rolled to the ground, stunned
and possibly with a broken neck, and Victor paid no more attention to it as
he  moved to the four more nearby and
physically beat them down. His sword and one backup pistol were all he had left
in the way of ammunition, but his body was also a weapon and he was going to
save his last few plasma shots for later when he expected to need them the
most.


More and more plasma began to fly through the air as
the Skarron troops closed in and both sides went at it. A few minutes of hard
fighting and several commandos went down. Victor didn’t know if they were dead
or not, but he couldn’t worry about that. There were enemies all around and
that meant just one thing…if he couldn’t run, he was going to take as many down
as he could. 


With his physical shield left behind and his armor’s
shields flickering on and off he began to take damage, but that didn’t slow him
down one bit. Pulling on decades of experience and training he moved from point
to point as fast as the two Archons and punched, kicked, and whacked Hobbits
down like they were nothing more than children throwing rocks at him.


When he was about to get to another Skarron, this one
unarmored and leading a group of some 50 Hobbits, a loud screech belted out
from behind him. To his credit Victor didn’t look back, taking the distraction
as an advantage and getting several more Hobbits as they stared up the water
behind the Humans as a giant walker rose up from the depths emitting the
electronic battle cry.


As the water fell off it two thick forward arms on the
crab-like Weapon-class aquatic ‘mech’
opened up with mauler blasts, showering the infantry beyond the Star Force
troops with not a single glob of energy but a shower of smaller globules
spewing out like a showerhead. They mowed down the hobbits and penetrated the
armor on the Skarron elites while kicking up a huge plume of vaporized water
and ground, creating a visible wall separating the friendly troops from most of
their attackers.


Switching his HUD over to augmented view Victor dove
into the edge of that cloud and took down the nearest Skarron as the rain
continued to fall 100 meters out. He knew better than to go out there, but also
knew that the gunners would be watching the battlemap closely and see his ID tag. He felt safe to venture out a bit and take
advantage of the visual mess, which he hoped the enemy wouldn’t be able to see
through.


He spent four shots from his plasma pistol and took
the unarmored Skarron down quickly, then used his sword to plow through a group
of more than 20 Hobbits before finally getting a retreat ping on his battlemap.
Victor took down two more then turned and ran, coming back out of the cloud and
heading towards the spot where the beacon was located, visible on his HUD as an
overlay marking a position near the shore.


Victor sprinted up over a small rise and saw another
craft coming up out of the water as the Weapon moved up fully onto shore,
walking with its eight pointy legs and waving its four upper tentacles around
like a goad to the enemy as it continued firing with its stubby arms. The
aquatic mech was designed for underwater combat, but with shoreline
applications in mind as well…and right now the ugly thing was a welcome
sight…as was the hatch opening up on the transport that had just the upper
section of its hull above water and a long bridge reaching out to get all the
way to shore.


With the Weapon providing cover fire, and hopefully
killing a lot more enemy infantry in the process, the commandos sprinted across
the five meter wide bridge and poured down inside the aquatics craft, with
Victor and the two surviving Archons running around the battlefield to pick up
the wounded, which appeared as special icons on the battlemap. Victor got one
of them and slung him over his shoulder, then picked up another and brought
both of them to the foot of the bridge, dropping them off for others to carry
in while he went back for more.


He did that three times, then
moved around the battlefield looking for more despite there being no more ID
tags. From experience he knew that armor could be damaged and not transmit their location, so he made a visual scan and ran
around the area…and it was a good thing he did, for he saw a dull white suit
crawling across the ground with its helmet off and a large blood splotch on the
side of his blonde head.


Victor ran over to him and, without a word or gesture,
picked up the commando and ran him back over to the bridge as the Archons made
similar sweeps to look for others. Three steps before he hit the bridge he got
a ‘finished’ ping so he took the man all the way in, running across the firm,
rail-less walkway all the way to the top of the transport that was barely two
meters above the water line and fairly far out into the water. He felt very
exposed running out there, but as soon as he ducked down inside he knew they
were safe.


There were several medics in the much larger
compartment below, so he set the wounded commando down and let them attend to
him as he stepped back up enough to look out as the Archons finally came back.
He let them pass him by, then he ducked down as the
hatch sealed over and the bridge retracted. 


The transport eventually sank back into the water, but
the Weapon did not. Instead it walked further up onto land and laid into the
infantry at range as far as its maulers would reach. It worked them over good,
killing as many that were stupid enough to stick around, then when it had no more
within reach walked backwards and disappeared into the water like some monster
of legend, with the ripples of its passing eventually dissipating and making
the calm water a question mark of what other terrible things lay beneath.


Victor and the others rode the transport for several
hours until it docked with an underwater city and they got off into familiar
surroundings. With no immediate reassignment the troops were given temporary
quarters and Victor was shown to his. He went inside and began stripping off
his damaged armor, inspecting each piece and judging whether or not a simple
patch job would suffice or whether he’d need a full replacement for the piece. 


His chest plate was going to have to go, for it had
taken the most damage and was nearly penetrated in three separate spots. His
back showed no damage whatsoever…which was typical Knight. They always fought
facing forward and did very little running away, though in large skirmishes
they often dove into the middle and had enemies all around them. Today hadn’t
been one of those days, so his back piece was salvageable. 


He disconnected the emergency latches, for the torso
usually stayed together as a single piece when he put it on, and pulled the
damaged section off. The rest he categorized and organized into piles, then took a shower and got the grime off of him
before heading over to the local armory and trading out the damaged pieces for
new ones and getting some quick ‘putty’ work on the small holes in the rest. 


That sealed them off and hardened into a good armor of
its own, slightly weaker but much better than throwing out nearly good pieces
in exchange for new ones…and in an long campaign like this you never knew how
many new suits were going to be available, so you needed to make do with what you
had whenever possible.


With his armor back up to snuff Victor headed to the
cafeteria and grabbed a bite to eat before heading off to bed. When he woke up
the next morning new orders still hadn’t come through so he hit the training
facilities and got in a good few workouts until four days later when an
underwater transport finally arrived to take him and the others off to another
engagement zone.


The same type of transport deposited them on another
shore some 1000+ miles away from where they’d been evaced.
There they boarded land vehicles and sped off to a nearby city where they
supplemented the defense forces prepping for a Skarron attack that looked to be
two days out, judging by the pace their walkers were making heading towards it.



This city did have mech and aerial support, which gave
Victor hope that they could hold out this time. There were a lot of walkers
headed their way, with ample infantry support, but he didn’t think they were
unmanageable numbers…so long as an enemy transport didn’t swoop in and add to
them, which was always a possibility. That said, fresh
troops were in short supply on both sides, so he hoped the enemy had better
places to send them. He wanted a victory to counteract the bad taste in his
mouth from so many retreats and maybe, just maybe, this upcoming battle had the
look of being one.


With ample motivation, Victor armored up and headed
for his combat deployment post, supporting a group of commandos waiting inside
the outer wall for when/if the enemy penetrated into the city…with the mechs
outside already starting to snipe at Skarron units on approach.
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With the initial attack successfully repulsed, Victor
was reassigned to a unit that was headed into what was now Skarron territory.
Glad to be going on the offensive, he joined up with a group of 60 commandos
and four other Knights and boarded a single Falcon-class
dropship that took off from the city several hours into night and flew across
the horizon, gaining more minutes of dark as they moved opposite to the spin of
the planet. 


Their dropship had a full squadron of skeets in escort
as it flew an evasive path up and around the main Skarron strongholds, avoiding
their walkers and their anti-air, and traveling a very long route up to a
captured outpost. They set down in the trees barely a kilometer off as the
fighters strafed the small defensive emplacements the Skarrons had set up.


Victor offloaded with the others and ran in formation
with four commandos attached to him, his physical shield held at ready in front
of him on his left arm and his massive stun sword held in his right hand. The
nightvision in his helmet showed them the way through the trees until they
eventually came out into a light skirmish, with Victor sprinting ahead and
bashing a hobbit with the front of his shield, sending it flying back a couple
of meters while he turned and whacked another with his sword as the commandos
followed up closely and gunned the others down.


There wasn’t much more to do than that, for the rest
of the troops were mowing over the light guard the Skarrons had on the place.
It was a relatively minor outpost, barely 20 buildings in total. They had no
illusions about retaining possession of it, but what it did possess was an
entrance to an underground tunnel network…and that was where they were
ultimately going.


With the initial attack a success, Victor saw the
dropship lift off and fly away with the skeets in escort, leaving the ground
troops on their own. 


That was the plan, and the sooner they got underground
the better…take the mechs and fighters out of the equation entirely. That left
head on head infantry fighting, which Victor highly preferred.


Not wasting any time the commandos found the entrance, still sealed up and apparently undiscovered by the
Skarrons. They descended down a lengthy staircase into a small terminal that
held a number of parked pod-cars. Victor and the others boarded them and
quickly set off through the binary tunnels, all traveling down one side and
leaving the other free for passing traffic…if there was any. This network was
already shut down for the most part, and the Skarrons hadn’t seen fit to use it
given the thousands of miles it spanned and the limited number of troops able
to be moved around. 


Their actual target was a small city that had been
overrun by the Skarrons near the ocean’s edge, and one that was about to come
back into Star Force possession given that the enemy had sent most of its
walkers off to other targets. They were getting sloppy in their rollover of the
continent, assuming that the Humans were simply going to keep pulling back in
retreat, and now was the time to make them pay for that arrogance. Victor’s
team was going to come up inside the city just as the attack on the exterior
mounted. With the defenses down the Skarrons wouldn’t have much to work with
other than infantry and a handful of walkers plus whatever fighter support they
had in the area.


That meant they’d all be headed for the perimeter to
fight the enemy coming in…leaving the backdoor unguarded or maybe even
unnoticed for the surprise team to come up out of and do a lot of damage. That
was the plan anyway, and Victor was anxious to get to it.


It took hours for the pod-cars to move across the
underground of the continent, and it was fortunate that Star Force had taken
the time to establish these subsurface links instead of relying on surface
traffic and hover trains, for those routes were now shut down by the Skarron
invasion. Their air cover was thick, and anything heading out without proper
escorts was just begging to get hit. Victor was glad that Star Force prepped
its worlds with multiple layers of infrastructure and battle planning, for
right now it made all the difference. He didn’t care for tunnels, but having
ground over his head meant no big weaponsfire coming down on him...and he was
once again the dominant force on the battlefield.


The Skarron elites would argue otherwise, but he could
take one hand to hand if he had to. They were easier to take down as a group,
but he’d wager on a Knight any day in that confrontation. 


When they finally arrived and the exterior assault
begin in coordination with their placement on the battlemap, he got his chance
coming up from below in the lead and running into a pair of unarmored Skarron
guards with Hobbits surrounding them. They weren’t guarding the entrance to the
tunnel, but rather running past enroute to somewhere on the perimeter. Victor
dashed out from the side and ran directly into one of the Skarrons, knocking it
askew but not down, and whacking one of its legs with
his stun sword…which immediate collapsed numb.


He blocked a plasma shot from
one of the overhead arms on his shield as the commandos followed him out and
took aim at the hobbits who were starting to pepper him with smaller plasma
blasts. Victor ignored them and focused on the Skarron, numb-hitting its other
leg and collapsing the left side of its body. He quickly hit the arms before
jumping up on top and pulling out his pistol, then
fired down into the top of its back between the arm sockets multiple times
until it finally crashed down on its right side as its other arms fell limp.


Victor walked off the top of the headless creature and
sprinted into a Hobbit, bouncing him off his shield and rolling him across the
ground like a ball before a commando shot and killed him while still on the
tumble. After that Victor resumed the lead and pushed on, following the
waypoints set down by their commander and heading towards the nearest enemy
units tagged on the battlemap.



 

Sally Hendricks was approaching the outside of the
city, just having been dropped off by dropship with the other mechs in her
drone star. She was seated in a chair control station half a meter behind Dravis, who was operating their Morpheus-class command mech and appropriately strapped into his
control harness. Meanwhile she operated her control board piloting the four
other drone mechs like she was playing a videogame…only one that she was in the
middle of. 


The morpheus was the largest of the five mechs, with
two slightly shorter brawlers, a madcat, and a rifleman…all without pilots or
even cockpits, having been designed with enhanced weaponry given the extra
interior space, as well as armor, making them pound for pound more potent
mechs. She had the brawlers situated on either side of the morpheus and
slightly ahead while the madcat brought up the rear and the rifleman was slung
out to the left, giving its longer range weaponry a clear line of sight on the
city.


She triggered it to attack one of the walkers ahead, a
Type-5, by placing a reticle on the enemy golf ball. In response the rifleman
opened up with continual lachars, making four bright beams of the
energy/particle cocktail that connected with and held on contact for some 12
seconds before recycling. That drained away a large chunk of the walker’s
shields before the other mechs even got within firing range.


Sally had the madcat hold off on its missiles, saving
those for when the shields were down. Meanwhile other mech stars were operating
at various points, coming in from the north and west sides of the city, while
her group was coming in from the southeast. There was one other star with her,
all with pilots, and they were pacing her morpheus
about 400 meters to starboard, with their starbright just now beginning to open
up with its plasma cannons now that they were coming into range. 


A little while later they began to take hits from
several Skarron mechs’ plasma fire, then the mauler cannons came into play…and
from there on it was a slaughter. The morpheus she
rode in closed range and put the finishing touches on a Type-4 while she
watched from her control board, having to mentally disconnect from the fact
that she was in one of her chess pieces and let her pilot handle that part
while she played coordinator.


And as coordinator she was the first to see incoming
transports on the battlemap…two of them, both of which appeared to be carrying
additional walkers from an encampment not too far away.


She keyed open the comm to all the mechs in play. “Heads up. Transports coming in.
Let’s see if we can get a few pokes in before they get too close,” she said,
suiting action to words as she ordered the drone madcat to get a target lock on
one of them and fire off all of its
missiles at the distant target.


Both shoulder-mounted missile boxes exploded into a
wash of fire and smoke as two darts of exhaust stretched out towards the
horizon, traveling at high speed past the range of all the other mechs’
weapons. When they got close to the first transport some of them were taken
down by anti-air fire, but enough got through to weaken the shields…then when
more missiles hit from the mechs on the outer side of the city the transport
started to take hull damage and stopped its advance, moving down to the surface
and deploying its four Type-4 walkers immediately.


Well, at least they’d made it put them down further
out. The other transport came in closer, fending off some lachar fire from a
pair of riflemans and deposited a pair of Type-3s
before landing all the way on the ground and disgorging infantry…but not as
many as it could have carried, which Sally guessed meant they had rounded up
everyone on hand to send them out as quickly as possible without enough prep
time to counter this attack. 


Problem was they were coming in together. They’d just
jumped the defense walkers because they’d been spread out and all Type-4s and
5s. The pair of incoming 3s were going to be a
handful, but right now those would have to wait, and not just because they were
out of weapons range. Their mission right now was to take down the walkers and
get the infantry into the city. The first half of that was complete, but the
enemy had barricaded the entrances where they’d blown them apart previously,
meaning they now needed to blast back inside.


Dravis took care of that
personally on their side, moving the morpheus right up
next to an intact city gate and pounding on it with its plasma streamers,
literally melting through the metal like a squirt gun into a snowbank. It took
a while to carve out an entry hole big enough to get a mech through, but as
soon as he did the neo in the star next to theirs went through and started
chewing up the infantry on the other side as a wave of commandos and Knights
followed it in.



 

Rio followed the Knight ahead of him as the backside
of the neo functioned as their tracking beacon. When he got up to the burnt-out
gate he stepped lightly, knowing the metallic rim was still hot and not wanting
the softer armor of his boot tread to melt. He took one step onto it and jumped
the rest of the way, glad his foot didn’t melt/stick. Most of the color had
faded from the metal, but had he been wearing normal shoes he was sure that
there would have been enough residual heat to damage them.


Now inside the city and somewhat pinned between
buildings, he and two other commandos broke off into the door of a factory and
cut through to the other side, finding it uninhabited, and exiting on another
street. While the battle was going on they had a side mission. Apparently there
were a handful of survivors that somehow had never gotten evacuated during the
initial assault. Just less than 10 minutes ago they had made contact via comm
and Rio’s trio was tasked with getting to and protecting them.


Their tracking signal, now active and potentially
traceable by the Skarrons, though he doubted they would bother noticing with
everything else going on up top, was coming from the subsurface section of the
city. Rio’s team got to a descending stairwell and headed down multiple levels
before finally coming out into what was essentially a maintenance area that
allowed access to the major infrastructure from underneath.


It was a network of tunnels, tunnels, and more
tunnels…no real rooms or sections, just a forest of machinery that the tracking
beacon led Rio through. When they eventually came up on it they found…no one,
just a small comm device sitting in the middle of the walkway, with Rio
immediately going on guard and raising his plasma rifle just a tad higher,
searching for trouble.


“Over here,” a voice said, walking out halfway and
raising a hand into view from several meters down. Rio ran up and turned the
corner where the man was standing.


“We have wounded,” the very thin man said, leading him
through several twists and turns to some place well away from the beacon…which
Rio realized had been done in case the Skarrons came looking for it. Smart
move, especially if you had people that couldn’t easily
be moved around.


“Why didn’t you evacuate with the others?” one of the
commandos with Rio asked.


“We tried, but got cut off in an explosion. The comm
device I had I lost, and the other one was damaged. I had to search the city
for that one, and by then everyone was already gone,” he said as he pointed to
a crate set up next to a wall. “Push this aside.”


Rio stepped in and moved it aside, revealing a nook in
the wall where six other people were sitting…four of which were covered in
bloody healing patches and the other two were younglings. 


“Are they mobile?” the other commando asked, who
outranked Rio by 18 levels. 


“If we have somewhere to go, yes.”


“We have a dropship standing by on the perimeter. We
can call it in once we get topside…assuming the air cover doesn’t change. Come
on, we need to get moving,” he said, glancing at Rio.


He nodded and headed back out, becoming point
man/skirmisher, and knowing that it was up to him to find and head off threats
before they could get anywhere close to the wounded…for they would make for
easy targets. 


As he moved ahead he began plotting out an evac route
on the battlemap…which was when he saw the infiltration team coming up from
within and saw them near the underground lines. He quickly put two and two
together and reassessed their evac plan, knowing it would be slower but
infinitely more safe if they could take their wards
underground rather than flying them through the air…not to mention avoiding the
fighting up top.


Using his battlemap he got an open comm line to one of
the commandos in that group, thankful that the relay nodes in the city still
worked for they were a ways off, and inquired as to the status of the rail
cars. Once he got the availability confirmed he commed the other two commandos
with him and got the green light from them, then began working their route over
there, seeing a small pocket of subsurface combat ongoing with a section of the
infiltration team. 


Knowing that they’d soon have that handled he set the
route directly there, then held up and kept within a reasonable distance of his
wards as they slowly walked out of their concealment, all of which were
malnourished and surviving off a handful of rations and med kits they’d been
able to scrounge. Rio knew not to expect anything out of them, so he began
making search patterns ahead of them, running back and forth through the
machinery and visually scouting out a wide area, hoping to draw out any
potential ambushes against himself rather than let them get the jump on the
others.


Nothing occurred on the way over, though he did come
across several bodies…mostly Human but a few Kiritas and Hobbits as well. This
area was too constricted for Skarrons to enter, given their size, which made it
a good place to hide…just not good enough for these few, and Rio wondered how
many others had gotten left behind and how. Star Force wasn’t sloppy, so
something must have gone seriously wrong here.
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Sally and Dravis ran up into
the hold of the Eagle-class dropship
with spurts of plasma fire missing behind them. A few moments later an Archon
in silver armor joined them, with the boarding ramp rising immediately and the
ship taking off before it had even closed halfway. The two dispossessed
mechwarriors had just gotten back into the city after their morpheus
had gotten toasted and nearly left them stranded in the kill zone that the
outskirts had become. A nearby madcat had covered for them and they’d run
unarmored across the open ground to a checkpoint on the wall that had allowed
them inside.


After that they’d been sent directly to the improvised
spaceport that had numerous dropships coming in and evacing
personnel. The Star Force counterattack had hurt the Skarrons badly, but
apparently they were committed to retaking the city and had been pouring
reinforcements in nonstop. Sally and the other mechwarriors had been chewing
them up to no end, but eventually the attrition wore down their mech and a
Type-5 had ended their three day campaign. There were still a handful of mechs
in deployment, but they were covering the pullback and would be the last ones
out via dropship.


Since Sally and Dravis no
longer had a mech they were sent with the various troops and civilians that
were being pulled out…and as she looked around she was having a hard time
figuring out why there would be any civilians here at all.


Not content to wonder she walked over to one of them
and sat down next to where he was leaning back against the wall, with a look
that said he wasn’t in very good condition.


“Hi there,” she said, getting him to open his eyes and
look at her. “I’m Sally, and I was wondering what you were doing here. I
thought all the civilians had been pulled out long ago.”


The man sighed. “We were supposed to be…name’s Chad,
by the way. I’m a maturia handler and this is the second time I’ve had to evac.
First was with my younglings, then I was supposed to move out with them again
and got caught up in an explosion and blacked out. By the time I came to and
dug myself out of the debris everyone had gone and the Skarrons were coming
in.”


Sally’s eyes widened. “You got left behind?”


Chad nodded. “I lost my commlink,
so I guess they had no way of finding me.”


“What kind of explosion?”


“Something big…inside the city.
It knocked out a huge crater several levels deep but with no shaft to the sky.
It made a mess of things. I don’t know how many people died, but I hid out from
the Skarrons in a restroom until you guys came back. Big thanks to that, by the
way. I wouldn’t have made it much longer.”


“You’re welcome, but nobody should have been left
behind. The counts…”


“I don’t know either, but it happened.”


Sally put a hand on his very thin shoulder. “Are you
going to be alright?”


“Now that I’ve got some foodstuffs
in me, yeah. I think so.”


The mechwarrior nodded. “Kudos for staying alive as
long as you did,” she said, standing back up and working her way through the
crowd over to where Dravis was standing. When she got
to him she was slowly shaking her head.


“What’s wrong?” he asked.


“There were people left behind in the first evac. He’s
one that survived the Skarron occupation.”


Dravis whistled. “That is
not supposed to happen.”


“I know,” she said, at a loss to explain it. “He said
there was an internal explosion and he blacked out. Nobody came from him.”


Dravis frowned. “That might
partially explain it.”


“What?”


“If the explosion took down some of the internal
relays then their comm signatures wouldn’t register at range…and if they were
assumed to be dead from the explosion.”


“Still there should have been a visual inspection,”
she said in an angry whisper.


“During an attack? If the
Skarrons were already in the city blowing things up then they probably didn’t
have time for more than a light recon of the area. If you want to hide from
that you can, fairly easily, and if he was knocked out that’s pretty much the
same as hiding, in so much that you’re not up, looking around, and waving your
hands to get people’s attention.”


“He wasn’t the only one.”


“We always check,” Dravis
said firmly. “That doesn’t guarantee we always find everyone.”


“I’ve never heard of this happening before.”


“Nor have I, but we’re getting our asses handed to us
here for a second time. Messy fights don’t leave a lot of time to double check.”


“I still don’t like it. At all.”


Dravis sighed. “Nor do I,
but I doubt we dropped the ball. Sometimes bad things just happen.”


“Tell that to him.”


“We’re spoiled in that when a mech goes down people
immediately notice. A few people in a city of millions don’t show up when
something goes boom and they’re probably dead. You can’t wait around and count
corpses when the enemy is on your throat.”


Sally dipped her head. “You’re right…I. I just hate
that we left people behind, even on accident.”


“Anyone that felt otherwise would have to turn in their
good guy card,” Dravis pointed out.


Sally halfheartedly smirked. “Yeah, I guess so.”



 

Iden-202747 walked into the cockpit of the dropship
and stood just behind Davi who was intently watching
the control board as he flew the eagle in formation with two others, both Falcon-class, with
him lagging a bit behind.


“What’s wrong?” the acolyte asked.


“This bird took some damage on the way in. A couple of
plasma hits to the hull, nothing major, but they hit on a patch from previous
hull damage and I’m not getting full speed out of the gravity drives. I’m not
showing any warning lights, but something is off.”


“What kind of damage was done?”


“I’m not sure, this is my 4th
dropship in 2 days. Everything was fixed, but I’m guessing those hits found a
crevice and seeped through. I don’t know, maybe just my imagination, but I’ve
flown enough eagles to know this one is a touch slow.”


“Don’t suppose there’s anything we can do about it in
flight?”


“Not unless you’ve got a tech back there?”


“I can check…” Iden said, half turning as a beep from the pilot’s battlemap pinged.
The Archon immediately brought up his own in helmet
and saw the cause for alarm…Skarron fighters heading their way that had broken
through the skeet formations covering their tail. 


“Oh shit, not again,” Davi
said, having a quick conversation with the other dropship pilots. 


Iden checked the battlemap
at further range, seeing that there were no other friendly units nearby…then
suddenly the three dropships split up, each going a separate way. There were
only two fighters coming up on them, so this way, he knew, at best they could
only shoot down two, assuming the third got far enough away.


He watched the pair of enemy fighters continue forward
for a while, then they split up, one each coming at the middle and starboard
dropships…with theirs being the starboard.


“Don’t suppose you have any special powers that can
take down fighters?” Davi asked sarcastically.


“I don’t have the range, no,” he said, thinking hard.
“If we’re going to go down, find us some terrain.”


“I’d prefer not to go down at all,” Davi countered, trying to milk a little more speed out of
the smaller dropship. It was faster than a falcon, but this stupid drive wasn’t
cooperating. 


“I’d shoot out the back, but our rifles aren’t going
to scratch their armor with its shields up,” Iden
said, stating the obvious.


“Well, we’ve got about 2 minutes to figure something
out,” Davi said, seeing a thick section of forest
slightly further to starboard. It would take them further away from their
destination, but it looked like they weren’t going to get there anyway so he
took the Archon’s suggestion and altered course, guessing they’d make it there
in about 45 seconds. 


“Do what you can,” Iden
said, abandoning the cockpit and heading aft where everyone else was. There
were 36 people onboard, not counting himself and the
pilot, and only about half of them had armor.


“Listen up!” he yelled through his helmet’s external
mic. “We’re about to get shot down. Ready yourself, and grab whatever supplies
you can find. One way or another we’re going to be on the ground shortly.”



 

As soon as he heard the Archon Rio’s attention
immediately turned to the light cargo onboard the dropship, then his eyes
crossed over to the emergency kits imbedded into the walls. He ran over to one
and began to pull the panel off when a Knight came up on his left and detached
another. Inside Rio’s was foodstuff packets, highly concentrated, with a carry
satchel rolled up and stuffed in next to them. 


He pulled it out and filled the bag up, then attached
it to the back of his armor. Inside the Knight’s were
weapons, several pistols of both plasma and stun variety. The taller man
pointed to his bag and Rio turned around, giving him his back while he stuffed
them inside. They could be passed out later if needed, but right now they
needed to be secured and Victor preferred not to have anything else to carry
aside from his partially damaged shield. 


Elsewhere other commandos were tearing apart emergency
supplies and rifling through the crates onboard and salvaging what they could.
The Archon had all the unarmored individuals cluster together in the center of
the bay, then layered the commandos around them. If
the IDF held up they shouldn’t feel the crash/landing, but that wouldn’t stop
shrapnel from coming through. If it did hopefully it would hit an armored
person first, which was the basic idea, though in Rio’s mind it was probably
just a last ditch effort to do something when they really had no good options.
Dropships were maximized for speed and cargo carrying capacity rather than multied out to carry weapons.


Doing so would reduce their efficiency, and in truth
they were never meant to go anywhere dangerous unescorted…though right now he
really wished they’d installed at least one gun turret so they’d have some way
of defending themselves. 


When he’d finished filling his satchel he joined the
ring around the unarmored, putting his back to them so to also shield his
supplies, then he activated his armor’s shields and
took a knee, waiting for the inevitable to come.


When it did it came in the form of a hole punching through the ceiling. One moment there was
solid metal, the next there was a shower of superheated fragments as a piece
blew apart from weaponsfire. The outside air sucked out the smoke and left the
hole visible, then more impacts could be heard, or more accurately more
explosions as the Skarron plasma hit and blew apart pieces of the hull. He
looked up, then sucked in a quick breath as the blue sky twisted to the side
and the ground became visible, with the gnarly trees growing closer at an
alarming rate…then the ground rotated out of sight and the sky returned, with
him realizing that they were falling in a death spiral.


The crash was noisy, but he didn’t feel any vibration
thanks to the IDF…until it was knocked out as the dropship rolled through the
trees. Suddenly he and the others were floating around inside the bay, then slammed up against a wall as it came to a stop. Bodies
and crates fell on top of him, but fortunately he had his armor to protect
him…not all of the others were so lucky. 


He let the Knight work his way off him, then the man pulled up one of the crates and moved it aside,
freeing Rio’s legs and allowing him to get up. As he did he looked to the left
and saw one of the mechwarriors with a bloody gash in the side of her head
where a crate had hit. He moved over to her and pulled the crate off, only to
see that her head was caved in some two inches where the corner had hit and
punctured her skull. 


The commando checked for vital signs anyway, but as
expected found none. He pulled Sally’s body up and off the man below and laid
it aside as everyone worked their way through the mess. Fortunately the bay had
been mostly empty and no large crates had been in play. That said, when the pilot
finally came out from the cockpit with blood streaming down the right side of
his face from a gash on his head, he realized just how important his armor
was…and how that he, one of the uninjured ones, had just become more important
to their survival.


“See to them,” the Archon said, passing Rio and trying
to open the rear hatch, which was now on its side according to the gravity.
When he couldn’t get it to open he tore open an emergency panel and hit a
manual release. That cracked it a few inches, but otherwise it didn’t move.


“Secondary exit?” Rio asked,
walking up beside him as he began to wedge himself into the breach to widen it.



“No go,” Iden answered, with
Rio adding his own leverage and the both of them moving the big door more than
a foot when several blasts were heard overhead.


“My battlemap is down,” Rio noted.


“The front of the dropship is pancaked, including the
relay and emergency beacon. I’d guess that’s the fighter trying to finish us
off.”


“Stay or run?”


“Depends on how many trees,” Iden
said, continuing to push and getting significant resistance from the door. 


“I think I can slide through,” one of the other
commandos said, standing next to them.


“Try,” the Archon insisted, still applying pressure.


The slightly shorter commando passed by Rio and went
through feet first. He got caught at the waist but managed to wiggle his way
through, then a moment after he was out of view they all got a battlemap update
as his armor began to map out the surrounding area with low level sensor pings.
He also sent them a visual as he scanned the area, catching sight of the
Skarron fighter making a looping turn to come back for another pass.


“Back or go,” Iden told him
on the comm, with the commando taking off into the woods.


“Allow me,” the Knight said, stepping in between Rio
and Iden, inserting a leg into the gap then pushing
off with his other and shoulder to form a bigger wedge that moved the stubborn
panel further out on its hinge and enough to easily get the other commandos
through. 


A waypoint flashed on Rio’s HUD and he dove through
the gap as the explosions peppered the upper hull and dissipated. Behind him a
cherry red spot appeared and disappeared on the port side…which was now the roof given how the dropship lay. Knowing that
wouldn’t hold long, Iden ducked out after three of
the commandos went through and got himself into open
air.


He looked around at the trees…tall, thick, crooked,
and not much in the way of leaves but there were enough branches to take some
of the plasma.


“Perimeter at 100 meters,” he ordered. “I need a
hideaway for the wounded.”


As he said that he moved around and got a view on the
Skarron fighter, wondering why it wasn’t just hovering over top and blasting
into them. Almost as soon as he made the thought the thing decelerated at range
and began creeping up on them…with him knowing that was exactly what it
intended to do next. 


He opened a comm to the Knight. “I’m going for the
fighter. I think I can at least slow it down with my psionics if I get close.
Get everyone out and moving. I’ll catch up if and when I can. Don’t wait on
me.”


“Understood,” Victor said, keying his own comm and
coordinating with the commandos still inside the dropship to get everyone out
ASAP. As he did he saw the silver armor run off through the trees in the direction
the fighter was coming from, then eventually disappear as too many trunks and
branches got in the way of his vision.


He could still read him on battlemap, but he trusted
the Archon knew what he was doing…and as he said, would buy them a little time.



Victor came back under the opening where the ramp was
wedged against several trees and helped to pull out a very bloody woman and two
men, Chad included, and sent them along the line of unarmored people heading
off through the trees following a pair of commandos he’d just assigned to the
task. He poked his head back in for one last look, then seeing nothing but the
2 corpses he mentally abandoned the dropship and followed the perimeter
commandos out as they collapsed around the vulnerable personal in a flanking
escort, leaving the dropship and the Archon behind.


Everyone was running as best they could, but it was
much slower than Victor was capable of so he took a few moments to look back,
finally getting a good view of the damage to the dropship, who’s
front section looked to be completely missing. He was surprised the pilot had
survived at all…then he suddenly saw and heard the Skarron fighter dip down
from the sky and into the trees, breaking through several of them before
pulling up and racing back into the sky.


Their momentary diversion a success, Victor did as
ordered and left the Archon behind, goosing his charges along as quickly as he
thought they were capable of moving.
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“What have we got?” Nevi asked,
leaning against the trunk of an ugly tree as Rio took a look ahead from several
branches above him.


“Trouble,” the other commando answered, using his
helmet’s magnification to scout out the plain ahead. They’d been traveling for
more than a day and had lost six people to Skarron fighters strafing them, but
eventually they’d either eluded them or the Skarrons had bigger things to
shoot, for they hadn’t seen any for the past 11 hours. It was just coming up on
the night cycle, with a little daylight left in the very long rotation that the
planet had, but ahead of them the forest ended and a grassy, muddy plain
lay…which would leave them exposed out in the open with nothing to hide from
the enemy in.


“Fighters?” Nevi asked.


“No,” Rio said, shaking his head in dismay. “There’s a
grounded transport several klicks to the southwest
and it’s got a good flood of infantry around it.”


“What they hell are they doing all the way out here?
Wait, are they setting up a new LZ?”


“I doubt it. It’s just a single transport and there
are no walkers. I’m pretty sure they’re here to hunt us. There are no other
Star Force signals in the area.”


“Shit…why are they going to so much trouble?”


“I guess they don’t like us very much,” Rio commented,
searching the limited view he had. There were several branches up and around
him, for he didn’t want to climb high enough to make himself
visible and give away their position. The survivors had hunkered down for a few
hours of rest a ways back, with Rio and Nevi scouting out the area ahead while
some of the other commandos who weren’t tired did likewise in other directions.


But they had to go across that plain to get to their
destination, which was a small Star Force city still some 50+ kilometers away.
They’d tried to get a signal out to alert the others to their position, but in
order to do so they had to use the ‘open’ method of communication. Upgrades to
the armor had included a transmitter capable of reaching orbit, but the signal
wouldn’t be stealthed like their normal battlemap transmissions. Those signals
had a much shorter range, and when they’d reported in their position they’d
immediately drawn an enemy fighter response…basically waving their hands and
saying ‘come shoot me.’


They’d lost two people to that, and weren’t about to
do so again. Fortunately they’d gotten a response from an orbital relay that
was one-way, informing them of the current status of the surrounding units and
cities, so they knew the one they were headed toward was still intact, but the
area they were located in was deemed ‘hazardous’ and there was no way an
extraction team could get to them at the moment. Normally that wasn’t something
that Star Force ever said, but with the level of Skarron units deployed Rio
didn’t doubt it was the truth.


Their only chance was to stay off the radar, and
Victor, the lone Knight in the group, had assumed command in the Archon’s
absence and ordered no further comm attempts. The battlemap transmissions
continued, along with a reduced local comm range, helmet to helmet, but nothing
that would go more than a few miles and potentially alert the enemy to their
location.


But they had
to go across the plain, or else stay put and try to
wait the enemy out with the limited emergency supplies they had. Fortunately
one case had ambrosia doses, so Rio wasn’t feeling that loss just yet, but they
didn’t have a lot of time to burn and still had a good day’s run ahead of
them…with a lot of people who couldn’t run, meaning they were several days away
from getting to their destination.


Part of him almost wanted to try and hijack the
Skarron transport, but the hundreds of Hobbits spilling out around it squelched
that idea immediately. He could spot a few elites as well with their shiny
armor reflecting the last of the daylight. Night would help, but not as much as
you’d think, given that the Hobbits could see well in the dark. 


That meant they were stuck, and Rio wasn’t sure what
they were going to do. He made a recording of the transport and panned his head
around to get a good view of the area, then climbed down the tree and headed
back into camp with Nevi, where he shared his visuals and sentiments with
Victor and the others. 


“They can’t be here for us. That’s way too much
effort,” the Knight immediately said, not liking their luck. “There must be some
other objective in play.”


“Well we can’t get through there either way,” Nevi
added.


“No, we can’t,” Victor agreed. “And we can’t stay put.
We’ll have to head north and get more distance between us and them before we
try to cross.”


“That’s at least a 3 kilometer gap to cross,” Rio
pointed out. “The civies will be sitting ducks.”


“Not just them,” Dravis
added from the second row of what had becoming a growing circle of troops
mingling together to discuss the matter. “I can run, but without armor I can’t
take any hits either.”


“It’s the running part that worries me,” Rio answered
him. “We have to make the crossing as quickly as possible and hope that their
air cover doesn’t find us. And even if we get across I bet someone will notice
and send those troops after us. We’ll be running for our lives and not everyone
can keep up.”


“Perhaps one of you should go on ahead and try to
bring back help,” Davi said, being one of the slower
ones and very out of his element without a ship to pilot, having to rely on his
secondary training and overall fitness to sustain him. 


“They’ve got no help to send,” Victor reminded him.
“If there was it would already be on its way. Based on their last transmission
the city we’re heading towards might not stay in Star Force hands for long.
They’re already beginning to evacuate the civilians, so they expect to get hit.
This transport may be the first part of that assault. Even if it’s not, we
can’t wait and miss our opportunity…otherwise our trek gets impossibly longer
and our supplies are not increasing. We have to cross the gap and soon. The
question is where.”


“We can’t risk the unarmored personnel,” another
commando, one of the eldest in the group, said with finality. “We need a test
to see how the Skarrons will respond. A two or three man team
crossing at speed. If they make it across undetected then we can plan
out how to get the slow ones across. If they don’t, at least they can run and
gun.”


Victor nodded. “I agree, save for that we might be
squandering our only attempt at surprise.”


“I don’t think we have a choice,” Rio added. “There
are too many unknowns. We can’t run people out there without armor without some
certainty. All our options are bad, but a little test seems to be the best bet.
I’ll volunteer.”


“No, I will,” the other commando said. “And I’ll take
Greg and Christi. We’re the fastest here, so if we do get spotted we’ll have
the best chance. More than 3 will be a greater detection risk, and if we have
to fight I don’t want to go with less than that.”


“It’s risky either way,” Victor said,
uncertainty in his voice. “If you want to try, then you’d best do it now and
hope darkness offers you some cover.”


“We’ll need a spotter on the edge to monitor,” he
said, glancing at Rio.


“Done.”


“Then let’s get moving,” he said, tapping two others
via battlemap ping. Rio saw them fall out with him and jog off into the woods.
He hesitated a moment, nodded at the Knight, then trailed behind the three all
the way to the forest edge several kilometers away where they held up,
hunkering down behind the thickest trees and looking out through the thin ones
on the edge.


“If we make it we’ll have to stay silent,” the elder
commando said to Rio, “but we’ll be watching this area if possible.”


On Rio’s battlemap a section of forest a kilometer and
a half long was highlighted on the far side. 


“If you come under fire we’ll be skirmishing
that area. Expect us there even if you don’t hear from us.”


“That could be enemy central,” Rio pointed out, given
that the transport was only a few kilometers to the south.


“All the more reason to have
friendlies there when the slowpokes come across.”


“I don’t like this, but I like sitting and waiting
even less,” Rio said candidly. “Good luck.”


The elder commando fist bumped him then nodded…with
the trio silently taking off through the trees and running out into the
grasses, half disappearing from view even with Rio’s nightvision activated. 


Knowing he needed a better vantage point, he
backtracked a few meters and started climbing a tree that he thought would go
high enough. Once he got halfway up he realized he was wrong and had to
transfer from one to the other via walking out on a branch and hopping over to
an adjacent one, then climbing a bit higher in it.


When he finally got a semi-clear view he could see the
battlemap signal trackers from the trio making their way across the muddy
terrain at fairly high speed, all running single file with a few meters of gap
in between each of them. He glanced in the direction of the Skarrons, then searched what he could of the dark skies, looking for
fighters but seeing no activity in either. 


His gaze was drawn back to the three commandos,
tearing across the terrain and sticking to what looked to be a combination of
drier and lower regions…which was difficult to find, given that there were many
puddles out there. Running cross country was something that commandos had a lot
of training experience in, and even though this was an entirely new planet, mud
was still mud. 


Rio zoomed in with his helmet and watched the tiny
silhouettes move out towards a kilometer, where he began to lose sight of them.
The grasses were hiding their legs, with only their upper torsos and helmets
visible…and those were bouncing about, coming in and out of view as they ran
through trenches and up crests where they couldn’t avoid going elsewhere. Their
tracking IDs were still marking their position, and
given the clean line of sight he expected those to hold up most of the way
across.


Rio found he was unconsciously holding his breath and
forced himself to blow out and resume a normal rhythm. So far so good, but he
still had a sinking feeling in his gut as they made it to the halfway
point…then a bit of motion to his left made that feeling collapse into complete
dread as a Skarron fighter zipped in and flashed past, firing plasma down on
the trio.


They immediately split up, all heading in the same
direction as the fighter looped around then came in slow and started bathing
the area around one of them in plasma. Rio couldn’t see much more than a dot, and the flashes of plasma were trying to overload his
nightvision. Eventually the tracking beacon for that commando winked out, with
the fighter moving up a bit and chasing the next one. 


Rio watched in horror as that one, then
finally the third disappeared from his battlemap. The enemy fighter hovered in
place, looking around for more soldiers. Finding none, it started to backtrack their route with it headed directly for Rio.


He jumped/fell out of the tree, hitting hard enough to
drive his boots halfway into the soft ground on landing. Pulling them out he
took off running back into the thicker forest and found a place a few hundred
meters in to hunker down, backing up into a small hollow were an exposed root
made a bit of an overhang that had dirt piled up on one side. 


Rio waited there, hearing the faint whisper of the
fighter’s gravity drive as it passed nearby without stopping. He froze in place
for nearly five minutes afterwards before even thinking about moving, then
gingerly pulled himself up into a standing position and looked around,
listening intently. 


Finding nothing he moved off, headed back to the main
group to report on the three dead and there being no way in hell they could
cross here.



 

With no other choice but to move further north, the
group spent the next day trying to get further away from the Skarrons, limited
in their movements by the civilians and wounded. They moved up another 11
kilometers before Rio volunteered for a single scouting mission…one with
spotters deployed high up in the trees so they could scan the skies for
fighters.


He went in the daylight and didn’t run, but rather
jogged from point to point, taking breaks and hunkering down playing an
imaginary game of Frogger with enemies that he hoped
were not watching. The gap that he was attempting to move across was more than
5 kilometers wide…hardly a choke point, but that was also by design. If the
Skarrons expected them to cross they’d be watching those and not the larger
areas, or so he hoped.


When Rio made it halfway across he took a long break,
looking around and just happy to be alive. He chanced using his comm on a
slightly longer range and had a brief conversation with the commando on the
forest’s edge as he sank himself halfway down into a tiny pond, with the water
coming up to his chest as his feet got sucked into the muck below. 


There he waited for another 10 minutes, seeing if
anything was coming in after him delayed. When it appeared there wasn’t another
commando retraced his path…exactly. Rio had recorded his movements, putting
waypoints on the battlemap everywhere he had stopped and with his movements
being plotted. On the other commando’s HUD there was a holographic marker that
let him see exactly how Rio had moved and he followed it step for step all the
way out to him…then sunk into the water beside Rio.


They waited again for several minutes, seeing if there
would be a response. When there wasn’t another came, then another. When the
fifth one arrived, this one being an unarmored civilian, they waited it out
again, with one of the commandos using a small distiller cylinder they’d got
from the emergency supplies to purify a bit of water, offering Rio a quick
drink before he took off. Trailblazing another half kilometer, he set down more
waypoints then hunkered down again in another oversized puddle, with people
shifting more rapidly through both sections.


Three and a half hours after he’d started his trek
across he slowly moved out of the plain and into the
forest, scouting out the area and finding it clear. He held position there as
the first few others came through, one at a time, and joined him in
establishing a defensive perimeter…with one going up a tree to act as an aerial
spotter.


Six minutes later that spotter threw up a warning
signal, telling everyone to hunker down as a Skarron fighter flew up the length
of the plain…and passed directly over them. Everyone stayed down for many
minutes to come, but the fighter didn’t come back.


Slowly people started moving again, and over the next
half hour some 16 made it across…then out of nowhere Rio spotted a Hobbit in
the forest. A split second later it noticed him, with Rio knowing that he had
to act quickly. He took off sprinting towards it, firing his rifle and mowing
it down before it had a chance to report in. He took two plasma hits to his
armor’s shields, but they held up…then he noticed another Hobbit nearby.


It took off running in retreat and Rio went after it. It
took more than two minutes for him to catch up to it and make the kill, but by
then it was already too late.


A few minutes later the fighter returned, and despite
everyone on the plain taking cover and not moving a muscle it found them and
started blasting away as they jumped up and ran for their lives…with only two
making it to the forest edge, both commandos with plasma damage to their armor.



Rio waited on the others until the last of their
battlemap tracking signals cut out, including the Knight’s. He’d almost made it
across, but was gunned down within 150 meters of the forest edge. Biting down
so hard his jaw hurt, Rio forced himself to keep going with the others, four of
which were unarmored, including their pilot.


Prodding the civy along as
fast as he could manage, the survivors kept moving on…with what would be a
constant trail of Skarron infantry following them, making it a footrace to get
to friendly territory that the commandos couldn’t excel on, given that they
could only move as fast as the slowest person…and damn their luck that they had
to have an untrained civilian with them. 
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Chad ducked behind one of the commandos who half swung
him around with a firm grip on his upper right arm as a salvo of white plasma
dots flashed past with a few impacting the dull white armor’s shields, with the
commando taking the hit for him. The man fired back but stayed put as more commandos
moved around them, falling back and intercepting the Hobbits that had flanked
them. The stupid little things were fast and there were many of them, with this
being the third time since the plain that they’d been attacked.


Like before the commandos chewed them up, focusing on
the weak point around Chad and the other unarmored personnel and moving outward
like an exploding nova killing everything they came across. Soon the commando
shielding him stood up and released his grip on his arm…then they were off
running again, with Chad’s legs protesting heavily. He’d thought he was in good
shape, having attained self-sufficiency long ago, but the aliens were just as
fast and he knew the commandos were itching to run faster, but they wouldn’t
leave him and the others behind, which Chad was immensely thankful for.


Pumping as much speed out of his fatigued body as he
could manage he followed the commando through the trees, not worrying about
where he was going but just with keeping up. Nearby was
their pilot and a couple of other civilians, both techs. The pilot seemed to be
holding pace fine, but the other two were just as worse off as Chad, each of
which had a commando with them to keep them on pace and to shield them should
the enemy close in. Fortunately none of the Skarron monsters were pursuing them
through the forest, just the little ones, but they were deadly enough and
didn’t seem concerned about their own losses…just in killing the Humans. 


And what was worse was that the Humans couldn’t stop
running. Chad was getting slower and slower, but if they stopped they’d be
overwhelmed. He thought the commandos realized that they’d have to eventually,
because every now and then he’d see some of them dropping back and hear
weaponsfire behind them and he guessed they were going back to kill some of the
enemy before catching back up to the slow moving group.


Chad didn’t know how much longer he could keep going
without walking, but he had to at least try to keep moving. The others might
not make it much longer either, but he didn’t want to be the one to cause them
to stop. If the others did, then there’s nothing he could do about it, but if it
was just a matter of his being able to stretch himself further then damn him if
he wasn’t going to find a way to do it.


Thoughts like these were running through the back of
his mind as he focused on his steps and keeping pace…then all of a sudden the
commando he was following hit the brakes and grabbed him again, slamming him
against the trunk of a nearby tree and holding him there as the forest erupted
with a barrage of white plasma from ahead. 


“Stay here, stay down,” he said, then
the commando disappeared ahead as well. Chad did as told but knew that was bad.
So far the aliens had been coming up at them from the rear, but now it seemed
that they had gotten ahead of them somehow…maybe even cut them off. 


He pulled out the stun pistol from the holster he wore,
the first time he’d touched the weapon since he’d been given it. It couldn’t
kill the enemy, but it could knock them down long enough for him to run and he
clung to it now with a fierce grip as he kept his body melded up next to the
tree trunk. He didn’t dare look around, so he watched what he could from his
position, especially the area behind him where he’d expected the enemy to come
from, and waited while the commandos did what they did best.


After what felt like an eternity of adrenaline-laced
torment, the plasma fired died down but did not entirely quit. Frozen in place
Chad jerked when the commando came back and yanked him onto his feet.


“Run!” he yelled, pointing
ahead as the armored suit headed the other way.


Chad didn’t know what else to do so he turned and ran
forward, not having anyone to follow. He spotted the pilot to his left and ran
towards him, unable to keep up pace but visually following him and dropping
onto his path as much as he could. Ahead and to his right there were explosions
as plasma hit wood in a variety of places, none right nearby but still loud
enough to send shivers up and down his spine.


Chad just kept running, not thinking, just running.
His muscles had stopped complaining, for somehow they knew how close to dying
they were so they shut up and seemed to work with him, but still failed to give
the necessary speed. Another suit of commando armor shot past him, this one
coming from the left and cutting across diagonally in front of him about 2
meters away. Chad hesitated, then forced himself back
into a full run as plasma fire broke out behind him. A few steps later and his
shoulder exploded in pain and he lost his coordination, with his own legs
tripping him up and sending him crashing into the soft ground.


He turned right side up and started to get back to his
feet, smelling the charred flesh of his own body but refusing to look at the
wound just as a pair of aliens came into view. Chad grabbed the stun gun in his
left hand and fired twice, missing the first and hitting the second time as
plasma flashed by his head. One of the Hobbits went down, then
the other one sent a shot directly into the man’s forehead, killing him before
he even hit the ground.



 

When the commando told him to run, Davi
didn’t hesitate. He knew how bad the situation was and he didn’t want to be in
the firing line any more than he had to be. He took off sprinting in the
direction he was told and didn’t look back, relying on years of training to
deal with the fatigue creeping through his body. His legs, arms, and lungs were
burning but that didn’t matter. He’d been through tough workouts in order to
get his fitness level up and he knew he could take it and more…the problem was
he was running a race against plasma, and unless the enemy was simply bad shots
he was going to lose out.


His only hope was putting as many tree trunks between
him and them as possible. He wore a pistol on his hip but didn’t bother to pull
it out, needing every arm swing to carry him further away from the Hobbits.
They were slow as far as foot soldiers went, but he wasn’t all that much faster
and this terrain suited them well. Lots of trees, mostly
flat, soft and moist with wisps of fog. He wished he had armor with a
sensor helmet, but at the moment he was just going to have to rely on the
commandos’ guidance.


Not long after he took off running one of them came up
on him and flanked him for a few seconds, redirecting him slightly more to the
left, then she tore off and headed for some unseen enemy. There was weaponsfire
everywhere, mostly heard, but some flashes were visible through the trees. Davi desperately hoped he wasn’t running right into the
enemy, but for the most part the sounds of battle were behind and to his right,
which made sense with the leftward angle he’d been told to run. 


Down! a voice yelled at him so loud he almost jumped, but trusting
in it he crashed to the ground just as a couple of plasma blasts shot across
over top of him, one of which hit a tree and blew pieces of bark out like a
fragmentation grenade. Two of them stuck in his forearm, imbedding a good half
inch. Ignoring them the pilot rolled over and looked back just in time to see a
ghost of silver armor pop out of a cloud of fog and hit a Hobbit so hard it
literally flew three meters through the air before it hit a tree and slumped to
the ground. 


Nearby three others fell to the
ground without being touched. The Archon reached down, grabbed one of
their rifles and shot them with it in quick, accurate blasts…then shot the one
unconscious by the tree before running over to Davi,
who saw the man’s armor punctured in multiple places. 


“You’re alive?” he asked, but the Archon didn’t have
time to answer and just picked Davi up by the arm and
began dragging him forward. The pilot got his feet under him and started
running, with Iden finally releasing him and running
off into the lead. 


They ran for some thirty seconds before the Archon
spoke into his mind again.


Stay on this
heading, he said, then turned to the right and disappeared through the
trees, accelerating to a speed Davi could never have
hoped to match.


The pilot ran…and ran…and ran. He didn’t talk, think,
or use a single muscle impulse to do anything but run as fast as he could until
the sounds of combat finally disappeared. No one was around him and he wondered
what he should do, but at the moment he just kept running, hard and fast, on
the line the Archon had assigned him. 


When he was finally considering stopping he eventually met up with a commando that waved him over.
Glad to finally have some direction he followed the man forward until he met up
with many others who jogged alongside him. None of them stopped, but the pace
slackened a bit and Davi was able to ease off
slightly, but he figured if he stopped and walked now he’d have a hard time
getting his body going again at this speed.


He did notice that the pace was faster than it had
been previously. Not hearing anyone nearby he ventured
a hushed question between breaths.


“Where are…the others?”


“They didn’t make it,” the commando said.


“And the…Archon?”


“Covering our exit. Keep
moving as fast as you can.”


“I’m the slow one now?” Davi
asked.


“Yes,” the commando said with no animosity, only
regret.


“I can manage…a little more. But I don’t know…for how
long.”


“Give us what you can.”


Davi took in and let out a
deep breath, then accelerated up another gear with the commando matching pace.
Those ahead did so as well when he started to catch them. He didn’t know if
this was everyone, but by his count they were down to 13, not counting the
Archon which was nowhere in sight. The slow and wounded were no longer with
them.



 

Davi ran and ran until
finally the group stopped and he was told to grab some quick sleep while he
could, as well as some rations. Water had to wait a few minutes until one of
the commandos came back with a container full, which Davi
sucked down gratefully. It was literally the best water he had ever tasted…then
he laid down on the ground and passed out, trusting
the commandos and giving in to the urge his body had been hammering him with
forever. 


He was woken in what felt like 5 minutes and dragged
to his feet. His body didn’t want to comply and his mind was foggy, but the
commando pulling him up and on eventually got him woken up and they were back
on the run again…though this time it was more of a jog. The food he’d gotten in
him had done some good, but it wasn’t enough and his legs felt like shredded
lead. Still, he knew the importance of keeping moving and while he wasn’t
wearing any armor nor as strong or fast as the commandos, he was military and
he understood their predicament. He desperately wanted to get back into the
air, but right now their failure or success was largely dependent on how fast
he was able to move, so for the sake of himself and the others he focused on
that to the exclusion of all else.



 

Iden wasn’t with the group,
nor did he intend to be. He was trailing behind them at the very edge of
battlemap range so he could know where they were but keep enough of a buffer
between them and him so he could keep the Hobbits off their tail. He’d grabbed
a handful of foodstuffs from one of the commandos on the run and had ate them
in the past few minutes, the first food he’d had since the crash, then he was
back into Venator mode, hunting the enemy in order to
play aggressive defense. 


His own ammunition had run dry by now, and he was left
with using the Hobbits’ own weapons against them. He had three armor punctures,
not large but the burns on his chest, back, and left leg were hurting quite
bad, not to mention seeping blood occasionally. He’d stopped some 14 hours
prior for some quick Sesspik work to stop the bleeding, but more than that he
couldn’t manage. He was on the clock as far as supplies went, with very little
body fat to operate off of and his ambrosia already depleted. 


He hadn’t been able to get any of it from the
commandos, for there had been no time during the firefight. Iden
knew he could still fight with the low energy, but sooner or later attrition
would wear him down. Before that happened or he got a lethal puncture to his
armor he had to get back into friendly territory. Linger and he was as good as
dead, even if it came from simple starvation.


Even in his weakened state he was faster than the
others, who were now moving at a decent clip since the slowest members were no
longer around. That was a small, bittersweet blessing and Iden
was committed to making the most of it by causing the Hobbits so much trouble
that they wouldn’t have a chance of catching up.


He’d already killed over 200 of them, not that he was
counting, or cared, for they had so many in play that it almost seemed not to
have mattered. How they were keeping up with them was a mystery to him until he
caught sight of a transport flying further to the south, barely a small object
on the tree choked horizon, but it was then that he realized that the Skarrons
were dropping Hobbit groups off nearby and ahead of them…fresh Hobbits, in
order to run them down and potentially cut them off.


If the enemy had known exactly where they were they
would have landed right over them or sent in fighters to blast into the trees,
but it seemed they didn’t and just had an approximate location and heading.
That was one more reason why Iden was pressing his
attack on the trailing Hobbits, in order to draw the attention to him and away
from the others, but if/when they set down a group of infantry ahead of the
others there was nothing he was going to be able to do to distract them there.


He kept in range of the battle map link as he ran in
and out of the enemy lines, which were constantly trudging through the forest
and giving him plenty of ambush opportunities when the alert came through from
one of the commandos, giving him a heads up that there were enemies ahead…


When he saw that Iden turned
and ran back to the group, moving far faster than the Hobbits behind could
match and worked hard to catch up, knowing they’d need his help to break
through or divert…which the latter was what occurred. They’d been headed in a
mostly eastern direction, but the group suddenly turned and headed north, with Iden catching up to them just as the Hobbits were chewing
away at their back positions.


One of the commandos went down just before he got
there. He didn’t know if he was alive or not but telepathically told one of the
others to check while he went into berserker mode and didn’t concern himself
with anything other than engaging the enemy and killing as many of them as he
could. He moved from one to the other, with his partial shields protecting him
from a scattering of plasma hits until they eventually went down. He risked a
few more kills, grabbing a fresh Hobbit rifle, then turned and followed in the
direction the others had went, darting from tree to tree and trying to give his
shields time to reform, though he took another hit to the left leg, fortunately
in a spot that didn’t have exposed flesh.


The armor there melted slightly, but remained mostly
intact. A few steps later and he was momentarily in the clear and gaining
ground on the others when he noticed another group of Hobbits ahead and coming
at the others from the flank. Apparently they’d set down further to the north
and were coming down on them from multiple angles.


Resigning himself to another scrappy, fatigue-laced
fight he veered off to the right, heading for the nearest of them and jumped
the enemy as they keyed in on the others, shooting many of them at pointblank
range as he ran up on them. He didn’t bother to wait around and make sure they
were dead, for even wounding them at this point was a victory with the ever
moving battlefield. 


Slipping back into berserker mode he went to work,
buying the others time and thinning their opponents while drawing as much
attention to himself as possible without getting
overwhelmed by enemies.
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January 23, 2549


Reesi System 


Metropolis



 

Davi was beyond tired,
operating completely on biological emergency backups. If he stopped he knew
he’d collapse so he kept moving…always moving, always with the enemy on their
heels or trying to ambush them from ahead. The commandos kept guiding him on,
with the Archon having gone missing again. Yesterday he had went back to divert
their trackers then hadn’t been seen since. At least Davi
hadn’t seen him, but without a helmet or headset he couldn’t tap into the
battlemap, so it was possible he was still around and just out of sight.


That said, he could barely
see two meters in front of his face. It was night and all he could do was stay
with the commando ahead of him and pace in his footsteps. They had nightvision,
he didn’t. And even if he had he wouldn’t have trusted his eyes. His head was
so groggy he was surprised he could even keep his eyelids open, but somehow he
managed and they moved on, getting closer and closer to the Star Force city.



 

Rio was in a much better position, though his own
ambrosia levels were teetering off. He did have nightvision and battlemap
access through his armor, and they’d just crossed into transmission range from
the city, picking up their telemetry through relays that were constantly
transmitting out. They weren’t within their own transmission range yet, so the
city didn’t know where they were, but Rio could see their status…and it wasn’t
good.


The Skarrons were already assaulting the city, with
half of it having been fully evacuated and the rest in the process of fleeing
while a pitched battle was taking place outside and on portions of the interior.
The defense shield was still up, but there were breach points on the barrier
wall with troops coming through. At the moment they were being held off and the
evacuees were being covered, but if they didn’t get there soon there wouldn’t
be anyone left to evac them.



 

After a long night of continuous running/walking the
commando ahead of Davi stopped short and put a hand
on the pilot’s chest to get him to halt. His body didn’t want to, so locked
into movement that the man had to forcibly stop his progress as he looked back
at him through his helmet.


“Wait here…and get down.”


Davi didn’t have the energy
left to swear or he would have. Dropping to a knee and nearly collapsing down
onto his face he ducked behind the nearest tree and waited as told. The
commando stayed with him, looking up every now and then until a section of
forest blew up not far away as a hail of plasma came down, blasting away the
trees.


Davi jerked, his nerves
fried on adrenaline, but the commando didn’t move so neither did he. After
about 20 seconds of heated destruction the plasma stopped falling and the
commando yanked Davi up onto his feet and literally
dragged him forward by the arm as he fought to get his legs working again.


They headed directly to the blast sight, and as they
got close a fighter sank down into the gap…but with no sound of anti-grav. Skarron fighters had a tell-tale hum/whine due to
their inefficiency, but the skeet that was coming down was whisper silent.


“Your ride,” the commando said as he pulled him
forward. “Hurry. We only have a small window.”


Seeing a way out Davi
somehow found more energy within him and pushed on, but the commando was still
providing most of his momentum all the way up to the cockpit that cracked open.
When they got to the side the commando grabbed Davi
around the waist and literally threw him up to the opening where another pilot
grabbed him and pulled him inside.


“Slide in,” she said, scooting over as much as she
could in her armor. She was a pilot, not an Archon, but she still wore light
armor in case she had to ditch her craft. That made the fit even tighter, but
she moved over to the far side of the cockpit on the pommel seat and pulled him
in almost onto her back. 


The cockpit canopy came down and almost fit, but not
quite. A little more wiggling and the two got their bodies aligned enough for
it to seal, clicking shut with a reassuring sound as Davi
almost lost consciousness.


“Thank you,” he mouthed, his
face in her armored shoulder. 


“Don’t thank me yet,” she said, raising the skeet back
up through the hole in the trees and flying as best she could at the odd angle
her body was at. “Had to take down 21 fighters just to get here, and there are
more on the way. We got about 15 more seconds before they’re all over us.”


Davi didn’t say anything
further, realizing what she was up against and just glad to be inside a ship
again, even if he wasn’t piloting it.



 

Rio watched the anti-air skeet lift off and move away
from the city and the enemy fighters he could see on battlemap, glad that
they’d gotten the pilot away. That left 11 armored commandos and 1 Archon, who
was current outside their range somewhere delaying the enemy infantry. The
commandos knew what they had to do now and even as Rio watched the skeet move
up and off the 11 of them came together on the run and formed a single file
line as they accelerated up to true commando speed and took off through the
forest at a rate that the Hobbits shouldn’t be able to catch up to from behind.


But there were plenty ahead, hunting them and those
simply assaulting the city. It took several more hours and three more
skirmishes until they got to the forest edge, with two of them injured but
still moving. Now with no one to protect they could fight as a unit and had
kept themselves alive despite several hundred Hobbits worth of kills. It was
mind blowing how many the enemy had in play, but that
seemed to be their MO in this invasion. They weren’t better on the ground than
Star Force, certainly not in terms of infantry, but they were making up for it
and then some with sheer numbers…and orbit was no exception. If not for the
Sentinels holding them at bay this planet would long ago have been theirs.


That said, this piece of it looked to already be
theirs, or at least in the transition stage. Waiting just inside the tree line
the commandos spread out and scouted out the view ahead. The forest ran right
up to the city, but the engineers had cut it back for a radius of nearly a
kilometer to accommodate new growth and to give the perimeter defenses decent
firing lines.  


That was good for the city, but not for them. As they
looked out with their own eyes in addition to the battlemap they saw several
Skarron walkers in that gap, none too close but nearly within firing range…but
at the moment one of them was getting picked to death by a trio of mechs making
an ambush run, coming out from inside the city…with a fourth heading out into
an infantry pool entering through a breach in the city wall and laying waste to
them by the dozens per second.


Another walker to their left began to crawl its way
towards that mech, trying to get within firing range.


Suddenly a waypoint materialized on Rio’s HUD with a
ping, ping, ping sound indicating that they had to go
now. Trusting in it he and the other commandos ran out
from cover and sprinted towards a point some 100 meters out from the mech and
in the gap between it and the walker heading their way…and now he could see a
second behind it coming around the curve of the city wall as well. 


“Wedge up!” one of the commandos said, prompting them
to adjust their formation into an arrow that would give each of them a clear
firing line straight ahead. The wounded two fell in behind that arrow and kept
up as best they could but they were lagging behind. One of the others went back
with them, keeping some cohesion in their formation as it stretched out into a
much longer line.


Rio and the first few kept pressing hard, heading for
a group of Hobbits that finally noticed them coming that were running away from
the mech. It took a couple of minutes for them to get to each other, but when
they did the commandos were faced with a shower of white plasma orbs, which
they returned fire on with their own more accurate blue streaks…and a few white
orbs of their own from captured enemy weapons. 


The commando arrow cut through them, with the flanking
edges downing more Hobbits as they passed through and wounded several Skarrons,
clearing a narrow tunnel through them that the wounded pair and their escort slipped
through, adding weaponsfire of their own. In front of Rio the mech suddenly
abandoned its slaughter on the right and cut hard left, coming across the
commandos and helping to clear a path as it took the first hits from the Type-4
now coming into range. 


The neo didn’t bother shooting back at it, saving its
weaponry for the infantry and playing big brother to the commandos as they
sprinted towards a specific point on the wall. When they got close a small
anti-infantry battery opened up and shot down a few hobbits with plasma fire as
a car-sized portal opened up on the city exterior and allowed them access.


Rio ran up to that point but didn’t go in, turning
around and circling back to make sure the others got in…just in time to see one
of them get cut in half by a plasma blast from the Skarron walker. The white
glare was so bright and intense that it seared through the commando’s
midsection, with his legs and head toppling to the ground as separate pieces in
the steam-laced explosion from where the rest of the plasma hit the wet surface.



Recklessly ignoring it he stepped out a few strides
and fired at the nearest Hobbits as the wounded pair finally caught up. When
they were within a few meters he finally retreated, seeing the mech doing the
same and running across the now smoldering grass, kicking and stepping on
several Hobbits and even a Skarron that didn’t move out of the way fast enough.
It roasted a few with its maulers then Rio lost sight of it as he dashed inside
and out of the firing line.


When the last of them came through the blast doors
shut on their own accord, but there was no one on the other side.


His helmet came alive with a transmission that was
going out to all of the now 10 commandos. The Archon wasn’t with them, but
another’s ID tag popped up with the comm, and this was one a ranger. 


“Welcome back, but unfortunately your day is just
starting. I’m in the city’s command nexus and remotely controlling as many
functions as I can. The section of the city you’re standing in has been
evacuated and is currently under Skarron control. You’re going to have to fight
your way through and I’ll guide you as much as I can, but several areas have
already gone dark. I think the enemy is learning how to cut our feeds. Head
here,” he said, with a waypoint popping up on the city map, “and I’ll get back
to you. Not many dropships left, so hurry.”


“You hear that?” one of the other commandos asked.


“Yeah,” Rio responded. “Let’s go.”



 

By the time they got to the waypoint Rio had a hole in
his armor, right chest under his armpit that was spitting fire through his body
with every move. Between the cauterizing nature of the plasma and the medical
gel laced into the armor’s inner layer his blood loss was kept to a minimum,
but every time he twisted while running the crunchy layer of burnt skin and
scabby clotted blood would crack and seep even more, enough that the right side
of his white armor down to about his knee now had dark red streaks.


The Skarrons knew they were in their backfield now and
were cycling troops back from pushing further through the city to get at them.
They’d had two big firefights, the second of which they’d
been pinned down for more than 15 minutes before they broke free…but they
hadn’t lost anyone else, though several more were chewed up like Rio was, one
with a shin wound that caused him to run with a limp that couldn’t keep him
with the others.


Fortunately they didn’t have the luxury of moving very
fast. They had to be methodical, covering every corner they came to as if it
might contain an ambush and that allowed him to keep up without slowing the
others down. When they got to the waypoint the door to the armory opened up
remotely and they filed inside, with Rio about to hit the close button to shut
them in but the door did so on its own as the ranger’s
voice popped up on the comm again.


“Armor up. I can give you
maybe 40 minutes to get to the LZ. I don’t think we can hold out longer than
that. I’m going to have to abandon this position in the next 5 minutes or so.
I’m transmitting the best route I know, then you’re
going to be on your own. Be warned, they’re massing ahead of you. You’re going
to have to run and gun and not get pinned down. I wish I had better news for
you but this is where we’re at. We’ll hold the LZ as long as possible, but I’ve
already ordered the mechs to start pulling back and our air cover isn’t going
to hold out much longer. Run fast, shoot straight, and be the badasses I know
you are. We’ll be waiting.”


Rio didn’t waste time listening to the message
standing still. As soon as he heard ‘armor up’ he began pulling off his damaged
armor and grabbing a generic version out of storage. He had to make several
adjustments to the pieces in order to get a decent fit but that didn’t matter.
It was fresh armor with fully intact shield emitters. He also grabbed several
weapons and ammo containers, including some Kiritas style grenades and trigger.



There was no food with them in the chamber, nor had
they any left to bring with them, but at the moment that didn’t matter much.
Ambrosia would have helped almost immediately, but by the time they’d digested
much of anything their window of opportunity would have been lost. They had to
fight their way through to the LZ on what energy reserves they had left. 


Fatigued, injured, and in constant pain…Rio was good
to go. Being back inside their own territory and out of the firing line of
walkers and fighters alike was enough to make him hopeful. He could handle the
Skarrons, and if he guessed right the route the Archon had given them would
take them through areas too small for the big ones to go…leaving them with
Hobbits, Hobbits, and more Hobbits to block their path, and those he could eat
for breakfast fully armored up, which he now was.


“We good?” he asked, looking at everyone else.


“I was born for this,” the injured one said, his wound
also obscured beneath a fresh set of armor.


Rio pointed and the nearest commando to the door hit
the release and they began filing out, ten commandos strong,
and dropping back into a well-practiced mobile formation designed for hunting
rather than running. With no hope of a clear route ahead, they were going to
have to fight their way through, and to do that they were going to have to play
offense rather than defense.


Which was fine for Rio. He’d
had enough falling back. Now they had an objective and a way out clearly marked
on his battlemap. It was like thousands of challenges before, only this one was
a single try, do or die. All the others, with so many opportunities to repeat,
had taught him well how to handle the moment and the nerves, and he was
pleasantly surprised that now, in the moment when it mattered most, his mind
was completely calm. He knew what he had to do and that he could do it…with a
resolution that if he failed it wouldn’t matter. 


The path ahead was the only way to survive, so he
committed himself to each step he took forward, not looking or thinking back,
and focused on shooting every flat headed little Skarron minion he came across
before they could kill him.
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Rio ducked down behind a potted tree, with the bark on
the trunk exploding above his head with plasma hits. He and the others were
stuck in an interior park that was only a few sections away from their LZ, but
it was their only way through and the Skarrons had turned it into a temporary
base of operations…with three of them and a horde of Hobbits in play. The
bigger Skarron plasma rifles/cannons had already killed one of the commandos
when he got ambushed by a group of Hobbits and forced out of his cover. Rio
thought the hit was more blind luck than skill on the Skarron’s part, but the
plasma orb hit him square in the helmet.


He fell to the ground, the plasma burning through an
already damaged section and penetrating his skull. After that the fighting had
grown into more or less of a standstill, with every Hobbit the commandos took
down being replaced by others coming in, getting them nowhere and the clock
still ticking. They all knew it, and knew if they played by the usual rules the
enemy would win by default.


That meant it was time to get reckless…but in a smart
way. The 9 of them had a lengthy, yet choppy conversation as they continued to
fight in and around cover, then Rio finally got the signal and popped up,
taking a few hits to his shields immediately as he sprayed suppression fire in
a particular area.


His armor took several more hits then he ducked back
down, glad that none had gotten through as two more commandos popped up and
continued to bathe that particular area with blue streaks…then another came
around a blind in the park, essentially a small booth with a V-shaped wall, and
jumped into the mess of the now ducking Hobbits, firing as he landed amongst
them.


A second tone signaled throughout all their helmets
and Rio popped back up, his shields not having enough time to reform, and fired
at whatever Hobbits were shooting back at the others as four of them converged
on the same point and slaughtered the enemy there. The incoming plasma hit them
hard, and Rio did his best to down their shooters or make them duck for
cover…then he was on the move, transitioning to another preplanned spot as he
saw one of his fellow soldiers go down.


Soon he was behind a bench and doing his best not to
get mauled by the Skarron closest to him. His barricade didn’t last long, being
blasted apart by the plasma, but it did draw off those shots from the others
before Rio leapt up and targeted the unarmored Skarron, trying to be as evasive
as possible in his movements. It worked at first, allowing him to land several
hits to its midsection as the enemy’s shots missed to the sides…then one of the
other commandos got the jump on it and literally stepped up onto its back and
fired down into the top of the creature.


Rio added a few more shots until the thing went down,
then both of the commandos ducked for cover as more Hobbit-sized plasma flew
their way. Rio felt a burn cut into his left leg then he was in a side alcove,
temporarily out of the firing line but also pinned down. Several pings on the
battlemap later and he took off, running out into the open again and shooting a
few Hobbits on the go as the rest of them continually took the offensive and
hoped that the enemy would blink.


They did, for the most part, but another commando went
down by the time they got the second Skarron. The eight of them finished off
the third then had an easier time with the Hobbits, though more were still
coming in. Rio managed to get to one of the fallen commandos and found that he
was still alive. Coordinating with the others via comm and battlemap, Rio
pulled the pain riddled commando over his shoulders and carried him across the
park as he got confirmation that the other was dead.


With the commandos screening for him, Rio made it
across and into an exiting hallway, now not able to
fight aside from one handed. He held a pistol at the ready, with his rifle now
tucked underneath the commando’s body on his back, and hoped he wasn’t going to
need it. He followed the others, monitoring the battlemap closely as they
scouted out ahead and kept the area behind him clear, essentially giving him a
bubble of protection as he carried the wounded one…up until one section over
where they hit another bottleneck. 


The commandos poured directly into it, with Rio
falling to the back and those behind him rushing ahead. He was told to keep
moving no matter what and did so, coming out into a long hallway with plenty of
weaponsfire ahead but several dull white armored suits in between him and it.
Rio ran as fast as he could with the other man overtop
of him, then finally ducked inside a side hall that had a waypoint on it. Down
some 50 meters was a stairwell with one commando already there, clearing the
way and a few Hobbit bodies in between them. 


Rio stepped over them as he heavily jogged forward, then took to the stairs for three flights before meeting up
with the others after they took another route up, with both groups arriving at
a skywalk that connected two of the buildings within the city.


The skywalk was simply a clear tube walkway across the
open road below, but it made for a perfect defensive point and the Skarrons had
already set up there…hastily it seemed, for the others got the drop on them and
downed many before Rio had to set his man down behind an ornamental wall barely
a foot high and get into the fight himself. 


There wasn’t a lot of cover, which meant it was
whoever shot first that was going to win. That’s why Rio had to join in, for
their armor and shields would only offer them a bit of an advantage. Pulling
out another pistol he dual wielded and ran forward, pumping lances into Hobbits
as three of the others took on the Skarron with them. A bloodbath quickly
ensued, with one of the commandos going down and the others all showing burn
injuries save for one, though his armor was so melted in places it looked like
it was all but breached. 


Two of them headed across the skywalk while Rio went
back for his man, picked him up, then headed across
while one of the others held back as a skirmisher to protect their rear. As
they ran out into the open Rio looked to the side through the glass walls and
saw the streets below, mostly empty but with a few visible Skarron units moving
about, including some of their elites with the shiny battle armor that almost
made them look like tiny mechs. 


A flash on the left resulted in the glass melting into
a puddle, then several more blasts hit and eventually shattered it as some of
the Skarrons on the ground noticed them and opened fire upwards. Rio tried to
ignore it and just kept going, with waves of the plasma coming through and him
moving to the far side to keep as much of the floor between him and their
firing lines as possible. 


A short gauntlet run later and he was on the other
side and headed down another stairwell. A bit of clear running later and they
were back into the undercity and fighting through a scattering of unorganized
resistance that barely slowed their run…with the others getting far enough
ahead of Rio and the other commando carrying a man that they didn’t even see
the fighting, only the bodies as they ran past them.


Eventually they came to their LZ area, another
building with a small pad on the roof. They hit the stairs and clawed their way
up some 42 flights with Rio ignoring his dead muscles and focusing on the way
out. It was so close ahead that he could literally taste it.


Just then, he rounded another turn in the stairwell
and saw a group of some six Hobbits in the hallway adjacent to the stairwell
take aim at him. Not knowing what to do he just kept climbing stairs and
mentally flinched, expecting a shower of pain. Several plasma blasts hit him in
the chest and even his faceplate, then a flash of silver entered his vision and
only a few more white orbs came at him.


One burnt through and he felt his left lung deflate,
nearly toppling him over as he stepped out of view of the enemy. He caught
himself on his upright knee, then forced himself up
the next step with the other commando still on his back…and the next, and the
next. He had a small window, for they could be coming right up after him, and
he had to make use of it.


He climbed, willing all other thoughts aside, and
somehow made it up the three more flights to the roof. When he came out he saw
a dropship waiting with its rear hatch open and he dragged his legs across the
short tarmac and up into the craft, dumping his fellow commando onto the floor
as he collapsed himself. Knowing there was still danger he twisted himself
around and held up his pistol, ready to shoot out the entrance if anything came
into view but the only things that did were his fellow commandos popping out of
the stairwell and running across to the dropship.


He counted, seeing that all of them had made it, then
as the last of them came up and hit the ramp retract button he let himself fall
down and curl up into a pain ridden ball that could barely breathe.



 

The commando that hit the button stared back out the
gap to make sure no one got a cheap shot in on them as they closed up, but then
the ramp locked into place only a foot off the ground. Frowning, the commando
hit the button again, getting it to rise another six inches or so before it
stopped again, this time with the pilot coming through on his comm.


“Hold up, there’s one more coming.”


“We’re all in,” he said, checking his battlemap and
seeing no other signals.


“I’m told there is and we’re giving him another 30
seconds.”


“Copy that,” the commando said, looking around and up
into the sky. He could see distant enemy fighters, hoping that they could get
away without getting shot down again. A skeet flew
past at a closer distance, meaning they had some air cover left which was a
small comfort, but they weren’t out of the woods yet.


After 23 seconds he finally saw an image appear in the
stairwell, staggering out and momentarily dropping to a knee before clawing its
way back up onto its feet. 


“Damn…” he said, running and jumping off the ramp
towards Iden. He wasn’t showing up on the battlemap
and the damage to his armor clearly showed why. He was a mess of melted and
charred bits, with so many wounds to his body that he should have been dead…and
looked close to it, barely able to stagger his way across to the dropship.


A Hobbit came up the stairwell behind him and the
commando shot it dead before it could get a cheap shot off. He put himself in
between the Archon and the opening, covering him with his own body as more came
up. He shot them all down quickly, not giving them a
chance to group up, but still took a couple of hits, the first of which his
shields caught. The last one hit him in the leg on a portion of intact armor,
keeping him in the fight without injury.


When the Archon got to the ramp he rolled onto it with
his chest, then one of the other commandos yanked him up and hauled him inside
as the skirmisher hopped up and triggered the ramp closure…this time with it
proceeding normally and the dropship taking off before it even got halfway up. 


The air seemed to get sucked out of the hold as the turbulence
outside increase drastically, indicating a rapid acceleration until the ramp
sealed up and left the commandos inside unable to see what was going on.


The one uninjured one sat down and pulled up his
battlemap to a larger view, tracking their progress and hoping beyond hope that
they made it out. He didn’t have another fight left in him, and if they went
down again…he would do what he could, as always, but he was nearly clocked out
with fatigue. He glanced at the others, seeing several on the ground and not moving.
Without anyone else doing anything he walked over to one of the emergency slots
on the walls and began pulling out rations and medical supplies, tossing the
former to the ones still on their feet and attending to those on the ground as
best he could.


Two more commandos came over to help, getting healing
patches on and pain meds in those that were blacked out…and finding one that
hadn’t made it. 


The Archon was the worst off, with them getting his
helmet off and finding him likewise passed out with so much damage to his body
that the commando hoped he didn’t wake back up to feel it all. He injected him
with a pain numbing cocktail and put patches on the worst spots, but didn’t
dare try to remove the armor. Its inner layer had oozed gel out onto many of the
injuries and he was afraid the Archon was going to need every bit of help he
could get right now just to stay alive.


He wanted to get some ambrosia in him, but so long as
he was unconscious he couldn’t feed him. Eventually sitting down beside the
torn up silver armor that he was wearing, the commando waited perilously,
counting every second that went by and hoping beyond hope that they were
finally out of it. On the battlemap he could see them leave the city and shoot
off across the surface, with multiple enemy fighters in the area and only a
handful of Star Force ones…but those few were eating up the Skarrons and
providing them the diversion they needed to get away.


Still not convinced, he didn’t relax until they were
so far away that the Skarrons dropped off the map. When they did and they were
essentially out in the middle of nowhere alone, he finally removed his helmet
and sucked in a fresh breath of air, feeling several drops of sweat fall off
his hair and onto his neck as he did so. 


They’d made it…the few of them that had survived,
anyway. Still shocked to actually have made it out, he stared at the ground for
a long time lost in thought until the ramp suddenly began to open and the
movement jerked him back to reality. 


When it came down medics came in, attending to the
wounded and making him realize they’d arrived at a safe haven. He checked his
battlemap again to see where they were, finding them in a large city on the
neighboring continent, having flown some 800+ miles across a narrow ocean that
bisected the two.


He picked up his helmet and followed the wounded out,
being the last man off the dropship. He glanced back at the small blood spots
on the floor, cringing as the toll of the wounded and dead they’d taken to get
this far fell heavily on him. Resolving himself to get back into the fight and
make the Skarrons pay, he turned away from their rescue craft and headed into
the city enroute to an information terminal to secure temporary quarters and
get in a badly needed shower and rest. There was nothing he could do for his
wounded brothers and sisters at the moment, so he needed to attend to himself.


Getting an electronic allotment within seconds, he
hauled himself on one last walk through the city and to his quarters, then came
inside them and began stripping off his trashed armor, having to twist and pop
his way free, for the melted material had reformed over some of the connection
points. When he eventually got out of it all he left it in a heap on the floor
and undressed, dragging himself into the vertical shower tube and turning the
overhead rain jets on as he leaned up against the wall and let his mind wander
off into a very tired and stressed void.


With the warm water coming down on him, he began to
feel a bit of relief and kept himself awake just enough to stay upright and
soak in the water, with a few silent tears flowing down with it as he finally
released his emotional lock and let the stress and pain of the past few days
bleed out.
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January 24, 2549


Reesi System 


Metropolis



 

Rio woke up on a medical bed wearing nothing but
medical patches and a thin blanket. He sat up, painfully, and the silver fabric
flowed down over his chest and puddled at his waist revealing three separate
patches covering burn spots. He had more on his arms and legs, and could feel a
dull soothing in each of them that was fighting against the pain of
movement…but at least when he held still he wasn’t hurting. 


“How long have I been out?” he asked as a medtech
walked over to him.


“Several hours. How are you
doing?”


“I’m alive…and naked.”


“If that’s the worst of it then I’d say you’re past
the danger stage,” the medic joked, tapping on the display panel nearby. “You
vitals were…not good when they brought you in.”


“I can imagine,” Rio said, glancing under the blanket
to confirm that he had no pants on. “Where did my clothes go?”


“You mean those tattered and blood-soaked rags? We had
to get rid of them to get you cleaned up.”


“Cleaned up?”


“Yes, one of the girls volunteered,” he said with a
smile. “Don’t worry, they’re all professionals. She didn’t enjoy it too much.”


“Ambrosia?” Rio asked.


“Already in your system, but we guessed low to keep
you from overdosing. What are you currently at?”


“4.2 doses.”


The medic nodded. “You’ve got 2.5 in you now, along
with a lot of nutrients we added through injection. We kept you under during
the process.”


“Thank you,” Rio said, grasping the blanket to keep himself covered as he swung his very sore legs off the bed
and sat on the edge, glancing at the few other medical staff in the room, two
of which were girls. 


“I hear you came a long way over land. Had to fight
your way through the enemy?”


“Our dropship got shot down behind enemy lines. It
wasn’t pretty and we lost a lot of people.”


“But you survived?”


“And I’m very grateful for that, but in addition to
these injuries I’m still really pissed. Nothing to do with you,” he added as
his tone turned harsh.


“Can’t say I fully understand, but I can sympathize.
Other than clothes what do you need?”


“How secure are these patches?”


“You want to move around?”


“I need to clear my head with some light training.”


The medic frowned. “I don’t think you’re strong enough
yet. Try standing,” he suggested as a test.


Rio pulled the blanket around himself like a towel and
slid off…with his right leg buckling and him falling
to his knee, but that was as far as he went.


“Easy,” he said as the medic reached to grab him.
“I’ve got this. Let go and I’ll get my balance.”


“If you say so,” the man relented.


Rio focused his mind and willed strength into his leg,
pulling himself up inch by inch until he got on his feet and stood up, wobbily,
but under his own power.


“Well done.”


“I’ll improve with time and movement,” Rio said from
past experience. “Not the first time I’ve been shot with plasma.”


“No,” the medic half agreed, having
read his file, “but nothing this traumatic.”


“Clothes?” Rio asked.


The medic motioned to one of the others and she
grabbed a stack of garments from a nearby shelf and brought them over, shoes
included, which Rio saw were his size.


“Thanks,” he said, thinking about how to get dressed
under the blanket then deciding just to screw it. They’d already seen him
naked. 


He dropped the blanket and pulled on his pants with a
hand on the bed for support so he didn’t tip over. “Thanks for the shower. I
must have really been a mess.”


“Not a problem,” she said with a wink, then went back
to her other duties and the few patients in the room, none of which had come
from his team.


“Where are the others I came in with?”


“We treated and released them, though one, the Archon,
was transferred outside the city.”


“He made it?”


“I haven’t heard. He was worse off than you were.”


“I mean he came back with us?”


“As far as I know, yes.”


“Must have been after I passed out.
That’s a relief. He saved our asses more than once out there.”


“Archons do have that tendency.”


“No, this was…beyond that. You wouldn’t understand
unless you’ve had the combat training.”


“I guess not then.”


Rio pulled on his shirt and shoes, then
cautiously looked at the door. “Thanks for everything. I’ll take it from here.”


“Don’t make me pick you up off the floor.”


Rio smiled at him. “No promises,” he said, adding a
small two fingered salute before he took his first step. It was wobbly, but he
had control and turned it into a few more heading for the door. By the time he
got there his training kicked in and the gritty determination that had saved
his life found the simple footsteps easy by comparison…even though his head was
swirling in what he recognized was ambrosia depletion. Apparently he’d already
burned through what the medics had given him.


He turned the corner and walked into the hallway
outside, gaining rhythm with each step. A minute later he realized he was going
to be ok and increased his pace a bit up to normal levels and wandered off through
the city, intent on getting himself back into fighting shape and then heading
back out again. There was a war to be fought and he’d be damned if he was going
to sit it out while they lost more and more cities to the Skarrons.



 

Iden woke suddenly, jumping
up out of reflex but finding a strong hand on his chest holding him down. As he
opened his eyes and realized where he was he forced himself to relax. He was in
a med bay with a regenerator on his chest and now that he got his head clear he
could feel the tendrils inside his body doing work…or rather the numbness that
accompanied them. He could never feel the actual workings of the mysterious
devices, but had learned to identify their sensory cloaking.


He also realized that no one was holding him down,
which didn’t make any sense until he saw another Archon standing beside him…who had a firm telekinetic hold on his chest and was
pressing him back down onto the table.


“Hold still,” Megan said monotone. “It isn’t finished
yet.”


Iden blew out a breath and leaned
back, feeling the tightness on his chest disappear as Megan slid over into view
and sat on the bed next to his right hip. “Welcome back, badass.”


Iden whisper laughed. “We’ve
got to put more armor on those dropships.”


“Then they’d be slower and you would have got shot
down even sooner,” she differed. “You were dead when they got you here.”


Iden’s eyes widened and he
raised his head, still with several visible tendrils of the regenerator passing
up the right side of his face and sinking into his forehead. “How
long?”


“About 20 minutes. They said you were bad when you got
back to civilization, so I had you moved here. You didn’t make the trip and I
wasn’t sure it was going to work…we don’t know how long the window of
opportunity is, but the fact that it’s been working on you for more than 45
minutes attests to how messed up you were. You held out far longer than your
body should have been able to.”


“Definition of an Archon,” the acolyte said, taking
considerable pride from the trailblazer’s words.


“True.”


“I’m glad there was one of these here to bring me
back,” he said, looking down at the metallic lump on his chest that had
sprouted out numerous tendrils like a chrome spider web that were sunk into his
skin at numerous points…though the numb areas were getting smaller and smaller,
so he guessed it was near to finishing up. Plus he was awake.


“We don’t have many, but I always travel with one. For special cases like you.”


“And in case you need it?”


“Yes,” Megan said, not ignoring the fact that the
trailblazers were the most important assets that Star Force had. 


“Where are we?” Iden asked.


“Seafloor city. The Skarrons
are beginning to mount an aquatic front, but I’m told they’re not so skilled in
it. We’re safe here.”


“And elsewhere?” he asked as the tendrils retracted
from his head and slid back down his neck, but others remained sunk into his
chest.


“The western continent is nearly lost. We still hold a
few positions but we’re in the process of evacuating them. We’ve got missile
emplacements being built up on the others so we can hopefully knock down some
of their transports when they come across, but bottom line is we’re losing. I’m
managing the loss and buying us time, and I don’t think it’s
game over so long as we can keep their fleet in orbit. We’ve got a tough
opponent to face, and though I’m not quite sure how to do it yet, I think we
have a winnable challenge.”


“Without reinforcements?” Iden asked.


Megan chewed her lower lip for a moment. “Never count
an Archon out, but we need more ground troops. Mechs
especially. We’re building what we can here, but the rate of Skarron
advancement is considerable…and they’re starting to build their own
infrastructure in the captured areas. First priority is to fortify and hold a
position on planet, then work on pushing back. The first, as difficult as it is
now, may end up being the easy fight in retrospect.”


“How are the others doing?”


“Others?”


“The other worlds…I assume we still have a relay
link?”


“Yes, we’re still on the grid. All stalemates on the
ground, but the more time the Skarrons have to reinforce the harder its getting
for them to hold…and the enemy just opened up another front on a Protovic world.”


“Has Paul worked his magic yet?” Iden
asked as the regenerator finally retracted back into the normal short stick
that its dormant form took. Megan reached out and pulled it off his chest as he
sat up looking at her, with both of them ignoring the fact that he was naked.
For Archons that had never mattered. Fighting the war did.


“He’s got his hands full. Every fleet he manages to
destroy the Skarrons replace. He thinks we spooked them and they’re playing a
conservative game to feel us out. We know they’ve got the numbers to overwhelm
us if they choose to pull them from other areas of their empire, but it looks
like they’re not willing to do that just yet on the naval front. They’re
keeping enough to maintain a blockade and making this a ground war.”


“Thanks to the Sentinels,” Iden
said. 


“We think so. In order to take control of orbit they
have to knock them out, and it’s going to be very expensive on their part to do
so. So long as they’re in play we can use them as a safe zone to work out
fleets out of and own the bastards. If they go down it’s over, and the Skarrons
seem to be testing Paul’s fleet more than others. They’re learning what we can
and can’t do, and he’s taking them to school, buying us all time.”


“If they’re toying with us…”


“I know, but we’ve worked our way out of worse
situations.”


“Name one.”


“Ever win a training challenge against the Black
Knight?”


Iden frowned. “Actually, no.”


“Well we have. If there’s one thing he teaches you
it’s how to turn what looks like an impossible situation into a workable one. Which you just got through doing.”


“Not quite the same thing, but thanks.”


“I had the techs pull your helmet recorder. Looks like
you had more than 1000 kills over your little cross country trek.”


“That few?” Iden asked, literally feeling like he’d been up against an
infinite number of Hobbits.


“You didn’t give up, and we’re not buckling under here
either. We’ll find a way to beat these bastards, we
just have to survive long enough to do it.”


“You said something about an aquatic front?”


Megan nodded. “They’ve begun landing special equipment
and are building a base along the shoreline. They’ve got submersibles in play
and are feeling out our resistance. We’ve slapped that base down twice now, but
they keep rebuilding and spamming the area with mines. I think they know we’re
down here and that in order to take the planet they have to get to us.”


“What’s the rush with more continents to overrun?”


“That thought occurred to me as well…and I think they
see us bringing in more Sentinels as a time constraint. They need to take the
planet so we have nothing more to reinforce, and to do it before the inevitable
orbital battle doesn’t scale out of proportion to what they’re willing to
devote.”


“Just because we lose the surface doesn’t mean we’ll
abandon orbit,” Iden pointed out.


Megan raised an eyebrow. “Maybe we wouldn’t, but would
you say the same of other races?”


“Good point,” Iden conceded,
flexing his left hand and wiggling out some of the lingering numbness. “Do you
have another mission for me?”


“I need you to run through calibration drills and see
how much strength you’ve lost. When the regenerator rebuilds you it does it
with new tissue that’s weaker than what you previously had.”


“After that?”


“There’s plenty to do. What would you prefer?”


“Sabotage.”


Megan smirked. “Tired of being on the run?”


“We’ve got to keep them on the defensive, otherwise
they could turn into a juggernaut with an exposed flanked that we’re not
exploiting.”


“I’ve got several teams doing just that. When you
check out I’ll reassign you to one.”


“Thank you,” Iden said,
gesturing to one of the medtechs to bring him a new set of clothes that he was
holding while giving the Archons a respectful bit of space as they discussed
things far above his understanding.


“When you get finished shoot me the results,” Megan
said, lightly punching him in the shoulder as she left him to get dressed. She
carried the regenerator with her, not trusting anyone with it. To date it was
one of the holy grail pieces of V’kit’no’sat tech that
Star Force wasn’t even close to duplicating. The pyramid had some industry of
its own, so if they absolutely needed to they could build some tech even if
they didn’t understand it, but the regenerators were something that had to be
built in specialized facilities that the pyramid didn’t possess. 


Those facilities had been destroyed during the
Rit’ko’sor rebellion, along with the rest of the V’kit’no’sat infrastructure on
Earth, making these few remaining pieces invaluable. Most remained on Earth,
with a few scattered elsewhere on ‘safe’ worlds. The trailblazers all took one
with them whenever they venture out to field assignments, and it wasn’t
something that Megan ever let out of her sight. 


She took it back to her temporary quarters within the
aquatic city and hid it away in a drawer before returning to the command center
and linking into the nexus there, getting status reports on the planetary
battlemap that had signals being transmitted between various relays to link in
the short range signals to the overall grid. 


Megan could see everything from individual commandos
in the field to the warships in orbit, along with the enemy blockade fleet and
the maneuvers both were continually making as their chess game continued. Right
now Admiral Xander was picking away at the Skarron
fleet with another hit and fade run, which would probably damage two Skarron
cruisers by the time it was finished, with the Star Force drones pulling out on
their superior binary drives before their shields could be taken down.


But any ships destroyed would be replaced by a
continual flow of reinforcements that always seemed to know what was needed.
Megan figured the Skarrons had a courier fleet running requests back to Achkor
or some other staging system. That delay was possibly something she could use
in a large scale counterattack, but right now she was forced into playing the
ground game as well…so long as they could manage a stalemate in orbit.


It wasn’t an ideal situation by far, but had anyone else
been on the border they would have been overrun by now. The Dvapp had fared
well in their matchup, but without the Sentinels deployed there they’d have
fallen to the same large scale blockading fleets. As it was they were fighting an
identical stalemate, with Paul leading the ADZ forces and using the Dvapp’s strengths against the Skarrons well, now that
they’d gotten used to following his lead. 


If someone was going to find a weakness in the Skarron
fleet it would be him. Until then Megan had to play for time and find a way to
start eating up more of the enemy ground troops…otherwise they’d blossom to
such large numbers that they’d overrun the other two continents no matter how
many short term upgrades she made.


If she could buy enough time for some of the bigger
defense pieces to be built, then that would be an altogether different story. 
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