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May 3, 2938
Epsilon Eridani System
Corneria
  
Hightower stood in his office, surrounded by nothing but blackness into which a number of holograms were situated. There were no windows or doors visible, and not even the floor registered to his eyes. All that existed was the pertinent data, and he’d found that this configuration helped him to think more clearly. He’d gotten the idea from Paul long ago, but hadn’t ever truly considered it until the past century. What had been artwork in the original was replaced with maps for Hightower, along with statistics that he was currently viewing directly ahead of him while a close-in map to his right showed a Sentinel defense station disconnecting one of its five segments.
He was watching the disassembly occur, having made the choice earlier and wanting to keep appraised of their progress, though not because he was concerned about its implementation. The Sentinels were designed to be taken apart and moved if needed, but he knew taking away pieces of the defense network he’d been layering on the system for centuries was not something to be taken lightly. There hadn’t been an attack here since the earliest days of colonization, but one shouldn’t assume that it couldn’t happen. That was an invitation for the bad luck monkey to punch you in the face.
Keeping himself wary of that fact, he made a point of watching this Sentinel be disassembled as most of his focus was on the economic statistics for the entire Star Force core region excluding Epsilon Eridani and Sol. The industrial powerhouse of those two fed the rest of the empire, with the core systems being the closest neighbors and almost exclusively Human-occupied. Epsilon Eridani was one of the few exceptions, given that they also housed a Hycre world, and if/when the V’kit’no’sat ever came back it was this region that they would hit first.
Hightower didn’t know how exactly they’d respond, but he figured the Human worlds would be the first targets. They might then go on to eradicate anyone who had had contact with them or their tech, or some version falling in between those two nightmares. While the lizards were the current concern they were not the major one, nor the only one. Star Force had many enemies out there, and even within their own borders. While Hightower was definitely aware of the lizards and the pushback the Archons were making into their territory, he had the responsibility for seeing all the puzzle pieces in motion. 
With most people focusing on the lizards he felt it was needed that he pour more focus into the ‘other’ threats, along with an eye towards the V’kit’no’sat. Hopefully they stayed in the galactic core for a very long time, but if they did return to Earth then they’d be at Corneria in the blink of an eye, for right now it took less than a day for Star Force ships to make the jump between the two neighboring systems. They were also the most heavily defended systems in the empire, but Epsilon Eridani was Hightower’s to command.
Though by ‘command’ many people could misinterpret his role. He was in charge of the system and shaping it to his designs, but the Archons were always in charge. They didn’t outrank one another, for that’s not how Star Force’s leadership worked, nor did its lower levels for the most part. Everyone was loyal to the mission, and took responsibility on themselves to see that it got done. Hightower’s role was to sit here, build, and prepare. The Archons were the ones who took action, always on the move, and they needed people like Hightower who had the luxury of staying put…just as he needed people who could bounce around from place to place as needed, for an interstellar empire didn’t function like most people assumed. It wasn’t a single entity, but rather a conglomeration of little kingdoms.
Even with the relay network and the proximity of Sol to Epsilon Eridani, the two systems might have been on the other side of the galaxy from one another. They were totally disconnected, with only a limited flow of ships moving between them. That ‘flow’ was huge in number, but small in percentage to the commerce and activities taking place within each system. Most things were accomplished locally, making Hightower’s system a private fiefdom that he controlled, not for his own sake, but to facilitate others.
Likewise Davis ran Sol, but even if he’d wanted to he couldn’t micromanage Epsilon Eridani, let alone the rest of the systems spread across the empire, not to mention the factions. The very definition of an ‘empire’ was that it had different layers and sections, not that it was controlled by one ‘emperor.’ In fact that was laughable, for while Davis was definitely in the lead, he didn’t control much at all. It was a team effort, and without that team functioning in unity an organization this large would quickly collapse on itself.
Structure, wisdom, and trust kept it all together and functioning efficiently, and Davis had been totally responsible for designing and implementing it all. Others had added to it, like the trailblazers who had designed their entire military from scratch, but it was Davis’ genius that had made it all possible from the outset, not to mention him continually tinkering to guide them forward into uncharted territory. The larger Star Force got the more it could do, but it was also more of a challenge to manage. Things could be happening in another star system without Davis’s knowledge, even entire wars if the relay network went down or someone chose to withhold information. The disconnected nature of interstellar empires was one that prevented the kind of oversight that many less inspired cultures relied upon.
Trust was the only way an empire could function across star systems, and while Star Force’s internal structure was layered into tiers, there were always some pieces that operated independently of the others…because their trust was absolute. The trailblazers were one example, but Hightower was another. Davis watched what happened in Epsilon Eridani, as he did in all systems, but he was not involved with it unless there was a special situation that arose. He ran Sol, that was his personal kingdom, while he’d entrusted Epsilon Eridani to Hightower.
That was out of necessity, but it also was a bold statement to the rest of the galaxy. Whereas others would have competed with each other internally in power grabs, Star Force laughed at such notions. They were united, and behaved as such, with Hightower ‘ruling’ here adding to the power of Davis in Sol rather than challenging him. The same was true of the other ‘Monarchs’ as they’d come to be called. 
Davis had started the program back with the Clans when he’d assigned Hightower as Marquis of Clan Saber so he could learn to operate independently. And it was still true that no Duke achieved that rank without first being a Marquis and running a Clan that spanned multiple star systems. Though Hightower only controlled one now, that one was so big it eclipsed what any dozen Clans could amount to combined. 
That’s how big Epsilon Eridani was, and how important it was. Sol was even bigger, with the two of them being the crown jewels in the empire that just happened to sit next to one another.
But because Epsilon Eridani had gotten so large and important it exerted an influence over the rest of Star Force territory, almost as much as Sol did, with the two systems ruling the rest through materiel and personnel. All Star Force systems were built to be self-sufficient, but when problems arose it was the two big systems that were turned to for help, so not only did Hightower have to consider his star system and those nearby, he was partly responsible for the entire empire, along with Davis, and required a slightly different mindset from the Duke that he had been for many, many years.
Davis maintained the title of ‘Director’ but had promoted Hightower and Vectir to the position of Arch Duke. While Sol and Epsilon Eridani were the big boys within the empire, Rotunna was their aspiring little brother. It wasn’t located within the core region, but down in Beta and Randy’s personal stomping grounds ever since the Skarron war. But as an Archon, Randy had to move around when needed and spend a lot of his time training. Arch Dukes trained, as did all Star Force personnel, but Hightower’s workouts took him less than 2 hours a day when Archons were known to sometimes spend all their waking hours in a sanctum pressing their skills to new levels.
Randy couldn’t run the system, and as needed a Duke had been assigned to oversee and grow it. Rotunna, with 7 habitable planets and two habitable moons, was geographically more valuable than either Sol or Epsilon Eridani, though it hadn’t been built up nearly as much. That wasn’t due to resources, but time. It was a newer system, but one that was coming into prominence as another ‘watchtower’ for the empire, and as such it required an equivalent to Davis and Hightower, in the form of only the second Arch Duke appointed to date.
The trio of Davis, Hightower, and Vectir were supplemented with well over 100 Dukes, all of which had cycled through the Clans at one point. Those Dukes either ran systems or oversaw less developed regions, but common to all was the lack of oversight. Each was entrusted to make things work in their personal kingdoms, and due to that fact there was no overlap of monarchs.
There were a few currently in Epsilon Eridani, but only Hightower was assigned here. The others were passing through, doing research, or taking various forms of vacations. Now that Star Force had a large pool of personnel to pull from, Davis had implemented the new policy of using high level Administrators to oversee planets within a system such as this rather than assigning Barons or others that would be somewhat conflicting with the Arch Duke. Davis wanted each monarch to be in sole control of their assignment, and going along with that motif Davis had made them all trans-tier positions.
At present Star Force had 9 tiers within their hierarchy, and as the empire grew they were adding new ones. Davis had originally held the highest tier along with the trailblazers and a few others, but he’d changed that to make the leadership cadre above the tiers. There were many level 9 Administrators working for Hightower and helping him run Epsilon Eridani, but while they oversaw planets that were far larger and a greater challenge to manage, a Baron assigned to a frontier startup colony still outranked them.
It wasn’t the type of ranking that allowed one to travel into someone’s backyard and supersede their authority, but then again it kind of was. The trick of it, though, was in understanding that someone completely new to a planet or system wasn’t going to have the knowledge needed to just jump in and start reworking things, so there was an almost default level of deference in such matters. But all Administrators knew why the Barons outranked them, despite their posting…and that was because they had no one telling them what to do, with the outcome of their assignment entirely riding on their judgement and decisions.
Hightower’s Administrators operated off of his playbook and it allowed them to compartmentalize. Monarchs did not have that luxury. Some Administrators would end up advancing into the Monarch ranks down the road, many would not. Though they appeared to be similar, if not identical roles, there was a chilling difference between the two that not all people were well suited for, and some did not want to be Monarchs for just that reason. They were comfortable in their leadership roles, but wanted to be assigned a mission with parameters. Monarchs operated without parameters, setting them for others to follow.
That was why Davis had made the change to not have Monarchs operating in the same system at the same time, unless two planets were completely unconnected from one another. On the frontier that was possible, but with well-established systems like Epsilon Eridani Hightower had oversight on everything, including some other regional systems that were being run by Administrator and not by a Monarch.
Those were usually locations that were not tasked for major development, mining sites and such, and Hightower had oversight on four of those, including the Merovingian System that held the Prometheus star forge. But the data he was looking through now was not limited to just his command offshoots, but the systems controlled by Barons, Counts, and Dukes. The Marquises were exempt, because their mandate kept their economies separate from the rest of the empire, but the influence that Hightower exerted from Epsilon Eridani could reach every other system in the empire, and as such he had to monitor their activities in order to know where to use his influence…and to do so without stepping on Davis’s or Vectir’s toes.
The latter part was difficult with communication lag, but they coordinated with each other well enough. Most of Hightower’s efforts were monitoring and anticipating problems before they occurred, with him currently spotting a potential corovon shortage on the outer edge of Delta Region. There was no issue yet, but move the economic chess pieces around and he could see it occurring soon. Given shipping delays and the need to get ahead of problems, he pulled up another holographic panel that glowed blue in the pitch black room and input a transit order to ship 30 cubic meters of raw corovon from his Epsilon Eridani’s surplus stores to Duke Methis, with a note telling her to sit on it for potential shortages and a posting to Davis and Vectir so they were aware of the transfer in case they were watching the numbers and thinking of doing the same.
A few seconds after he finished a flashing orb appeared to his left and he tapped on it, accepting the incoming comm with the orb flashing into the upper torso of one of his personal staff that handled the majority of the regular Administratorial duties for him so he could be left to mentally roam and put out fires before they even began. That said, some things needed to be directed to him to handle personally, so it wasn’t uncommon for him being interrupted. The orb was there so he could choose whether or not to accept the comm without it becoming a full interruption, but nothing he was doing now was so important that he couldn’t take a short break.
“Yes?”
“A request from the Hycre for a direct line.”
“Put them through.”
His staffer nodded, then the Human’s hologram disappeared and the floating gas bag that was a Hycre replaced him, filling most of Hightower’s view. Below the hologram was an ID tag, allowing the Arch Duke to identify who the caller was, for his skills in picking out differences in Hycre physiology were still lacking, though this one he was familiar with.
“Hello, Nephanie.”
WE HAVE A REQUEST TO MAKE, the Hycre said via computer translator.
“Make it.”
OUR FLEET IS DEPARTING SOON TO THE HECHMA SYSTEM. WE ANTICIPATE AN EVEN BATTLE AND HAVE DECIDED TO AUGMENT OUR INVASION FLEET WITH OUR DEFENSIVE FLEET. OUR WORLD WILL BE WITHOUT PATROL. WE DO NOT EXPECT AN ATTACK HERE BUT WE DO NOT WISH TO CHANCE. WE ASK THAT YOU COVER OUR WEAKNESS SO THAT WE MAY PRESENT A GREATER THREAT TO THE CAJDITAL.
Hightower smiled. “You should know by now that I’ve always got your back. If the lizards poke their nose anywhere in this system we’re going after them.”
THE CAJDITAL ARE NOT THE ONLY THREATS IN THIS GALAXY.
“True,” Hightower granted.
IT IS BETTER TO ASK BEFORE SUCH REINFORCEMENTS ARE NEEDED. WE DO NOT WISH A RAIDER TO MAKE ITS WAY INTO ORBIT AND STRIKE A SHIP FOR LACK OF A PATROL.
“I’ll cycle some drones out to Threshold to replace your patrols. Hechma isn’t one of your former systems, is it?”
IT IS NOT. IT IS THE HOMEWORLD OF AN ALLY THE CAJDITAL ERADICATED. WE INTEND TO AVENGE THEM AND TAKE SOME SMALL BURDEN OFF YOUR FORCES AT THE SAME TIME. WE ACKNOWLEDGE THAT YOU HAVE GROWN BEYOND US, BUT THE CAJDITAL HAVE ALSO BECOME NEARLY OUR EQUALS. WE CANNOT EXERT THE INFLUENCE WE ONCE HAD. WE CAN TAKE THIS SYSTEM FROM THEM. I HAVE INFORMED THE ARCHONS. I NOW INFORM YOU AND THANK YOU FOR YOUR COVERING OUR PATROLS HERE.
“Happy hunting,” Hightower offered, then the Hycre cut the transmission. He didn’t take offense at that, for the Hycre social interactions were always a bit stiff, though practical. The Arch Duke pulled up another prompt and sent the order to cover the gas giant Threshold with a drone patrol to replace the considerable amount of Hycre warships that were always present there. The planet and the orbit around it was filled with both ships and stations, and if someone want to make a mess of things they could with a sneak attack…but the odds of that happening here were nil. Though like Nephanie had said, you could never know for sure.
Even though the drones were military, Hightower could still send them where he wanted. If the Archons needed them they could always reposition them where they liked, but they had a workable relationship that didn’t involve any sort of tug of war over ships. Even the Sentinels hadn’t been ordered away, rather the trailblazers had informed him of their need and he’d decided to start compromising this system’s security in order to give them what they needed to defeat the lizards in Gvaris. He’d been monitoring that conflict with keen interest, for it was the largest Star Force had ever fought to date and the sort of scale that he’d been preparing to defend Epsilon Eridani against should the lizards ever feel like hitting Star Force at its heart. 
Paul had told him the lizards were holding back, and now he was seeing in detail just how much naval muscle they had with so many ships continuing to pour into the system that the Sentinels were needed just to stem the tide. A few dozen had already been set up but there weren’t enough new ones available coming out of the shipyards to give them what they needed, so Hightower was sending them some of his. He didn’t like lessening his defenses here, but he did have over 700 of them spread out across the system. 
He glanced back at the hologram of the one Sentinel as a jump cradle moved in and slowly wrapped its long, spindly arms around it, encasing it in an IDF field so it could carry it away to the distant battlefield. Paul needed them right now, but Hightower knew better than to ever grow complacent. Epsilon Eridani was a fortress system, but even fortresses could fall…and it was often that they would get hit when they were temporarily weakened. 
This wasn’t the first time Star Force had to pull reinforcements from defensive fleets to the front, but it was the first in recent memory. Star Force hadn’t been pressed this hard since the Skarron invasion, but Epsilon Eridani existed for just this reason…to send support to other systems and the front when needed, and he had no doubt Sol would be doing the same. They both had Sentinels to spare, and if Paul needed to spam them against the lizards then that was one tactic Hightower was going to give him. 
He might not be his Marquis anymore in title, but the relationship between the two had never ceased. His trailblazer needed backup, and the Arch Duke was going to send some of his own big guns into the fight rather than sitting on them here. He could build enough to replace them eventually, and it was better than Epsilon Eridani suffer that time lag than Paul did. They could afford it, barring something catastrophic, and if the lizard core worlds were going to throw their industrial muscle into this fight it seemed only fitting that Epsilon Eridani and Sol do the same. 
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December 12, 2938
Gvaris System (lizard territory)
Inner Zone
  
Captain Moffis watched from his bridge command chair onboard Cradle 183 as they made the long, hard deceleration jump into the Gvaris System. It’d taken them long enough to get here from Epsilon Eridani, but this last leg had to be taken so slow it was almost painful. He blamed the lizards for that, because they were blockading the preferable jump points around the system’s star. With those out of the option bucket his cradle had to exit further out in a more difficult to reach location.
His ship had no choice, for it was a speck attached to a huge Sentinel segment that was a dead weight until it was reactivated. Why they hadn’t been designed to at least help in the transit he didn’t know, but right now it sat within the cradle’s huge IDF field riding along without incident while the tiny ship did all the pushing necessary.
Right now that pushing was a long braking maneuver against the star that had the glowing orb in front of him on the viewscreen growing rapidly in size. The closer they got the greater the star’s gravity affected them, offering them more pushing potential. Hit the lower altitudes and it was like slamming into a brick wall, but this far out they were only sniffing at the weak gravity and applying a lot of engine power to begin whittling off speed before they ran out of room.
The math was predictable enough, but it had necessitated a slower than normal departure jump that led to a long coast phase that was just now coming to an end. Moffis watched as the star enlarged and changed color, then tiny dots appeared before it, zipping towards him like a swath of bugs that slowed down rapidly. They resolved themselves into warships, Star Force warships, that were blocking for their arrival as planned…but beyond that there was a sea of lizard ship icons just beginning to register on the cradle’s sensors as a priority move order was emblazoned on the tactical hologram beside the Captain’s chair.
“Helm, make it quick,” he ordered his 9 person bridge crew. The entire ship only boasted a complement of 56, all of which were naval Regulars. That made it seem like a small time posting, but Moffis had had to spend some 236 years in the fleet to obtain a Captain’s slot, then another 54 before ranking up enough in experience points to get a cradle command. Likewise his crew were not rookies, but experienced vets. Some had combat records, but most were involved in the cargo shipping wing of the Star Force fleet. 
They all knew how to fight, both hand to hand and navally, but that was really backup training. The cradle only had one weapon, a compact cleansing beam that was more of a tool than anything else. It had been powered down since he had taken command of the craft, tucked away beneath decently armored hull plates for the rare occasion when it might be needed. If this ship had to fight then something was very wrong, for its sole purpose was to carry pieces of equipment too large to mount in a jumpship’s external docking slots.
He’d carried small sedas around, cargo clusters, space stations, and picked up a few stranded ships from other races. The missions were varied, but they were always accompanied by a military escort to protect the cradle. It wasn’t a warship, nor a cargo ship, though it was a jumpship…and one that was all engines and IDF generators with a few shield generators thrown on for good measure. Right now they were protecting the cradle itself, but if necessary they could extend a very thin protective barrier around the entire Sentinel segment. Enough to protect against dust and debris, or as of a few seconds ago interstellar radiation, but in combat they were next to useless.
Right now they were being constricted to the thick body of the cradle and its tendril-like arms that were the emitter pylons for the IDF holding the Sentinel attached without there being a physical lock. Small tractor beams within the arms bumped the mass around as needed, but were usually powered down. Once settled, the mass stayed put as if the cradle wasn't moving…which was the beauty of IDF. 
The downside was it was a power hog for something of this size, especially during the braking maneuver, which had drained the cradle’s capacitors down to 7% with them only now beginning to refill. 7% was enough to execute a microjump, which they had to do in order to get off the jumpline. To set up for it the cradle drifted a bit to the left as the helmsman ‘turned’ them away from the insane number of ships ahead that were lit up with a myriad of tiny blazes that were weaponsfire. 
But that wasn’t why they had a priority warning…a group of lizard cruisers were flanking the defenders and heading towards them. There were Star Force ships in pursuit, but they weren’t going to get to them in time.
“Shit,” he whispered. “We’ve got incoming. “Make the jump now, I don’t care how slow it is.”
“Almost in position,” the helmsman differed. “12 seconds.”
Moffis grabbed the armrests with his hands, squeezing them tight as he watched the cruisers approaching. There were over a hundred of them, lessening by the second as the naval drones were picking at them from the flank with long ranged Keema strikes, but they were nearly up to the cradle when...
There was a flash and several of them disappeared into hazy lines…then the Sentinel segment within the cradle’s grasp began to move out of alignment.
“Lock it down. We have to jump now!”
“Working on it,” another crewmember said as she used the tractor beams to get the huge mass settled inside the IDF. If even a piece of it drifted outside the field while they were accelerating it would tear the segment free of the cradle and take several of the arms with it.
Just then another cruiser kamikaze rammed the Sentinel segment, propelling it a bit more to the left…but the crew were anticipating it and had cut the IDF completely, repositioning the cradle off center and catching the Sentinel chunk in its sweet spot again. As soon as the IDF snapped into place the approaching ships disappeared into streaks as the cradle made a slow microjump and out of harm’s way for the moment.
“Damage?”
“Looks like some armor breaches. We’re fine, but the Sentinel got gut punched.”
“Is it operational?”
“The armor took the hits with minor interior damage. I think it’ll be alright, and I’m crossing my fingers with regards to the interlocking components. One of the craters is practically on top of a swapping channel.”
“Bring up the system tactical data,” he said, knowing that it was now dated and would remain that way until they slowed down. Their jump wasn’t fast, but it was still messing with the Doppler effect and that practically nixed any chance they had of deciphering the intricate comms security that Star Force used, though if they needed to transmit in the clear they could still do so for those targets ahead, which would then unravel the compression upon reception and get the data being sent.
He’d only gotten a glance at it before, namely the far too many ships at their arrival point. This was his second trip here and the last one had been congested, but this was far more than he had expected. The lizards had been said to be ramping up their numbers, but unless they’d been laying in wait they should not have had that many ships that close to the jumppoint. 
But they did…and it wasn’t just at the jumppoint. There were lizards everywhere across the system in huge fleets, including another jumppoint a third of the way around the star where there was an active incoming convoy of their reinforcements. Moffis pulled up the time compression on that, seeing that they’d gotten data on the past two hours or so before making the jump, and the enemy convoy had been spilling more jumpships into the system that entire time with no Star Force response. 
The fleet waiting to protect it was so thick with ships it would have been suicide challenging that, especially if they were willing to go kamikaze at the drop of a hat. 
Looking ahead to where they were going he realized it wasn’t to any of the planets, but rather a null point in the system that was going to require them to brake hard again. At least there were ample Star Force signals there and no lizards at present.
“Do we have enough juice to pull a null burn?”
“Yes,” the helmsman said. “Jumping out again will be dicey if we can’t stall a bit. We can do it, but it’ll put us into the danger zone.”
“Understood,” he said, knowing that the ‘danger zone’ was a margin of error that ships were meant to avoid. Draining capacitors all the way would leave a ship unable to make all but the smallest of jumps if they ran into a situation where they needed to immediately move again, and he didn’t mean trolling around orbit. If the enemy was at your braking point you’d have to face them while waiting for a partial recharge, and in an all but defenseless ship like a cradle that meant you were as good as dead.
Right now though he and his crew were in fleet hands, with multiple trailblazers in system to see that they got to where they needed to go. That gave Moffis some comfort, but pulling a null jump didn’t put him at ease. Little gravity on decel also meant little gravity on acceleration. The star was close enough to use in both directions, but unless your destination was on straight line trajectory you were going to have to heavily push/pull on laterals to compensate and that largely depended on the current location of the planets in their orbits.
Looking at the map he saw that there weren’t any nearby. That made navigation difficult to get to that location, but then again that was probably the point, for the lizards would be hard pressed to get there in any ample numbers using the same techniques. The might be clogging the jumplanes insystem, but the null points would offer some temporary safety.
When the cradle did finally decelerate to the rendezvous point it was met with a few hundred drones and one warship overseeing them, with Moffis getting back on the comm grid and his ship downloading more data directly from that warship in addition to picking up the active signals from around the system. He also got a navigational prompt from the warship indicating where they were supposed to go next once their capacitors were sufficiently recharged. Apparently this little fleet was meant to buy them some respite before sending them through the gauntlet again, for their destination was Planet 13, which was showing a massive lizard fleet holding its distance around a chunk of orbit outlined by some 18 Sentinels with overlapping fields of fire and a few other cradles and cargo ships sitting inside while the rest of the orbit tracks were essentially blockaded where there weren’t sedas.
“Assembly area,” he said to himself. If they could get in there they’d be ok…but the lizards probably knew that as well, which was why they were physically blocking any direct jumps into the area. He was going to have to take them to a nearby jumppoint and run the cradle through with the help of an escort fleet and hope they didn’t get hit again. 
“We’ll go when we hit 16%,” he announced. “If we can make it here,” he said to his bridge crew, highlighting the position in orbit of the small planet, “we should be safe. I want enough juice to pull some bad-angled stops. If we take it slow we’re asking to get hit, and it’ll put our escorts in greater risk the longer we stay out there.”
“So many,” the IDF operator said, seeing the half million cruisers around the one planet alone.
“Space is big,” Moffis reminded her. “If you’re going to try and build a wall across it, you need a lot.”
“Don’t suppose there’s a backdoor?”
“If there was the other cradles probably took it and now it’s being watched. Looks like we’re going in the hard way. Inform the warship when we hit sufficient charge. Until then just hold position and wait, but put all shields on us. If we go down the Sentinel piece is ballistic and probably lost. It can take hits better than we can.”
“We can’t take a ram,” the helmsman reminded him.
“No, we can’t,” he agreed. “But we’re not the big fat target. Actually, spin us ventral side forward. Don’t let them get a shot at us from the front and request a ship or two to block us over top.”
“Gladly,” the comms officer said, relaying the request. After that everyone just waited quietly until it was time to go…though by that time another cradle had jumped in near to them and was waiting through its own recharge period.
“Alright people, cross your fingers and hold your butts. They know we’re coming,” he said, looking at the helmsman. “Jump.”
A few seconds later they accelerated slowly for a microjump, but the ships outside disappeared within a second regardless and the tracking signals disappeared in the acceleration wash. Some 23 minutes later they decelerated into a wedge of drones that immediately fell back to surround the Sentinel segment while an even bigger wedge collapsed around them and pushed forward, getting some considerable distance on the cradle so they could engaged and take the hits plowing the path before the Captain’s ship and cargo came within weapons or ramming range.
The lizard cruisers were far enough ahead that they looked like gnats, so many in number they formed waterfalls of ships that descended on the drones with a few tendrils getting through and heading for the cradle. The second line of defense ships intercepted them and took them out all the while the big mass was moved deeper into orbit headed for the ‘safe’ zone and having to pull heavily on a distant planet and one of the bigger sedas to get the necessary lateral tug to creep them into position. It was far too slow for Moffis’ liking, but with their cargo onboard the cradle always moved at a creep.
He watched while his crew flew the cradle, seeing numerous drones destroyed to buy them their ticket into orbit. Dozens were taken out acting as blockers and stopping ramming cruisers with their deployed dampening shields intercepting them by the dozens. Then those ships engaged them at close range and the drones tore them apart, but more and more came in and a few got hit by kamikazes themselves. Star Force tech was superior, by far, but throw enough ships at you and eventually they’d hit your limit break and take you out.
The lizards were spending an awful lot of ships trying to get at them, but the route they’d taken put most of their blockading fleet out of position. Moffis had probably been given a different route than the previous cradle had come through and that was the only reason they were making headway, for the lizard fleet was adjusting and pouring ships towards them with the second wave sending some behind the cradle to block for it as he’d requested when the chasers began to catch up with the slower mass of Sentinel that was about to make all this worth the effort if it could find its sister segments and link up.
Their trip in wasn’t a clean one though. Two kamikazes got through from the rear, ramming the Sentinel chunk but hitting in places that hadn’t seen damage before, thankfully. They tore into the armor but didn’t do much internal damage, but then another three ships decelerated just shy of collision, dropping them inside the escorts.
The three cruisers shot the Sentinel component with their phaser beams but did not hold position, for they were flying up and around it heading directly for the cradle. Fortunately the group of drones overhead reacted instantly and met up with them before they had a chance to pull a slow speed ram into the wispy ship, though three phaser bursts did his the cradle’s shields before the lizards were destroyed.
“No damage,” his crew reported. 
Moffis nodded, blowing out a breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding. This wasn’t over yet, but they’d just dodged a bullet…literally. 
The carnage continued all around them with the lizards losing so many ships they were laying down a trail of debris behind them that would block any further transits through this area, so it was a good idea to have the cradles take different routes into the perimeter. Unfortunately a small, but hefty percentage of that debris was coming from Star Force drones. They were being thrown at the numerically stifling enemy to block for the cradle, with there being next to no chance of them all surviving. Thankfully Star Force didn’t have crews in the drones, otherwise this would have been a bloodbath.
It certainly was for the lizards, but for Star Force it was just weapons being lost. Costly, but acceptable to get this precious cargo into the safe zone…which the cradle began to approach with the first Keema batteries from the Sentinel perimeter reaching out to swat cruisers from the black sky. Only a few at first, but the closer they got more Sentinels came within range and the lizards began losing the initiative. A few more made runs in and got some weaponsfire off at the Moffis’ cargo, but no more kamikazes made it through. 
Two were stopped just kilometers away, with the escorts that were left ahead of the cradle cycling back to the rear to catch any more coming in with their sail-wide invisible dampening shields. Like bugs getting stuck to a window, the kamikaze cruisers were prevented from getting to either the cradle or the Sentinel segment as the weaponsfire was getting so intense from the perimeter that he lizards were forced to break off their now pointless attack.
The swarm of cruisers moved back as the Sentinels swatted more of them down, leaving the broken escort fleet to follow the cradle in past the perimeter where it then dispersed to other assignments with a few recovery ships coming out to pick up and deal with the damaged drones while Moffis carried his cargo into a point near the center where he was directed via waypoint.
There the cradle settled, then finally released the Sentinel segment to a group of specialized construction tugs that were better suited to putting the segments together than the cradles. Glad to be free of the dead weight, he took his ship over to where the other cradles were waiting for an exodus convoy to be formed, for they couldn’t leave the system on their own without escort. It wouldn’t be as massive of an affair as their entry, for they could use a much more distant jumppoint, but they weren’t going anywhere in this mess of a system alone.
“Mission accomplished,” he announced to the crew. “One more puzzle piece added to our side,” he said as he saw their segment immediately being pulled towards a half completed Sentinel alongside two others that were also under assembly from the same convoy, with the fully operational Sentinels sitting in a distant sphere around them keeping the enemy at bay. 
Just then a plethora of lights lit up a region nearby as dampening shields were stressed to the point of becoming visible as a dozen lizard cruisers made kamikaze jumps into the interior and were caught by a shield being generated from seemingly nowhere. Once stopped, the Sentinels took them out within 3 seconds, but the long range kamikaze attack shook Moffis. The ‘safe’ zone was still dangerous.
“What caught them?” he demanded to know.
The sensor officer shook his head for a moment, then smiled cruelly. “I think some of the drones in here are decoys. They’re shield boats, but the lizards can’t tell them apart from the warships.”
Moffis sighed, feeling a bit better. “People, that’s why we have Archons leading this fight. Never underestimate the cleverness of a trailblazer…or the audacity of the lizards.”
“Thankfully one seems to cancel out the other,” the helmsman replied.
“In our favor,” Moffis added. “For now, anyway.”
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April 2, 2940
Gvaris System (lizard territory)
Nephasil
  
Iden-202747 stood shoulder to shoulder with his padawan behind the twin pilots chairs in the cockpit of a Michelangelo-class heavy walker as they led a convoy of 32 similar and smaller mechs across the wastelands in between cities. It was rocky, barren terrain covered in pale pink ‘dirt clods’ that crunched beneath the wide feet of the hexped walker, but it also gave the lizards easier bedrock to tunnel through.
He wasn’t concerned with those right now, though his walker and the other 6 heavies were scanning the ground beneath them just in case they came close enough to pick up on one. The rest of the mechs were bipedal escorts and not outfitted with the heavy sensors, built more for combat than being mobile chess pieces in the ground combat that was about to be escalated to the extreme. 
As it was Star Force had taken down a few more surrounding cities since the first of the Sentinels arrived. While that drama was taking place further out in the system a defense fleet had fought hard to hold onto the orbital slot directly overhead, shielding the few gains Star Force had made on the ground and preserving their foothold which had been creeping out gradually over the past few years without any serious push. There had been numerous behind the lines sabotage missions, but until they could get a stronger presence in orbit they couldn’t push too far else they’d lose their protective umbrella.
In the past week 3 Sentinels had made their way across the system and parked overhead. Ever since there had been an ongoing effort by the lizards to displace them before any more could be added. One had been destroyed and the fighting continued, all the while the trailblazers were mounting other attacks across the system so the lizards couldn’t focus all their attention on one area. Iden and the other ground commanders had been ordered long ago to reinforce their defenses in case the orbital fleet was dislodged, for the lizards had so many ships in the system that if they all chose to come and push this point there would be no way to hold out against them.
The trailblazers had made it clear through their strategic placements that this ground op wasn’t their only point of contention, so if the lizards wanted to devote enough resources to wipe them off the map they’d be critically wounding their ability to defend the rest of their assets in the system. That threat was what Iden believed was keeping their kamikaze tendencies reigned into a waiting game, for every week that passed had more lizard reinforcements arriving. If they let them pool up too much he knew it’d start raining ships down on top of them, hence it was better to give them a wider swath of ground to target.
But for as many ships that arrived the trailblazers were doing a decent job of thinning their numbers. The tallies were still rising, on both sides, but the lizard count would have been much higher if Paul and Liam hadn’t been pushing for naval conflicts. The one in orbit now was not of their making, but Paul was up there defending the two remaining Sentinels and taking the opportunity to kill as many ships as he could prior to the incoming convoy of ground troops.
Iden had been told they’d waited long enough, and that there was not going to be a naval victory in this system prior to a ground invasion. They were going to have to take this planet out from under the lizards while they still held stellar orbit and a lot of other naval turf. That was an entirely new scenario for Star Force, but not one that they hadn’t conceived of long ago. The threat of lizard ships coming down and ramming the walkers he was in or pulling a microjump into one of their bases was always a risk, but going overland on foot or in small numbers would make them all but immune to that tactic.
At the moment these walkers were protected by the ships above, which would divert to intercept any lizard cruisers coming down from orbit or overland to attack them. If they were coming over land that would be a fair fight, for the michelangelo he was riding in had a big Keema battery onboard that could hit a cruiser at range and they couldn’t ram them from afar due to the curve of the planet. The heavy walkers could engage the cruisers well enough in firepower and armor, but not from overhead ramming. Their shield generators weren’t dampening-equipped for anything that large, but they did have a setting to knock down missiles before they could hit the hull.
That was a sweet upgrade he wished they’d had back in the Skarron war, and although the lizards did use missiles on occasion, most of their weaponry was phaser-based and there wasn’t a straight up counter to it. It had made them considerably more lethal, but compared to the Keema the phasers were little more than bee stings. 
“We’re coming into spit range on the nearest turrets,” the mechwarrior informed him. 
“Hold fire and keep walking,” Iden cautioned. “We’re going to get busy pretty soon.”
“They’re not sending out any tanks after us,” Ciatra-295333 noted as they watched both the forward visuals and the battlemap display in the cramped cockpit that sat nearly dead center in the giant machine.
“They’re not going to. Not after us, at least. We’re the hunters here.”
“Can’t hunt them if they don’t come out.”
“They’ll come. If not we’ll start knocking down their perimeter turrets just for fun.”
“Fun?”
“Bonus damage. We’re not going to have to wait that long, I think.”
“You know something I don’t?” his padawan asked.
“Just got a comm from Paul. They’re jumping in within the minute.”
“Hello…” Ciatra said appreciably. “How long do you think it’ll take before they wise up?”
“Not sure,” Iden admitted. “Take us to here, and hold,” he ordered, pointing to a spot nearby on the battlemap a couple kilometers away.
“What happened to sniping turrets?” she asked.
“The tanks are faster than us. We need optimum position to intercept.”
“We running from here?”
“No…maybe,” he said, unsure. “We’re gonna play this by ear after the fireworks start.”
“Bring it,” Ciatra said eagerly as they waited and watched both the surrounding area and orbit above as numerous jump streaks appeared on the battlemap as the start of an incoming convoy from Planet 13 began to arrive in the midst of the ongoing naval battle. The cargo jumpships slid into the engagement behind drone screens and were escorted beneath the umbrellas provided by the two Sentinels at the lower edge of the defense fleet. There the jumpships began dispersing dropships and the larger transports down to the surface carrying far more troops than Star Force currently had on the ground.
It was the beginning of the main invasion, with the descending troops being entirely made up of Bsidd. Calavari, Scionate, and Canderous would soon follow, but the initial breakout would be fought with the Humans already on the ground and the numerically superior Bsidd that the lizards did not want to let through. As difficult as the Human infantry was to fight, the Bsidd were even worse when not counting Archons. They were larger and had so many appendages that there was literally no way to get the jump on them…plus the fact that they had no center of mass and some of the lizards’ phaser fire would often miss through one of their torso gaps.
Iden watched as the first wave of dropships came down behind them in the distance like a tendril from the sky, then he looked back at the other battlemap that was centered on the city ahead of them.
“Come on…you’re not just going to sit there and let us unload. Send them already,” he said impatiently, for his and Ciatra’s mission wasn’t going down unless the lizards counterattacked.
“Patience,” his apprentice mocked. “It’s not like we can unload everyone in an hour. Give them time to think it through.”
“They don’t usually do much waiting. More of a reflexive…ah, there. See?” he said as a plume of wisps began to emerge from the city’s hangars and pool in the sky just below the defense shield that had been rebuilt over the past 7 months, though the anti-orbital battery wasn’t yet back in working order. If it was then the fleet above was going to get picked at and forced to take it out again, wasting drones in a redundant surface attack that Iden and Ciatra intended for them not to have to make anytime soon. 
They were going after the battery before it could be totally rebuilt, knowing that the in-city defenses surrounding it would not be operational before it was. The lizards had rushed the shield before even beginning work on the battery so they had a way to cover it, and it looked like they weren’t wasting resources on side projects when the big gun was the one that mattered…then there was the fact that when they did get it operational Star Force was just going to blow it up again and anything nearby it, so what point was there in building anti-tank and anti-infantry turrets around its perimeter without an immediate use?
“You think they’re heading for us?” the mech copilot asked.
“Not with two armadillos,” Iden scoffed. “At least not until they can get sufficient numbers, anyway. They’ll avoid us and go straight for the dropships when they feel confident, but they can’t mount a decent attack with just wisps. They know we’ve beefed up our anti-air defenses. They’ll have to bring in their ground troops.”
“You mean flood in,” Ciatra corrected.
“That’ll take a bit of time to organize, but they’re all there. They’ve been saturating the cities with them prior to our next attack. No way they’ll just sit there and wait to be overrun with Bsidd.”
“I heard they hate them more than Humans,” the pilot said. 
“I can confirm that,” Iden answered. 
“Why exactly?”
“Because there’s so many of them. When we deploy Bsidd we usually send them in numbers. The lizards’ swarm tactics are diminished when they’re having to fight a smaller swarm themselves. They know by now that when the Bsidd show up, a lot more are on the way. That’s why I think they’re not going to wait too long to go after those dropships. No matter how many troops they’ve got waiting to fight us, they can’t let the Bsidd unload and get grouped up. They’ve got to hit us now, and if naval can keep their cruisers away the only option they have is to start their primary ground push immediately, before we start to get too numerous to overwhelm.”
“So you’re bringing them down first as a goad?”
“Wasn’t my call, but it wouldn’t surprise me if that was considered. Primary reason is that they counter the lizards best. Calavari might be able to take them better hand to hand, but the Bsidd have so many variants they can field a much better ground team across the board.”
“Slight offense taken there,” the copilot said. “We’re the ones that have been holding out down here, without the insane numbers.”
“And there’s a reason why the Bsidd weren’t sent in first,” Iden added. “If you have a ‘have to hold’ scenario, you send the Clans. Bar none.”
“That’s more like it.”
“Even if you are Clan Caitlyn.”
The pilot coughed. “Archon or not, do you want kicked off this ride?”
Ciatra snickered. “We’re getting off anyway,” she said, seeing that they were almost to the holding point. 
“Yep,” Iden agreed, seeing the first of the lizard tanks appearing along the edge of the city. “Coordinate with command and delay them from getting within firing range as long as possible.”
“I thought you wanted to get closer?” the copilot asked.
“I do, but my gut says to get off now.”
“Good luck then,” the pilot offered, then added, “Jinx scum.”
“Come on, Ciatra. Let’s go cause some mayhem,” Iden said as he backtracked a step then turned and walked out of the cockpit into the narrow hallway that connected it to the rest of the mech’s interior. Most of it was mechanism, not a troop carrier, but it held a small hangar with a few auxiliary chambers, including a medical station. The michelangelos could be used as a mobile outpost in a pinch, but they were primarily designed to soak up damage while simultaneously dishing it out. 
There were no other crew onboard besides the two pilots, so Iden walked over and hit one of the three door releases, exposing a circular hatch two meters wide near the starboard wall. There was a retractable ladder that would reach down to the ground but he left it alone, sitting down on the rim and putting his legs into the hole. He steadied himself for a moment then glanced up at Ciatra.
“You up to this?”
“Always.”
“Don’t get stepped on,” he said, pushing off and falling through the hole. 
Ciatra sat down and put her legs through, giving him a moment to clear then pushing herself off and letting gravity pull her down into clean air. She fell several stories down to the ground, cushioning her landing with a pulse from her jump pack, and landed a few meters past Iden. She followed him as he ran backwards between the rearmost two legs as the huge walker moved on, then he diverted slightly to the right and got into a shallow wash, sprinted a few seconds then ducked behind a neo before running off sideways for a good 200 meters or so where there was a 15 meter cliffside with a shallow V in it. 
He and Ciatra both stopped there, pressing up against the wall and crouching down while they watched the rest of the mechs stroll past. 
“We’re on our own from this point,” Iden reminded her. 
“If you can make it, so can I.”
“That’s the thing,” he admitted. “I never know if I will until it actually happens.”
“We’re a team,” she reminded him. “And you’re better off with me than without.”
“No argument there,” he said as he glanced skyward, seeing the orbital tendril of ships coming down and now starting to go back up as well, with empty cargo holds that would be refilled as soon as they got back into space. “I get the feeling this is going to be the biggest ground campaign in Star Force history. We should be able to lose ourselves in the mess and slip through, but if we don’t make it I hate to take you down with me.”
Ciatra glared at him through her helmet. “You’re not the only one in the empire that gets to be reckless, Iden.”
He smirked, though she couldn’t see it behind his solid blue faceplate. “Spoken like a true Jinx. Alright then, reckless it is. Let’s do this.”
The two Archons fist bumped then waited, knowing this was the last place the lizards were going to hit. They would be going around the mechs and trying to get at the landing zone, but until they started to move they had to sit tight and wait for an opportunity.
And in the meantime they were going to get a grandiose view of the fireworks about to break out.
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A mild visual distortion crossed from far right to directly ahead of Iden as he was running a zigzag course across the rocky ground trying to keep to the lower spots. Even over the small ridges he could see the source, that being the michelangelo that he and Ciatra had been riding in. It had wheeled off to the right in a wide arc that brought it closer to the city and within Keema range as it and part of the mechs were heading towards a line of thousands of tanks that were pressing out of the city towards the distant landing zone where the first of the Bsidd troops were coming down and swarms of wisps were already picking at the edges of Star Force’s defenses.
All the heavy walkers were firing at the tanks as they tried to race pace kilometers away and out of their own return weapons range. Some of the neos were racing on ahead to get to them, running across the ground in similar stride to what Iden was sporting on foot. The mechs had come a long way over the centuries and were now more a mobile battle suit with agility that no other mech design allowed. It didn’t make them the fastest on foot, but in close range fights they could literally dance around an enemy and if they got up to the tank columns they’d do heavy damage there so long as they didn’t run face first into a mass salvo…which they probably were about to do if the heavy walkers couldn’t bust up the lizard lines prior to their arrival.
So there were nearly invisible Keema lances shooting out regularly, but this one had fired the opposite direction and hit an anti-infantry turret on the city’s edge. Just the one shot as the walker wheeled around to head towards the tanks to the north while a few of the mechs headed towards another column coming up from another city to the south. Those were being followed by infantry transports and widely spaced troops on foot bringing up the rear, with the spacing being a result of Star Force punishing them previously for getting their units so closely packed together and making sweet aerial targets. Typically the skeets didn’t carry bombs, but in response to the infantry carpets that the lizards had been deploying they’d refitted slightly, loosing apple-sized bombs that would annihilate a few hundred lizards per hit.
That meant to the south, barely visible when Iden’s head popped up over a ridgeline, were dispersed carpets of lizards spread across miles of terrain following finger-like tendrils of tanks heading out at speed to catch up with the wisps, and included in them were anti-air platforms. They looked like thick, flatbed trucks and Iden knew they were fire and forget packages that would turn the air above them into a very dangerous place to be. If the skeets weren’t careful to avoid them they’d go down with a single hit from the cluster fire, but fortunately that massive army was staying south and making a direct line for the Bsidd landing zone…or zones, for there were several placed in close proximity within the center of the bit of Star Force territory on the planet.
The forces to the north were just building, with infantry to follow soon. The area in between where his mechs had been stationed was now barren, for they’d all peeled off and the lizards weren’t trying to push anything in their direction. They were trying to flank them and avoid a confrontation with as many troops as possible, knowing that any delay would mean more Bsidd getting down and organized on the ground.
The lizards were in a frenzy and Iden could see some of their tanks bobbing over the uneven terrain as they pressed their speed hard. Floating on anti-grav could give you some impressive speeds, but the tanks weren’t built for aerodynamics and that limited them. Still, they could move faster than the mechs at full speed, especially the heavy walkers. It was the aerial craft they couldn’t outrun, but at the moment those were busy with the wisps, leaving the tanks with a clear sprint forward so long as they could avoid the mechs.
That single Keema shot was easily missed in the maelstrom, probably put down to the heavy walker just shooting at a target in range as it turned, but it had been deliberate. That infantry turret was located where Iden and Ciatra were going in and would have had an easy shot at them on approach. As it was there were two anti-mech turrets that were going to be within range of them but they didn’t have the tracking speed needed to hit really mobile targets…which the two Archons currently were.
They were still several kilometers out, but were running at 27 miles an hour over the rough ground. Iden could go faster, so could Ciatra, but he didn’t want to risk pushing too hard and leaving her behind. Likewise he didn’t want them winded when they got to the city’s edge and have their reflexes dulled as a side effect. They weren’t moving at a jog, to be sure, but most races couldn’t achieve this speed on foot and the two of them were crossing ground at the speed of slow vehicles as they both watched the city edge ahead while the fighting continued to escalate behind them.
Iden felt a battlemeld prompt from his padawan and accepted it, suddenly getting her senses added to his situational awareness…in addition to his Ikrid range. Their combined strength and skills now let them feel ahead to the remaining turrets and sense the pinprick of minds inside. Iden had wondered if they were manned constantly or not, but at the moment at least they were. Rather than risk getting shot by the anti-mech versions getting lucky, he kept the pair zigzagging on approach to reduce their silhouette and stretched out their combined ability as far as they could and began to blanket the lizard minds with a simple sense of sleepiness.
They couldn’t knock them out from this far, but they could incentivize them to stop paying attention. There was no guarantee here, and even if they didn’t shoot the Archons on approach there was a good chance that they were still going to be noticed entering the city with a subsequent alert being sent out. What Iden was counting on was the confusion of the mounting battle and getting lost in the frenzy, for once they got inside they were not going to lay low and wait to be found. They were running and gunning as much as necessary to get to their target and back before the lizards realized there was a serious threat in their midst.
He still didn’t know how well that would work, but one never knew for sure before you tried and now was the time. With their combined Ikrid getting stronger with each step closer they abandoned their weave and headed on a more or less straight line towards the city edge, bobbing up and down over the little undulations in the ground that would have made them easy targets for the now smoking remains of the anti-infantry battery the michelangelo had so easily taken out from range.
Live dangerously, Iden said mentally.
And kick ass, Ciatra finished a moment before they both accelerated up into a low sprint and covered the remaining distance as quick as they reasonably could while still maintaining their psionic blanket on the turrets. The pair wasn’t headed towards a gap in the buildings, but rather to the blunt side of one that doubled as a thick wall outlining a tiny piece of the city’s edge. When Iden got to it he activated his jump pack and leapt up some 7 stories to where he stuck on the side spiderman style with Ciatra arriving on his right a second later. Both held there, crouching down into launch positions, then jumping up after their packs had a moment to recharge. 
The second leap got them to the top and the pair of Jinxes took off running across the rooftop not bothering to look back at the war breaking out behind them. Their focus was ahead and keeping away from the army formations within the city that had yet to leave their corrals. Knowing that going rooftop to rooftop was a good way to get spotted in daylight from above, they were counting on the fact that the lizard wisps were all out engaging the landing zone defense forces. If that held true then this was better than going down to street level or subterranean and dealing with run-ins that would undoubtedly raise an alarm.
Iden didn’t expect to go unnoticed, but he wanted to stretch their window as far as they could. If a lizard looked out a window and saw them, well, there was nothing they could do about that, but by the time they reported them the Archons will have moved off another kilometer or two, which would make tracking them difficult if you didn’t have craft in the air following the pair.
To her credit Ciatra stayed with him smoothly, to which he did not attribute his own training. Padawans were not students, but rather fellow Archons that needed to add advanced psionics to their personal arsenal. Each of them came with a plethora of skills already, as Iden had when he’d been taken on by a mage. Now the roles were reversed and while he was the stronger of the two she was not holding him up. So long as he didn’t go full out she stuck with him, and with their battlemeld still active there was no chance of her accidentally falling behind, for he knew where she was constantly, as well as how hard she was pushing herself.
Ciatra had maintained a bit of a cushion in the effort department, but not much. He’d done the same when he was an apprentice or just paired with a higher ranking Archon on missions. Sometimes the slower one would go first and the faster would follow, but the quickest way to cover ground was for the faster to lead and navigate, with the slower just keeping up and not worrying about anything other than their footsteps and effort. That was how Iden preferred to move with his padawan and Ciatra understood the inherent advantage, with the responsibility on her to keep moving at such a high rate indefinitely, taking what small breaks they had when possible.
Not many of those occurred on their leaping course across the city, but when they got near to the construction site they did slow and drop down to street level a few times to take advantage of the cover as they approached the partially built battery that looked like a thick cylinder reaching up into the sky. The weapon itself was encased inside of thick armor that wasn’t fully applied yet, nor was it full height. Construction crews were everywhere, meaning that the pair had to pick their mode of attack before heading in, for there was no way this was going to go unnoticed.
With the two staying in battlemeld they knew what each other was thinking so no discussion was necessary, but they did keep looking at new angles of attack and weighting their effectiveness. They didn’t have any explosives of their own to use, so they were going to have to improvise…and it was going to mean they had to split up.
Without hesitation the pair broke, with Ciatra heading up to a nearby rooftop and Iden going down to street level. They released their battlemeld before the connection broke and Iden dropped down on top of several lizards that didn’t expect him to be there. He knocked them back with a telekinetic burst then took them down to the ground with his Fornax but didn’t waste the time to kill them as he sprinted off into the construction zone that was still a crater around the anti-orbital gun where the surrounding buildings hadn’t yet been rebuilt, though the debris had been cleared away. 
In its place was a myriad of equipment and supply stacks, giving him ample cover to disappear within once he got off the street. He couldn’t hide from the lizards, for they were all over the site, but he could get out of view of all but a few of them as he darted from one crate stack to another heading to an onsite fabrication machine that was spitting out fresh structural beams that were then being carried up to the top of the tower by anti-grav chutes. 
Iden ran up and into one of them, passing through the clear containment shield and jumping upward, with his momentum carrying him up into the sky thanks to the 0 G inside. He lightly bounced off one side of the shield as he careened into it, then began an agile bouncing fest as he passed several haulers coming back down and even overtook a few going up. They were little more than a lizard with a thick backpack tugging the now weightless pieces up the shaft, but there were so many of them that it felt like a vertical highway at rush hour.
They saw him go by, but there was nothing they could do other than report in if they had comms. He didn’t stick around to check, getting to the top and bouncing his way out the side of the shield where egress was intended. There he did let loose with his pair of pistols, killing some two dozen lizards on the wide top platform and continuing to shoot all those he could find as he made his way across the football field-sized parking lot where the components were being stacked for use just below by the assembly crews. 
Iden found one of the ramps down and jumped over the edge, coming down on top of a tram and shooting the lizard driving it in the head. Without its pilot the stubby flatbed continued to move up to the top of the ramp then motored on in a straight line to the edge, bouncing up and over the small retailing wall there and careening over the edge. It fell the full height down to the ground where it landed like a bomb into a stack of metal rods, spilling them off their clusters and sweeping away a few lizards who happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.
Iden ran across the catwalks that were underneath and stretching down to the actual construction points on top of the growing structure. They were rising up in one place a few meters as that assembly was complete and ready for the next structural beam up, but the Archon just bypassed them all and jumped over the edge, falling down through the beams and into the empty heart of the tower where the actual weapon was being built several stories down. 
When he landed there he didn’t shoot the work crews, instead grabbing hold of one of their minds and ordering it to turn the big machine it was piloting against the delicate machinery it had been carefully assembling by cutting into the panel that had just been freshly placed over a completed segment of the firing matrix.
Iden just stood there and watched until one of the other lizards tried to stop his puppet. He shot that one with a single, high intensity plasma lance and the lizard collapsed onto the walkway and rolled off it, falling deeper inside what was the base of the firing barrel. The Archon guarded his post and his helpless assistant until the casing had been cut free, then he jumped across the barrel gap with some help from his jump pack and landed next to it, rendering the lizard inside the machine cockpit unconscious with a strong Ikrid push before firing multiple pistol blasts into the innards and beginning to telepathically pull the pieces out as if he was shoveling snow.
Save for this snow was charred and metallic, and he was sinking deeper and deeper into it as he dug his way through the freshly built mechanism until he disappeared from view entirely, with only the spray of debris coming out and falling off the edge to the barrel’s bottom marking his position.
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Ciatra watched as Iden made his way up the anti-grav lift as she launched herself off the nearest rooftop at a sprint. Using her jump pack she got halfway across the barrens around the tower, coming down atop a crate stack that was itself as large as a building. She ran across it for a few seconds then dropped down to the ground and began shooting every lizard that she came across as she zigzagged the ground traffic enroute to the base of the tower where there normally would have been anti-infantry defenses.
Given that it wasn’t finished there were none whatsoever, just a lot of construction crews that obligingly tried to throw themselves at her in the hopes of a mass tackle. If they did get her pinned down it could be trouble if there were armed troops on the way, but right now she was in dominance over the construction site and chose to make use of it by blasting herself a path in to the tower base through the throngs of workers now dropping what they were doing and coming at her.
She hoped that meant Iden was being mostly ignored, but that wasn’t the point. Ciatra needed to get inside and aside from jumping over some clumps of lizards there was nothing in her way to prevent it. Cutting around the side of a massive hover truck, she darted through a pack of 6 lizards that were in the way, shooting the first and knocking the others down as she moved through the doorless entryway and into the incomplete structure.
Some walls were in place, others were just ribs allowing her to move through areas that normally one couldn’t. Her objective was either the main power feed or the backup reactor, not knowing which was complete at this point. To get to one she had to cross laterally to a vertical line, to get to the other she had to climb six levels…which with her jump pack was a piece of cake.
The inside of the structure was full of lizards as well, but situated in specific sections that were under work. They weren’t so numerous as to give her trouble while on the move, but once she jumped/climbed up through the open structural lattice that made up the base of the tower she got to a middle bit of floor around the reactor that had several work crews on it. Ciatra dispatched those with her plasma rifle, taking a minute to go on a killing spree and give herself some room to work on the reactor. 
Glancing up she saw that connective lines were already in place all the way to the actual weapon base. Iden was up there somewhere trashing it from the inside out, and she knew as well as he did that whatever damage done the lizards could just rebuild. The trick was to do it in such a way that would keep them busy the longest, which in this case meant forcing them to disassemble what they already had constructed before rebuilding.
Her familiarity with lizard tech wasn’t great, but with everything stripped down as it was and bits of sunlight coming in through pieces of the far wall that were missing to facilitate parts inflow she was able to find the reactor access hatch. It and the rest of the reactor core were already complete, but the question was did they have the fuel rods inside yet?
And by fuel rods she meant the lizard form of a battery that would physically store potential energy tapped from the main line, then be able to cannibalize the molecular structures in a form of fission that would run for a very long time if main power was cut. When it was reapplied the rods would begin the reverse, turning from their base slurry back into a thick, solid rods. It was one of the lizards’ newer engineering feats and gave the anti-orbital guns the ability to keep firing even if the city’s main power supply went offline.
When Ciatra pulled open the panel there was a short crawlspace that she dove into, eventually coming to another panel that she removed and found that the fuel rods, all six of them, had not been put in place yet. That was just fine, as far as she was concerned, because this whole reactor assembly was something that you couldn’t just replace with spare parts…and if she did her job right they wouldn’t even know about the damage until much later.
Using her Pefbar and Lachka, she reached into the walls of the small fuel rod chamber and started to bend and twist things where no one could see, snapping connections and crossing others. Ciatra allowed herself a few Ikrid scans of the exterior to monitor the construction crews and pushed her timetable a bit, wanting more small scale damage so that they wouldn’t be able to fix this thing and be forced to replace it entirely.
“How you doing?” Iden’s voice said in her helmet.
“Redecorating. You?”
“About to scatter.”
“I need a couple more minutes. Make a ruckus on the way out will ya?”
“Hurry,” he emphasized, leaving her to work in quiet.
Not knowing the situation outside she took heed to that warning and forced herself to three more bits of sabotage before pulling out and shutting the chamber. When she climbed back through the crawlway there were lizards on the outside very angry and unable to do anything with her inside. They all dropped to the ground wriggling with muscle spasms as she crawled out, then she went around and shot each and every one of them, hoping that her sabotage might go unnoticed. She shut the outer hatch and tossed the bodies over the edge of the platform, dropping them like bombs down to the lower levels where others were scurrying around. 
She followed them down, but only a few levels. There, in plain view, she moved to the central power line that was rising up from ground level to the base of the reactor and began firing into it with her rifle and then a pistol when she ran out of ammo. She burned enough of a hole into it that the internal mechanisms were junked, effectively cutting the power transfer possibilities and forcing the lizards to replace the line.
Ciatra tucked her pistol back onto her weapon rack and flipped her middle finger at the lizard construction crews below before jumping/crawling her way through the rib cage of the tower to one of the slits of light on the armored exterior. There she went out a hole meant for supplies to come in and got onto a small temporary catwalk on the outside with a good view over the construction site to the east.
“I’m done,” she reported.
A waypoint popped up off into the city, different from Iden’s current location, and Ciatra knew that was to be their rendezvous. A quick scan of the sky showed no fighters coming in to harass them, but there was a number of civilian craft up there just hovering in place, probably to give eyes to the site and allow them to figure out what was going on. They couldn’t shoot at them, but it was clear that their surprise attack advantage was coming to a close and they needed to get out of here ASAP.
Ciatra backed up into the gap, then pushed off with her right hand to help accelerate herself into as much of a sprint as possible over the few meters she had to work with and jumped off the catwalk in a huge arch that dropped her to the ground with a gentle landing and into a zigzagging run through the cargo stacks. She knocked aside a few lizards with her Lachka or Fornax but refrained from shooting them as she kept her pistol on her back and her arms pumping for maximum speed. 
Just before she got to the edge of the construction site one of the vehicles above nearly rammed the Archon, with her Pefbar just catching it coming in time for her to jump to the left. The car-sized craft hit and scraped into the ground digging a long furrow in the hard packed dirt, missing her by a couple of meters. Angry, Ciatra ran up to it, hopped on top and kicked the lizard driver in the head as she passed, then hopped off back to the ground and disappeared into a narrow gap between buildings.
She telekinetically knocked down the first of several lizards there, with more behind them arriving to either see what was going on or do something about it. None of these had weapons, yet, so she decided not to play with them and grabbed a bit of wall and started climbing. The adhesive sections on her fingers and toe-tips worked well enough, but you had to take your time and Ciatra was getting impatient. She had her jump pack as a backup so she pushed the limits of traction and raced her way up and away from the lizards below her, stopping when she did finally slip and taking the moment to gather her legs in a crouch before launching herself straight up with a boost from her pack.
The padawan grabbed for traction again much further up and continued to climb until she got to the rooftop. There were several aerial vehicles waiting for her, with a single lizard phaser rifle greeting her. Her shields took a hit, then both the lizard and the weapon were pulled off the floating vehicle and fell to the rooftop below courtesy of Iden who was approaching from another direction and just now hopping the gap between buildings.
“I got the reactor in a way that shouldn’t be easy to find,” she reported.
“I was less subtle with the firing array,” he said as she hesitated a few seconds for him to catch up, then the two of them raced off side by side across the rooftops. “We’re going to have to ditch these watchers.”
“I know,” she said as they came to the edge and ran straight off it, hopping the gap to the next building and falling several stories in the process to the much lower rooftop. Iden caught the landing in stride, but Ciatra had to do a dive roll to keep moving…which wasn’t all that easy with a pack on your back. She fell behind a couple of steps then sprinted to catch up just in time to follow Iden over the next gap as he slid on his hip and dipped over the edge, dropping down to street level.
When she came over Ciatra saw him partway down and clinging to the wall as a window blew out just in time for her to duck inside. Iden followed her into the building and the two of them started a hasty descent through the structure not even bothering to waste ammo on the lizards they encountered, but Ciatra thought she killed at least one with a punch to the neck on the way by.
Iden led the pair down below ground level then traveled a bit of distance in the undercity before coming back up in a different building. Reversing their course, they busted out another window and climbed up to the rooftop, careful to not get spotted. The watchers were several buildings over, still above the building they had disappeared into, and the pair of Archons snuck off across this one and began their journey across the city again, for the moment undetected, as they headed back to the far perimeter with a lot of buildings and lizards between them and clear ground…
  
Ciatra hit the rocky surface at the base of the perimeter building first, landing hard to avoid the single wisp that had been chasing them the past 3 minutes. She knew better than to stand still, so even before Iden came down the padawan sprinted out into the open away from the city, making a plain target for the lizard aerial craft, but one that was not going to be super easy to hit moving at the speeds she was capable of and able to turn at a moment’s notice.
Iden came down with the wisp whipping over the building a split second behind him and blowing out a chunk of roof with a near miss of pink phaser fire. He let gravity pull him as fast as he dared, then decelerated sharply with his jump pack at the last moment, landing so hard he lost his balance and fell to the side, cracking his head on a rock. Fortunately his helmet protected him, but it still rung his bell as the wisp circled around sharply and dove down at Ciatra as she heeded Iden’s advice to not wait up on him.
He got on his feet and ran after her, shaking off his disorientation and getting up to a sprint faster than his padawan was capable of as he began closing the distance with several phaser blasts stitching the ground near Ciatra. He saw her go into a weave even before the wisp opened fire, ducking to the left, then the right before reversing course entirely and backtracking. That allowed Iden to catch up a lot, enough for the two of them to link up in battlemeld and reach out to the wisp on its next pass. 
It got off one shot that hit near Ciatra and blew apart a rock into a spray of shrapnel that penetrated her already weakened shields. It pinged off her corovon-laced armor as the two Archons hacked into the lizard’s mind and took control, forcing it to pick up speed and ram into the ground.
It didn’t explode, for it wasn’t that high up in the air to begin with, but it did drag across the ground through a couple of boulders, flipping over twice and getting thoroughly dented. Iden wasn’t sure if that was enough, but it was on the ground so they let it go and just ran straight out from the city towards a small dot on the horizon, behind which there was a storm of activity in the form of wisps and dropships. They were so far away Iden and Ciatra couldn’t make out what was going on, save for the larger transports involved that looked like mere specks against the smokey haze that he knew were ships and not clouds. 
The wisp stayed on the ground for more than a minute, then the battered craft got airborne again and circled around a tight spiral as it gained altitude. Seemingly disoriented, it just hovered there for a moment before accelerating towards them as another three wisps were just becoming visible to the north, apparently coming back from duty elsewhere to chase after the Archons, for they were not coming from within the city, nor from the maelstrom straight ahead.
“Do we try all three?”
“No,” Iden said as they both slowed ever so slightly to ready themselves. “Just disorient them and make them miss.”
Ciatra jumped over a boulder, getting a bit of hangtime in the process, then came down and stepped on a much smaller rock causing her to stumble and lose a step as the ground in front of her lit up with badly aimed phaser strikes that were intended to cause the Archons to turn back rather than hit them. Both knew they couldn’t do that so they got a little more spacing between each other and ran on, forcing the wisps to come in at them.
They came together, three wide, and the Archons reached out telepathically to cloud their minds. It didn’t work well enough to keep them from firing, but the shots missed so badly it was apparent that the pilots couldn’t concentrate. As they passed overhead the Archons released two of them and grabbed hold of the third, forcing it to fly its fighter down into the ground. 
Off to their right it took a steep nosedive and planted itself into the terrain with a brief pop of smoke as it hit, with the other two wisps circling around to come in for another pass just as a phaser blast hit between the two Archons from behind.
A second one hit Ciatra in the back, knocking her face first into the ground before the damaged wisp came down itself ahead of them as Iden grabbed hold of the pilot’s mind and forced it into a shallow hillside where it didn’t have the luxury of skidding. It compacted in a mild spray of yellow/tan fragments as long range pink spit began to vaporize dust clouds around the two Archons.
The remaining wisps were too far away for Iden to affect, but they were getting closer and looked to want to keep firing the entire way in. With an effort, he telekinetically helped Ciatra get to her feet and start running again, albeit much slower. Their battlemeld had snapped when she fell, but he extended the prompt to her again and felt the light burns on her back when they connected. Both her shields and her armor had taken the hit, but he didn’t have the luxury of inspecting the damage. They had to keep running towards the dot that was getting much bigger ahead of them, and the wisps knew it too.
Which was why they made one last kamikaze run, coming within range of the Archons’ psionics and firing as quickly as they could. Both their minds got a wash of disorientation again, as if their vision suddenly got cloudy, and one of the wisps stopped firing. The other did not, with the phaser blasts hitting near both of them with such regularity that Iden knew a hit was coming. Running ahead of Ciatra he suddenly turned back and wrapped her up in a bear hug, with both of them dropping to the ground behind the closest rock they could find…which unfortunately was only half a meter tall.
They linked up their bioshields and wrapped themselves up in as much of a cocoon as they could, then the pale pink rocks around them got a lot more vivid as phaser blasts rained down. Most of them missed, but two hit and sucked their bioshields into nothingness. Iden’s shields took part of what remained, then it was their armor that had to do the rest up until they got hold of that pilot’s mind and forced him to fly away.
When they did they realized the truth…he’d set his firing controls to auto, expecting to lose physical control. The wisp had honed in on their position and fired on its own.
Clever bastard, Iden commented. He has to die next.
“Run,” Ciatra insisted. “Don’t let them hit both of us again.”
Iden realized through the battlemeld that Ciatra was losing blood, not from a new hit but the old one, and her head was starting to get foggy.
“Move it or lose it, Jinx,” he said, pulling her to her feet and pushing her ahead of him. 
“Good idea,” she said, slowing a bit and reaching back to release what was left of her jump pack and supplies. The tattered frame dropped off onto the ground, making her a bit lighter as well as letting Iden see the crater in her upper back where the phaser shot had burnt through in a few tiny spots, leaving a thin shell elsewhere through which tiny streaks of blood were pouring. The cauterization was cracking apart with every movement of her body.
Iden released his pack as well, suddenly getting a boost of agility from the lack of mass he’d gotten used to being there. He ran off to the left and got some distance in between them as she’d suggested just as the pair of wisps was coming back at them. He spotted a larger boulder ahead and mentally told Ciatra to get to it while he kept running, so from the lizards point of view the two targets suddenly turned into one as she dove down and disappeared behind it with a head-first slide.
That left them Iden to target, so he ran back towards Ciatra ensuring good battlemeld range, and the both reached out to the ‘smart’ pilot as he came closer. Iden knew the phaser blasts were coming so he went as evasive as he could, causing several to miss before they got hold of the pilot’s mind and forced him to turn to the right. The two wisps nearly collided, but the second pilot adjusted in the nick of time. 
Both flew out of psionic range within a few seconds, though for the moment the phaser fire had stopped.
“Go!” Iden shouted, verbally and telepathically, with Ciatra coming up from her cover and sprinting along with him towards the now very large silhouette on the horizon. They knew they weren’t going to get another chance at this pair of wisps, for they were circling around to come back at them in a wide spacing, meaning there was no chance of getting them to collide again. If they took control of one the other would have a free shot, and if they tried to dampen both the auto-controlled one would get at least a couple lucky shots in that would end them.
Fortunately they had another option, if the timing was going to be right. Squeezing as much speed out of their legs as they could, now lightened without their packs, both Archons sprinted across the ground in as straight of a line as they could manage towards the approaching mech that was also running towards them. It was their ride out of here, as well as their aerial umbrella, with its anti-air batteries already sprouted from its shoulder mounts and ready to fire when they came in range.
The wisps were determined though and didn’t break off, making it a race for distance and Iden not sure who would win out. When one of the wisps ducked down to the ground he knew it intended to ram them, mental interference or not. A moment later he got a warning prompt on his battlemap and the two Archons split, veering left and right with that wisp having to choose who to follow as yellow sammy spurts started to fill the air above them. 
The topside wisp took a few hits and veered off smoking, but the lower one was committed and went after Iden. The Archon sensed it was trying to use him to keep the mech from firing at the wisp, so the Archon slammed on the brakes and reversed course…with a slew of sammy shots passing within 3 meters of his head and streaking right into the wisp.
It fell a meter to the ground, caught on some rocks and began a tumble with debris spraying out with each bump. The wisp tore past Iden and came to a halt some 200 meters ahead as he and Ciatra ran back towards each other and the mech likewise sprinted up near them like a giant intent on scaring off any further pursuit. At the moment there was none, so when it came to a standstill the two Archons climbed up its thick metallic legs using their adhesive armor points in lieu of the jump packs they no longer had and worked their way up the mech’s back onto the shoulders next to the slight bump it had instead of a head.
Both of them latched onto it with as much leverage as they could and caused their adhesive points to lock to maximum. Once stuck in place they informed the mechwarrior and he slowly turned the neo around, accelerating smoothly into a jog and carried the Archons back into the ‘safety’ of the warzone beyond the city.
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July 17, 2946
Shaleth System (Voku territory)
Inova
  
Cal-com stood in his private oracle studying the recent data update the Preema had sent him. With it his galactic map, or rather only a tiny portion of the mind bogglingly large swirl, updated with another swath of yellow lizard dots being eliminated and tagged neutral grey that the Voku and their pact were tasked with monitoring and keeping clear of reinhabitation. The lizards were constantly trying to expand, even to the worlds they had lost less than 5 years ago. Cal-com had to keep everything under surveillance and his sweeper teams moving around constantly, else the hard fought gains that the Preema were racking up would ultimately be a loss.
Right now the damage they were doing, regardless of how many worlds the lizards colonized, was adding up. The Preema had the lizards beat badly and they knew it, but their empire wasn’t something that could be toppled swiftly. It had to be corralled and shrunken with care, which was a task beyond their current capabilities. While many fronts were being challenged and pushed back there were still regions where the lizards could expand freely. Right now the race to destroy worlds looked like it was winning out, but neither the Voku nor the Preema had eyes on every lizard system and there was no way to be certain where they all were.
If even one jumpship ran away from their territory, heading off into the galaxy in an unknown direction and traveling for 100 years before finding a quiet world to settle down on, they could regrow their entire empire from scratch. That was a threat that Cal-com was beginning to realize would never end. Like weeds growing in a field, all you could do was eradicate the ones you found and stay on the lookout for others. He had no hopes of eliminating the lizards entirely, though the Preema seemed to think it was possible. 
The Dafchor felt that was naivety on their part, but the trick in the lizards gaining dominance wasn’t in hiding, it was in putting their territory in plain view and growing it. They might be nearly impossible to destroy completely but they couldn’t wield power without consolidating themselves, and when they did they made themselves a target for the Voku and others. If they could knock them down now, undo the centuries of mistakes that others had made that allowed them to grow this large and widespread, then he could count this mission a success. 
To that end they were nearing an important milestone. Star Force’s push into lizard territory was functioning like a blunt knife blade that had reached to the centerline, not far off from the system Cal-com was currently situated in. There were several systems along that border under attack, but most of Star Force’s efforts were focused on breaking the link in the lizards’ primary supply chain while Cal-com’s fleet was hunting down their efforts to establish other ones and smuggle ships through unprotected systems.
In addition to that his forces were razing worlds and protecting others, spread out so far that he didn’t have any one single fleet capable of delivering the hammer blow to the lizards around Paul’s neck, and the Human had told him not to try with the few conglomerates he could spare. His friend had assured him that Star Force could handle this, long as it may be, and that he should use the distraction to his advantage and pluck as many other worlds from the lizards’ grasp as he could.
And that was happening, but more so with the Preema. Cal-com didn’t have accurate numbers of lizard movements in their coreward half but he could guestimate what was happening based off of observed movements through the bottleneck territory that the Voku and Star Force were now contesting. There were just as many reinforcements coming from there as they were from the lizard core systems and Cal-com knew that was why the Preema were rolling along as quickly as they were. Paul’s target system was a hotbed that was sucking in lizard fleets from other theatres and making it even easier for the Preema to advance…and as long as the lizards were committed to holding that system the flow would continue.
If Paul could keep chewing them up then that was an advantage, to be sure, but the sporadic reports he was getting from the Humans were showing a very costly battle for the system. As usually casualties were remarkably light, but Star Force was losing so much equipment that they had to keep their own reinforcements flowing in nonstop. That reduced their ability to expand their territory deeper towards the lizard core, giving the enemy a respite in their weaker systems save for the invasion corridor that the H’kar were pushing with light Star Force assistance. Their ally was next to useless without the Humans giving them directions, but when combined they were very effective at purging worlds.
Unfortunately the Skarrons were not. Cal-com did not understand the inner workings of the Skarron empire, but for one so large they were doing a very bad job of defending their borders…and he believed that they weren’t truly trying. Did they have a greater enemy elsewhere to fight? Or were they simply apathetic and not willing to reinforce the ‘border’ regions? Their territory was so huge, and their command structure so isolated, that Cal-com had never gotten good intelligence from the captured worlds his people were actively taking from them back around their home territory.
The Elders had told them to expand there and they were, but he hadn’t learned much about the Skarrons that he didn’t already know. From the snippets that he did have, and the reports coming in from the Preema, he surmised that the Skarrons were only interested in winning and were willing to lose systems that couldn’t defend themselves. How far would the lizards have to press before that changed he didn’t know, but had he been in control of their military he would have acted strongly far before now, if to only deny the enemy the additional resources it was gaining from the conquests.
The Preema fleets that had been dispatched to the Skarron border were helping to slow the advance, but only in pockets. They couldn’t devote enough ships there while purging from the opposite side at the needed rate, so they were assisting the Skarrons who were fighting hard, just with no support from the rest of their empire…at least not in the numbers that Cal-com suspected they could summon up if wanted.
He couldn’t fault the Preema for trying, but the Skarrons were just as much an enemy of the Voku as they were Star Force and he was glad that the Humans had refused any sort of an Alliance with them. The Preema might be able to ignore the past actions of The Nexus, but the Voku were not so forgiving. Fortunately Star Force wasn’t either, for when one waged war lightly it had no meaning and the definition between friend and enemy got blurred so much that they lost all distinction.
The trust between Cal-com and Paul was different. Their allegiances were firm, and they would not waver in them one iota. Those races that did were without honor and could not be trusted, with the Preema counted amongst them. Cal-com had no firm data to work with, but he knew they were involved in this fight for internal reasons rather than because it needed to happen. If circumstances changed they’d abandon the Voku and the Dafchor knew it. They were a temporary ‘ally,’ and not truly deserving of that title. Star Force was different, and would have the Voku’s back in times of need whether it was to their advantage or not. That was their nature, and it surprised him that they could be so focused without a driving superior.
Everything that Cal-com did was to serve the Elders. They were the stabilizing rod to the Voku, and Star Force had none. Yet they were adamant about their self-appointed mandates, not in words but in deeds. Cal-com was glad that the Elders had instructed him to save them long ago, for they were more valuable than a hundred different races like the Preema. They could be counted on, whereas most others could not be.
A flashing orb caught the Dafchor’s attention and brought his mind out of contemplation. He pulled up the warning prompt and immediately transitioned his oracle over to a command prompt. The floors opened up and the ‘furniture’ rearranged, giving him a control station that he stepped into that allowed him to interface with his subordinates elsewhere on the planet without having to physically relocate to the planet’s main oracle.
“They came into the system only a moment ago,” Nem-tre reported as his hologram and others appeared around Cal-com, making it appear as if he were actually on the primary oracle. “Unidentified jumpships 34 in count and growing, the first of which has made a microjump out from the star heading in our direction.”
“Defensive formation,” Cal-com ordered. “Assume hostile, but do not fire until fired upon or my order. Get a comm prompt open immediately, all known languages.”
“Only the one ship made the microjump,” another Voku staffer noted. “The rest are holding position in stellar orbit.”
“Either a scout or an emissary,” Cal-com deduced calmly. “Either way they know we’re here. After this is over I want the system reswept for probes.”
The orbital map of Inova marked a new icon decelerating to a stop just outside the range of the six conglomerates stationed nearby that were busily breaking apart into more mobile attack ships, drawing a head twitch from Cal-com. Whoever this was had powerful gravity drives to get from the star to here that fast.
“We’re being contacted, generic comm prompt. Languages cycling.”
Cal-com waited a moment while his staff and their automated computer systems used the puzzle pieces of the incoming transmission to match up hopefully one means of communication that both races were fluent in and after only a few seconds one was identified, with it being the old trade language that had predominated this area prior to the lizard invasion. The Voku had acquired it from Star Force, and with it the computer systems were able to translate incoming messages into Cal-com’s native language in the form of text.
He didn’t see it until one of his staffers transferred it to his attention, then the simple message asking for him by name floated in holo before him…along with a holographic request.
“Are we set to translate?”
“Yes.”
“Put it through to me,” he said, hitting a few buttons that eclipsed the view behind him with an opaque energy shield so the newly arrived ships couldn’t see where he was. After a few moments an image appeared of a triangular helmet set over what looked similar to Voku shoulders. All were armored with a glossy blue material that shone with highlights and made a very intimidating appearance.
“Identify yourselves and state your business here,” Cal-com demanded, looking back at the alien from behind his single artificial crystalline eyepiece. 
The translation procedure was a bit delayed, as well as configured to answer in the approximate tone of the speaker if applicable, for some races communicated with all but unintelligible squawks and screeches. This one did not, and the voice seemed metallic but almost Voku, with the helmet obviously affecting the individual’s natural voice.
“We are the Shanplenix. You requested allies in your war against the Cajdital. Until recently we did not think you capable of defeating them. Now that we know you have a viable chance, we are offering our assistance.”
“How did you know of this system?” Cal-com demanded.
“We may keep to our own systems, but we watch others closely. This system’s location is not known to many, but we were able to discover it none the less.”
An information terminal to Cal-com’s left lit up with a message from his staff and he gave a displeased look at the alien. “By invading their computer systems as you just tried to do with ours?”
“Yes,” it answered unapologetically. “Most are unable to detect our presence. The fact that you can is encouraging.”
“Cease your efforts to do so or leave this system under my fleet’s guns.”
The alien made a ‘tisk, tisk, tisk’ sound that didn’t translate. “No need for hostilities between us, Voku. We find it easier to learn from computer tap than by conquering worlds. Most are unaware and therefore do not take issue with it. Now that we know you can, we will not attempt to do so further. Rather I will simply ask you to provide us with information.”
“You first. Explain yourselves and what aid you think you can give us against the Li’vorkrachnika.”
“Li’vorkrachnika? So you use their proper name? Most refer to them in a more insulting manner.”
“Answer me,” Cal-com demanded evenly.
“If we wished to destroy you here and now we could, but we cannot contend with the rest of your forces. Our technology and methodology may be more advanced, but our numbers are not. We possess only 3 systems, none of which have fallen to the Li’vorkrachnika, but they are too widespread for us to defeat, hence we have not tried. You seem to stand a chance of doing so and we’d like them gone.”
“Why exactly?”
“Aside from attacking us, futilely, they are exterminating other races. That mindset is unforgiveable. One conquers a race, they do not remove them from existence. A waste of potential and the height of arrogance. The Li’vorkrachnika are a plague in this portion of the galaxy that is only growing larger…until recently. You have made great gains, but victory is not certain. Even now the largest battle to date wages nearby, one which you are conspicuously absent from while your ally fights alone. May I ask why?”
“You have reconnaissance there, or obtained data from outside?”
“Your ally’s computer systems are more robust than your own. We could obtain nothing from them, but we do have a few assets on location to observe and transmit. The Li’vorkrachnika were kind enough to transport them there for us. You are finally engaged in a critical battle, one that the enemy cannot retreat from, so why are the Voku and others not there?”
“Our ally has assured me that they can handle it. How exactly do you propose to assist?”
“Oh we have no want to involve ourselves with anything of that scale. The Li’vorkrachnika are dangerous in such numbers. We wish to coordinate some local resistance, as well as lay claim to a few worlds in the process.”
“Why have you not done so already?”
“The Li’vorkrachnika are stifling trade and transit in the region. If they are gone we will be able to adopt a more public persona…though with the native inhabitants gone, there will be barren worlds up for grabs. We’d like to acquire a few specific ones and not get into a squabble with you over them, if possible. We are willing to help pacify the surrounding regions in a coordinated assault when the time comes, both out of mutual concern for the region and in compensation for the allowance. We seriously doubt your ability to maintain your hold over so much unoccupied territory in the aftermath…beneficial forthcomings assumed…and wish to cement our placement now, as well as to have a hand in guiding whatever colonization efforts you and your allies choose to allow others to make.”
“That will depend on the specifics of your ability to ‘pacify’ and your intentions going forward. You are unknown to us, and any firm agreement will have to be sculpted over time, though your stated intent is not incompatible with our plans, as far as colonization is concerned. The issue of ‘influence’ is one that could be taken many ways.”
“Consider us interested in who becomes our neighbors. We’re not hermits, but we do like a bit of space between us and undesirables.”
“Define undesirables.”
“Those which we do not get along with.”
“With such nonspecific demands I can give you no answer.”
“Nor should you, for we have done nothing yet. When you reach our region of space we can get more specific, but for the moment we are here to declare our intent and offer the service of the fleet you see before you in hitting a few targets alongside you. Without seeing our combat prowess there is little to discuss.”
“I take it you have already seen ours?”
“We have.”
“How do you compare?”
“Adequately.”
“You had better not be boasting. I do not care for liars.”
“We are not, and I will say that there are many more races out there that have been swallowed up by Li’vorkrachnika territory, yet not consumed by it. They merely wait for the opportunity to strike back. If you are savvy, you will have more allies joining you as you progress. We are a bit more forethinking than the others, hence we are here and they are not.”
“And you wish to stake your claim first.”
“Perhaps.”
“Where are you located?”
The alien made a gesture at someone off screen and a burst of data was transmitted. A long moment later, after the Voku computers sorted it out, three highlights appeared on the map within the lizards’ core region.
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March 27, 2958
Gvaris System (contested territory)
Nephasil
  
“The Archon team has successfully neutralized the planetary defense gun. Stand by for attack runs following orbital bombardment.”
“Shit. How did they pull that off?” Jared asked the rest of his squadron who’d heard the blanket broadcast as they were holding position some 160 kilometers away from the last intact lizard city on the planet.
“They had a trailblazer with them,” Sharon answered as she eased her heavily laden skeet up to a higher altitude along with the other 9 in her squadron and the 80 others that were joining them for this strike mission. “They can do a lot of things.”
“Which one?”
“Don’t know, but there are 8 here last I knew.”
“Battlemap says Kiran,” Dohoriti clarified. 
“Son of a bitch,” Jared said in dismay. “I didn’t think they could go in on special teams to get those anymore. The lizards had to know this one was coming.”
“Whatever the case,” Sharon said, easing to point in their loose formation, “they got it done. Now it’s our turn and don’t get cocky. Their northern LZ isn’t that far off and don’t expect the orbital bombardment to get all the anti-air guns.”
“Relax, sis,” Kressy said from her port wing. “We’ve been doing this for two decades.”
“And I don’t want you screwing up at the end because you got sloppy,” she reminded her fellow skeet pilot, whom she’d grown up with in the same Axius maturia class before requesting identical assignments and eventually making their way into Clan Mantle. 
“Well said,” Merty echoed, “but I highly doubt this is going to be the last engagement.”
“Unless we royally screw up, it’ll be the last city attack on this planet.”
“They have another, you know.”
“One at a time,” she insisted as her battlemap began to register explosions within the distant, but visible city. Frowning, she zoomed in on her map and saw the signals from the Archon team still well within the perimeter…but the bombardment was coming down on the opposite half of the city.
“Are they firing with them still in there?” Jared asked.
“It’s a trailblazer,” Sharon reminded him. “Looks like they’re calling down the rain on the opposite half of the city.”
“Reckless,” Ethan pronounced.
“Kiran probably knows the accuracy of those naval guns better than any of us,” she defended. “If he thinks it’s safe enough I’m not going to argue.”
“Look at the lizard LZs,” Pren said with a chuckle. 
Sharon switched her battlemap over to the nearest of the three on planet and saw the grounded ships taking off in a hurry with a few of them getting skewered by invisible Keema beams. Without that last anti-orbital battery providing them cover the naval fleet now had firing positions on them from above…so long as the lizard fleet let them get there.
Given that the skeets were lazily easing towards the city, Sharon switched her battlemap up to orbit and saw that things were not so calm there. Six Sentinels had been drifted into position high enough that the now dead planetary defense gun couldn’t reach them but close enough to protect the ground troops as they invaded this last city. They’d been doing the same thing for years, roaming the planet with a few patches of protection in orbit guarding their ground operations. Right now there were a total of 26 Sentinels in orbit of Nephasil, clustered in 2 other locations to protect surface sites that had Star Force infrastructure. 
The rest of the planet was wreckage, with dead cities all across the planet. When one region was cleansed it was left alone, vulnerable to lizards returning from orbital drops that the limited fleet in orbit could not stop, and even now there were probably hundreds of lizard units in hiding within the rubble on the planet and being fed by the LZs that had moved sporadically around the surface trying to stay ahead and away from the Star Force advance on the ground and the orbital strike capability of the ‘umbrella’ formations above.
Now with all of the planetary defense guns down there was nothing keeping the Star Force fleets from roaming, save for the massive lizard fleet currently engaging them in orbit. The Sentinels were involved as well, which meant the lizards were serious about this fight and willing to lose a lot of ships to achieve their objective…though what it was Sharon didn’t know. Maybe they had been trying to protect their last city, but at this point there was no way for them to save it short of eliminating the Star Force formation in orbit.
So long as they didn’t do that and this assault continued Star Force would defaultly own the planet, but they couldn’t keep it. They didn’t have nearly enough ships and Sentinels to blockade the entire surface, so most of Nephasil would be perpetually up for grabs and she had no doubt the lizards would keep running ships and troops down to ground. The thing was, now they couldn’t congregate in the open and pour in reinforcements. It would have to be a piecemeal insertion, making the lizard occupation more of a resistance than an army. They’d try to build colonies underground and regrow their infrastructure in hidden places, but Star Force knew how to deal with that and to not let them get a head start, so odds were this wouldn’t be their last aerial assault on the planet, but it would be the last big one.
The skeet squadrons continued to drift their way towards the city as the bombardment continued, then they accelerated heavily into single squadron formations when they got the all clear. Sharon’s squadron was second in line, but when they got near the city edge they all spread out laterally heading to different locations and watching for turrets that the orbital bombardment had missed. Most of the big buildings showed damage, but they weren’t wrecked. Rather than flatten the entire thing and give the lizards more places to hide, the bombardment had been selective.
Now was the second phase of the attack, with the skeets flying in low and diving between the buildings where they released their payloads on different streets, dropping thousands of ping pong-sized balls out of the canisters they detached from the temporary racks underneath. The sheathing disintegrated after a few seconds of falling, allowing the tiny probe droids to scatter and bounce off the ground, walls, and bits of rubble. Once their speeds slowed the tiny anti-grav units in them took over and they began floating around the city searching for lizards on their own or following remote signals from the fleet above as they mapped out and cataloged every street, hallway, and room they came across.
The skeets weren’t going to wait for targets though, with them darting off through the city and shooting whatever became visible. The worthless surrender offer had been given prior to the bombardment and the lizards, as always, hadn’t replied back, so the pilots were here to soften up whatever troops were on the ground before the mech and infantry columns arrived to clean out the city properly. 
Sharon took another glance at the orbital battle, seeing it not having abated yet. The fleet was in the thick of it providing them cover, else a swarm of cruisers could be descending to give the ground troops a mess of trouble. The skeets could always run away, but the others couldn’t and they were currently about 20 minutes out and approaching from the east. Once they secured a portion of the city dropships would bring in more reinforcements, which meant naval had to hold this orbital position until they were finished…and that was going to take days, if not weeks.
Maybe the lizards knew that and wanted this fight. Maybe they were just shooting at anything within sight, but she knew they had a much larger fleet guarding the star and ensuring that their convoys could still pass through the system at will. That seemed to be their primary objective, with maintaining possession of the planet a secondary concern, though one they had fought tooth and nail to achieve. This was by far the hardest won world Star Force had ever taken…assuming they finished here…and she didn’t expect the other inhabited world in this system, Thannep, to be much different. It was less populated, but she doubted the lizards would let it go any easier than this one.
As if on cue, a group of wisps were highlighted with a warning beacon approaching from the north and the remains of what had been their LZ.  The orbital bombardment wasn’t going to be a threat to the tiny aerial craft, and though they weren’t in the insane numbers that had been seen on this planet previously, they were going to be tough to take down given the 90 skeets that were on station only had a couple of nearby squadrons pacing the ground troops to call in for help.
“Guys, looks like we’ve got some business to take care of first,” she said to the rest of the Regulars in her squadron as she sent a request ping to the Calavari Valeries. In fact all of the skeets were piloted by Regulars save for two, with Archons being scarce nowadays given how many army units there were to spread them out between. “Let’s meet them over open ground so we don’t get blindsided by a missed turret.”
The ten skeets pulled up from the city streets and accelerated to the north with the other squadrons doing likewise in the face of the approaching cloud of wisps. Rough estimates tagged them at about 8,000 and that was manageable if they could split them up and whittle them down over time. The lizard craft were lightly shielded now, but against Star Force weapons it made little difference. What it did change was their top speed, for the shield geometries allowed them to smooth out their air resistance. The skeets were still faster, and the Valeries more so, but the speed gap between them and the lizards was not as great as it had once been. 
That said, they were still able to meet the wisps far outside the city perimeter and give the approaching ground troops time enough to get into the city, for the wisps weren’t bypassing the fighters and heading for them…rather they seemed only to be interested in killing the skeets.
  
Sharon kicked the top of her cockpit, barely moving it a quarter of an inch but that didn’t deter her. She kicked it again and again, more out of frustration than in an effort to dislodge the pinned canopy. Her instrumentation was out, including the powered release function, but she was pretty sure that she was upside down on the ground in what was left of her ruined skeet. The IDF and artificial gravity within the cockpit was still working so she couldn’t feel her orientation, but when she’d hit the release the opaque armored barrier hadn’t budged.
“Fuck this,” she said, kicking it again and getting the same result. Sharon hadn’t gotten sloppy up there, but the wisps had shot her down just the same…and all because of a lucky collision that tore through what was left of her shields while she was flying an evasive turn after killing two wisps. She’d known better than to go for the third, with others falling in on her tail, and had done the right thing in breaking off and taking her time with her shields already diminishing from multiple phaser hits.
Then a stupid wisp diving away from another skeet had turned right into her turn and they clipped each other. For the wisp it was a fatal hit as it crunched in the entire right side, but for Sharon it had merely wounded her skeet…while in the middle of the furball. She’d tried to make it to the edge and fly off to let her shields recharge but hadn’t made it. The phaser fire added up and the last thing she knew her tail disconnected just aft of her armored cocoon. Power to her forward engines went out and she’d fallen like a rock, with the impact knocking out the rest of her systems.
Inside everything had gone black, for she didn’t feel the impact, but now she was pinned with no way of knowing what was going on outside, for her comm system was also dead. There were supposed to be backup generators in the nose to prevent a total collapse if the main power cell was hit, but maybe those had gone out first, for her skeet had been chewed up thoroughly even before the tail came off. Star Force had built then to take a lot of punishment but there were still limits, and the lizards had pushed her craft past them.
Sharon slid off her back and sat down on the pommel, wanting to punch something else but nothing useful was available. There were still a lot of wisps up there and at least one less skeet to knock them down with, and she hated being on the sidelines watching a fight…even if she couldn’t even watch it right now.
“Things could be worse,” she reminded herself. The lizards didn’t own this planet anymore, nor did they have ground troops anywhere near her position. The wisps were too busy to shoot her downed skeet, though if she had gotten outside they might have made an exception. No, she just needed to sit tight and wait. Help would come or she’d be able to find a way to wiggle out of this predicament eventually.
With a battle going on over her head, playing dead was probably a good idea right now.
Sharon blew out a slow breath, sucked in another and repeated. Calming her battle frenzy nerves and anger, she took the ample free time and tried to meditate to clear her mind. The cockpit was silent and still, but she was not internally. She focused on that to waste time, embracing it as a small challenge rather than just sitting here and going stir crazy. It took a few minutes to hack down her combat state, but eventually she entered the calm, motionless trance that she’d practiced many times before. Clamping down on her thoughts to silence them, then releasing the pressure and allowing the stillness in her mind to exist without force, she became as still as her worthless wreck of a skeet and waited, breathing slow, steady, shallow breaths.
She lost track of the time and embraced the disconnection. Her squadron could take care of itself, and even if some of them got shot down there was nothing she could do about it so she put it out of mind and got a bit of rest, blinking her eyes open for no apparent reason some time later and looking around, finding her anger gone but her resolve burning bright as ever.
Moving around in the cramped cockpit she slid off the pommel then opened up it, finding a stash of emergency supplies underneath the seat. She dug around until she found the emergency comm unit, flicking it on with a small holographic display showing channel options. Sharon hit the ‘retrieve’ icon and let it begin automatically transmitting with an added ‘safe’ addendum. There wasn’t anything else to say so she didn’t try to find someone to talk to, knowing that if her squadron was still fighting then talking to her would be a distraction and she didn’t want that. 
Someone would come for her eventually, and if they didn’t she try her luck again with the canopy. 
She didn’t have to wait long, for only minutes later her canopy cracked open and daylight shown in. Sharon looked up and saw the ground above her. She climbed ‘up’ with her hands pulling her out of the canopy and her head dipping to the left as gravity pulled on it. Suddenly her entire body betrayed her and she lost all grip points, floating out of the IDF field and having her mind reorient itself to the planet’s center as she was telekinetically spun around and set down a few meters away next to a golden-armored Archon.
“You alright?” 
“Uninjured,” she said, looking up and seeing wisps, Valeries, and skeets still battling overhead to the west.
“Good. Let’s get out of here before they decide to take a few more shots at us.”
“More?” she asked as the Archon turned and began to run away. She followed after him, running hard to stay close by and feeling her legs a bit wobbly after so much time spent in that cockpit.
An armored finger pointed to the right and Sharon saw the wreckage of a wisp that had apparently taken a nosedive into the ground.
“I’ll cover you, but we have to move.”
“Where to?”
“A bit further away from here.”
“How many others are down?”
“Six. We haven’t gotten to them yet, but I was close by so I thought you’d appreciate a lift.”
“Thank you.”
“Keep running that direction,” the Archon said, pointing ahead before he veered off and turned around. “Your ride is coming.”
Sharon didn’t argue, but didn’t fully understand. A few minutes later a speeder came across ground from the south and stopped beside her just long enough for her to get on, then it turned and raced away before the remaining wisps could take notice.
“You alright?” the Commando asked as she held on behind him.
“Yes. Who was that?”
“The Archon?”
“Yeah.”
“That’s Kiran.”
“Where’s he going?”
“Your guess is as good as mine. When we pulled out his team he insisted on going after you. Probably going to play with the fighters now.”
“He’s that powerful?”
“He’s a trailblazer,” the Commando said rhetorically. 
“That he is,” she agreed, realizing he must have rolled her dead skeet over by himself. 
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December 19, 2963
Gvaris System (contested territory)
Nephasil
  
Paul returned to his quarters after a short run in the sanctum, showered quickly then sat down at his computer terminal to pull up recent news and events to look through before bed. Without a grid relay in this system there was no news with the outside world besides that brought by courier, but there were still local updates that didn’t always warrant an immediate notification to him when he was in the nexus…which was where he had been spending far too many hours over the recent years.
He was still training but his progression had slowed considerably, as had the other trailblazers here. Paul imagined the same was true of the rest of the troops and had instituted a cycling program amongst them a while back. This invasion had begun three decades ago, and while a lot of people had spent most of that time here they’d always had rotations back to the ADZ, save for the trailblazers. Once they arrived here they did not leave until the job was done, and Paul was seeing the payment for that in his training scores.
But he didn’t have a choice. If he and the others weren’t here leading this invasion, especially Liam, then the lizards would have won by now. The trailblazers had Star Force hanging on by a thread most of the time and were actually eeking out a win over the long haul…but they couldn’t have a single lapse else it’d all vanish. That meant Paul needed to be in the nexus or near to it at all times, with him taking less sleep than normal. Inas had already reduced that amount, so with the restricted workouts that amounted to little breaks from seat time in the nexus his sleep cycle of 4 hours was occurring every 36 hours.
He needed to hurry now, but he couldn’t let himself get so stuck in a routine that he lost track of current events. And while he could, and often did access whatever information he had while in the nexus during slow times, checking in before bed was more of a reminder to focus on the big picture rather than the realtime feeds that he sucked off constantly while mentally connected to the system.
Being disconnected for a few hours of workouts, he found a few updates from the outer colonies that were of interest, along with reports from Nephasil’s surface detailing hunting raids for lizard upstart colonies that they were constantly trying to plant. Orbital insertions could be tracked, but with so many subsurface tunnels still existing on the planet the scaly bastards had a habit of disappearing soon after landing. They couldn’t take much in the way of technology with them but it was clear that they hadn’t given up on the planet yet, even as their other foothold in the system was under assault.
Star Force was slowly eating away at Thannep much as they had here and fighting against a never ending flow of reinforcements coming down from orbit. A few Sentinels held position above the planet, but blocking all orbital movement was impossible. The lizards could get down to the surface if they wanted to, and they were flooding more ground troops into the system at alarming numbers. Though Star Force was winning this long battle for the system, it wasn’t over. Not even close, and a misstep could see it all come undone very, very fast.
The lizards were making them earn this the hard way, or perhaps they were convinced that they’d eventually succeed. The number of ships in the system was the true problem, and even after all these years Paul still hadn’t been able to secure stellar orbit. The fleet there never fully left to engage either planet, though if it had Star Force would have been forced to evacuate. Trick of it was, they would have killed enough lizard ships in the process to leave stellar orbit vulnerable. The lizards didn’t know how many reinforcements Star Force had coming any more than Paul knew what they had in transit, so they’d played it safe and held onto what he figured was their primary prize, that being a secure route between the two now stretched hemispheres of their empire.
Cal-com had been widening the divide between the two while this battle dragged on, taking out weaker systems by the dozens all around them and constricting the lizards down to this one bottleneck…meaning that if they could cut it then the lizards would have to try and establish a new one far from here rather than just going next door, but for the moment the link was intact so long as those millions of cruisers held stellar orbit.
Star Force had its Sentinels insystem as a strongpoint and the lizards had their stellar fleet as a counterpart, with the planets being lesser prizes that the majority of the fighting was playing out on. As far as naval battles went, both sides were limited. Paul couldn’t assault the roaming fleets much other than to cover the ground campaign, and whenever he got another sizeable shipment of drones in they didn’t last long. He needed to fight offensively to whittle down the lizards but was being forced to cover targets and conserve his ships, allowing the enemy to determine engagements.
Every convoy that came in was challenged and he lost drones covering them, leaving him in a perpetual shortage of warships to make use of, otherwise he would have conquered this system long ago. More often than not he was having to come up with victories with far too few ships, as was Liam, and there was only so many times they could strategically pull that kind of magic before the lizards adapted to their tactics. Paul had to keep adapting as well and stalling while the ground troops slowly made progress, with him constantly cursing the lizards’ industrial might, for they were continually amping up their imports of cruisers to the point where if he didn’t make some assaults they’d pool to too large of numbers and the end would come quite quickly for his defense fleets, Sentinels or not.
But more Sentinels were coming in as well, which was helping to offset the numbers game. The cruisers that Nephasil had been actively producing were gone now, and he was glad of that, but the imports had more than made up for them. Both sides were escalating this battle in order to win, making it almost a microwar of its own with the end still in doubt. 
Right now the Excalibur was sinking into the upper atmosphere of Nephasil to bombard a few surface locations where lizards were suspected, but that was something the Admiral he’d left in command could handle. Right now he needed sleep, then he could begin the next cycle of this never ending battle and find a way to scrimp up another bit of progress before the entire lizard fleet decided to show up on their doorstep and end this by choking them to death with cruiser spam.
The lizard chess pieces were all gone now, destroyed in previous years and not replaced. Though dangerous in certain situations they had proved mostly useless here and the lizards had opted not to send any more in, relying instead on cruiser swarms that they knew were effective when they reached certain numbers. They had huge supply ships parked around the star feeding them all food and fuel, and though Paul had tried to hit some of those in the past he couldn’t get to them now. The lizards had literally parked walls of cruisers all around them that made it impossible to get through to target them, no matter how inspired of microjumps one made.
And the trouble was, there were more Star Force ships in this system than even in Sol, warship wise anyway. Even with all that naval might the lizards were the stronger. Only the Sentinels kept them from attacking directly and overwhelming them with swarm tactics. This was a must hold system for them and they were not backing down, with the centuries of other races choosing to run and hide rather than fight now being Star Force’s problem, for the lizards were pulling ships from across their vast territory and Paul could only guess at how many more were coming.
But right now time was more on Star Force’s side. The lizards had more ships coming in, but Star Force was claiming the planets and had their tech advantage increasing with every year. There was no way to know if it’d be enough in time, and the part of him that relished the challenge of the situation was thoroughly sick of it. He just wanted to win this and move on, and made sure to rotate his personnel when he could to avoid them from getting burnt out as he was on the verge of doing.
But Paul knew how to refresh himself, so after pulling up a few old reports from the ADZ that he’d never gotten around to looking at he went to bed, detaching his mind from everything and just embracing the moment of rest. When he woke up in the ‘morning’ things would be better with his mindset and he’d get to work again. The lizards were not going to outlast him with suicide tactics. His people were far better because they didn’t die and had time to grow stronger and wiser over the years. Spending lives was a cheap tactic and he was damn sure not going to let it win out here.
Halfway through his sleep he slipped into a dream, a familiar dream once he was in it, but he couldn’t recall any specifics from the last time. It was a hunt of some kind, but he didn’t get very far before a hand on his shoulder woke him up and the dream disappeared from his mind and his memory.
“Sorry, Paul,” Evan-993645 said from beside his bed. “We’ve picked up an incoming signal. Big convoy arriving. 32 minutes.”
Paul sat up, looking at the acolyte. “Why isn’t it on schedule?”
Evan shook his head. “I don’t know. Liam told me to get you up and into a nexus.”
Paul frowned and climbed out of bed, slipping on a pair of casual shoes and heading for the door. When he got outside he accelerated into a jog, heading for the bridge as he left the acolyte behind. Wearing nothing but casual clothes that amounted to a loose pair of pants and a T-shirt, he sprinted across the bridge ignoring the Admiral and crew and went directly into the mind link inside his private nook that they could contact him through with any needed information.
As soon as he was inside he found that the Excalibur was already moving, as well as a message waiting for him from Liam. 
He read through it quickly, his adrenaline rising as he sensed the same potential that Liam did. Apparently Davis had been holding out on them and was sending a huge relief fleet that was due to be here within minutes. It had to have its jumppoint protected, and because no scout ship had come through giving away their position, only a super-accelerated signal had been sent ahead to the system while the fleet was in transit.
That was risky, but the nature of this fleet was different and could handle warships waiting to engage them…what they couldn’t handle was running into cruisers before they fully decelerated, so they needed the Star Force fleets to signal them what the proper jumppoint would be, in addition to any help upon arrival, for it would take hours for the entire convoy to arrive.
There were fresh ground troops from multiple factions on the way, scores of naval drones, but more importantly there was a fleet of the newest ravagers, not produced by Clan Saber, but from somewhere else that Paul wasn’t aware of. Mainline had been building them for some time and sending them what they had. Davis must have changed something around somewhere to produce more of them without telling him, saving them up for Christmas day. 
Technically it was a few days early, but close enough.
When the Excalibur came out of its microjump there was already a small fleet of drones and four command ships, with Liam’s eye sore of a flagship amongst them. It was painted neon green rather than the standard Star Force grey, and was aptly named the Poisoned Donut, though the green was Clan Neon Squirrel’s signature color. There were layers to sarcasm, but Paul had to admit that the odd color did make his ship look a bit meaner than the others. 
More ships were jumping in nearby, coming out of nowhere into short streaks as they decelerated then coasted into formation as the leading elements of the lizard fleet raced towards them, knowing this meant another convoy was about to arrive.
Paul contacted the Poisoned Donut and appeared next to Liam in holo.
“You woke me up.”
“My bad. Figured you’d want in on this…and to be frank, I need you in on this.”
“Trying for a counterpunch?”
“Think we shouldn’t?”
“Oh we’re definitely going to try,” Paul said, eagerness evident in his voice. “I’d just like to know how Davis hid these ravagers from us.”
“He is a sneaky one,” Liam agreed. “Probably pulled some civilian shipyards off order and rushed these. He can read the numbers as well as we can, which is probably why he didn’t wait for us to ask.”
“We’ll know more later. That signal wasn’t very dense with information, but I suggest we stow the questions until afterwards. This is going to get intense.”
“I still want to know what he was thinking. Holding out on us is…something we’d do to him.”
“He is an Archon. Perhaps he’s been taking notes,” he said as the first super-accelerated beacon signal registered on both their nexus readouts, indicating the convoy was less than a minute out. “Let’s get to this.”
“You want rover?”
“Your turn,” Paul said with a smirk.
“Thank you,” Liam said kindly as he cut the transmission and took the Poisoned Donut into a tiny microjump forward. It blinked back into existence beside the lizard cruiser tendril that was racing towards the jumppoint, then turned hard right and dove into the enemy ships weapons firing. Some of them tried to ram the big ship, but a wall of dampening shields blocked them like bugs while the weaponry on the other side of the command ship tore into the aft of the ships moving ahead, allowing Liam to slice through the tendril and disrupt their forward momentum. 
That left the first piece of a tendril isolated as the trailblazer began a very short-lived battle with the coming cruisers before pulling out the far side and running laterally, dragging another chunk of cruisers with it and further disrupting their cohesion.
Paul used that thinning of the cruisers to utterly devour them, surging the now 7 command ships and 3000+ drones forward and taking advantage of the disruption before tightening their formation and bracing to hold back the onslaught as the first of the jumpships arrived.
With his mind segmented between various tasks, Paul still raised an eyebrow at seeing the first three ships jump in side by side. That maneuver was tricky, but doable, and he was glad that they were trying to clump up as much as possible, but it was the design that surprised him, for it was something he’d never seen before, not to mention far larger than any Star Force jumpship ever produced.
Liam? he said via mind/voice rather than holo.
I don’t know, he answered, seeing that the jumpships were each more than 30 miles long and carrying huge drones that began to disperse. Paul recognized those, though they were also of an updated design. They were ravagers, and each about 40% smaller than previous models.
Paul linked into them and instantly had them under his control, finding that the weaponry hadn’t been reduced, but actually increased a bit. He pulled the huge drones away from the jumpships and gave them a rendezvous point to move to as another trio jumped in behind them. A few seconds later as the behemoths began to pull off and the lizards were beginning to overrun the containment ‘wall’ and spill a few cruisers around the flanks as more Star Force fleets from across the system were arriving on odd jumplines to assist, a message was relayed to Paul and Liam from the jumpships.
The ID signature was that of Davis, and it was text only.
Payback for Sol’s outer zone colonization. You’re not the only ones who can keep secrets. Now go kick the lizards’ ass please…and Merry Christmas.
A simple flat screen vid followed as an attachment, and a clip from the movie Diehard popped up in the nexus beside the trailblazers with Hans Gruber reading aloud the writing on a dead man’s shirt.
“Now I have a machine gun. Ho. Ho. Ho.”
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July 1, 2964
Gvaris System (contested territory)
Inner Zone
  
The Excalibur visibly rocked from an impact that Paul felt all the way into the bridge where he stood in the command nexus. A pair of lizard cruisers had managed a short range microjump into the hull where the dampening shields were down and had penetrated the outer armor layer within half a second. Material had compressed as the two enemy ships were pancaked into flattened bullets now buried inside the hull but the ship was so big even that wound didn’t kill it, though a few weapon systems did go offline.
The rest kept on firing as the command ship was buried inside a swarm of lizard cruisers along with 38 of its twins. Interspersed among them were the Mk.7 ravagers that Davis had sent him, with the bigger command chips providing them physical cover to reduce the amount of weaponsfire hitting them. Allow them to be singled out and the cruiser swarms would take them down, advanced shields and armor not withstanding, but put them in the right place at the right time and they’d do far more damage than the command ships could.
That left Paul’s ship playing blocker while doing a lot of damage on its own, and he was glad that the Excalibur had taken the hit rather than one of the ravagers, for they were downing cruisers so fast it looked like the ships were passing through an asteroid field of debris rather than fighting their way inside the strongest bastion of lizard ships within the system.
Over the past few months Paul had taken the ravagers along with the rest of the Star Force warships and began aggressively engaging the lizards, first taking control of orbit around Thannep, then hitting up secondary positions like the various jumppoints and destroying the fleets there. The lizards had responded by pulling back and grouping up in what eventually became a single fleet in low stellar orbit that they were using to protect their incoming convoys and allow them safe passage through the system, some of which continued to deliver more cruisers to the battle, but most of which were headed elsewhere in their territory.
Right now Paul was engaging that fleet head on, knowing that he was going in over his head, but that was the plan…take the ravagers right into the densest part of the cruiser swarm where they couldn’t line up kamikaze strikes from range and use the ravagers as their namesake implied to remove this impediment and claim control of stellar orbit. He knew he was going to lose a lot of ships in the process, probably more than half his fleet of drones at the minimum, but now was the time to do it before the lizards could amp up their reinforcements and start to close their grip on this system again.
It was possible they were tapped out, but given how well the lizards adapted in the past he wasn’t going to assume that their industrial muscle couldn’t flex a bit more and knew he could take down the massive fleet they had here…all 2.3 million cruisers arrayed in a massive nebula that stretched around the star like a partial halo.
The longer this battle for the system dragged on, the more cargo flowed through what was now the choke point between the two halves of the lizard empire. If they could cut that link it would alter the way the lizards fought, and though Paul didn’t know entirely what that would mean for them the more they could disrupt and isolate the two halves the better, for the strength of one couldn’t back up the weaknesses of another…and maybe, just maybe, the Skarrons could find their footing without the lizard core systems spamming them with reinforcement fleets.
Then again, if they couldn’t send fleets to them they’d just use them more locally…which might make the upcoming battles more difficult than before, though Paul doubted any would reach this level until they actually tried to hit a core world. The H’kar had done that once and shared their data with Star Force, so he knew what to expect from them…which was pretty much what they were getting here. But cut off their link to their new conquests and their ability to send ships or resources back from them and it’d weaken the rimward half. If they could do that they could eventually starve them to death by whittling down their systems as they had been doing, but leave the link intact and you’d be giving the lizards an opportunity to do something innovative and change the game once again.
So this system had to fall, and Paul thought they could make it happen here and now, so he, Liam, Sara, Kiran, Dakota, Logan, Alden, and Riley had gathered all the command ships in the system together, leaving only a few small fleets of drones and a handful of warships to protect the planets, and brought them in towards the star and began engaging the lizards on a wide front before sending this dagger into their center.
It was a bold move, and hopefully one the lizards didn’t expect them to make, for it gave the lizards exactly what they wanted…ships surrounding the enemy in every direction, kilometers thick. The trick of it was, that’s exactly where Paul wanted the ravagers, they just had to keep them alive long enough for them to do their work and chew apart the enemy fleet from the inside out.
With his command ship crew safely in the center portion of the ship behind additional layers of armor, Paul accepted the massive damage to his flagship as necessary and kept moving the formation forward and deeper into the lizard fleet, both to hurt them more and to leave behind the debris field that was accumulating from the damage being done to the lizards. If they stayed put that debris would block for both sides and Paul wanted clean firing lines on the enemy.
Meanwhile the 229,000 drones were hitting the lizards from the outside along a wide front, forcing them to fight head on or retreat, and there was only so much maneuvering room inside the massive array of ships, so the cruisers didn’t have much running space unless it was away from the others. Fight or flee were their only options, for they couldn’t fall back to the safety of the other ships without running into them.
What Paul hoped the lizards also didn’t see was the removal of several Sentinels from orbit around Planet 13. Using their own small gravity drives and a lot of cradles stuck to them like ugly bugs, 8 of the defense platforms were moving in towards the star and would be here within minutes to add their firepower to this insane brawl. So much damage was being done to both sides already that this battle was pretty much going to take both sides out, and once that happened Star Force’s superior tech would win out, whether it be in the few number of surviving ships, the Sentinels that could be redeployed later to stellar orbit, or reinforcements coming in from the ADZ.
If they could remove this pool of lizard ships that had been building for decades it would be virtually impossible for the enemy to replenish it…or so the trailblazers hoped. Paul was banking on that being the case, meaning it was time to go all-in, and the approaching Sentinels were his ace in the hole.
The ravagers were the bait and the distraction, for they were also the primary threat. The Dre’mo’dons they carried were more powerful than the weaponry on the Sentinels, but they were meant for short to medium range combat while the Sentinels could reach out and clobber you from afar. Diving into the center of the lizard fleet was bringing them and their secondary weaponry right into their preferred ranges, so it would make all the sense in the world for the lizards to assume that they were the hammer in this fight rather than the anvil.
And if you looked at the numbers, the lizards had a chance to squash them here and now. It all came down to the details of combat and who adjusted better, for there were so many variables involved with two fleets of this size that chaos ensued…for the lizards. Star Force had never fought a battle of this size, not even close, but their control systems operated perfectly no matter how many ships were involved. Remote pilots had their assignments and higher level overseers, such as Captains and Admirals, would direct them where they needed to go in the immediate area while the trailblazers oversaw the entire battle and made adjustments as necessary to counter the lizards and the unpredictable fortunes of war.
The lizards couldn’t compete with that, fighting more like rabid dogs than the strategic masterminds they’d shown to be before. In this their numbers hurt them, for the more they had the less precise they could be. As soon as Paul had dove the command ships and ravagers into the center of the enemy fleet this had become a free-for-all for them, meaning they were being reckless and sloppy, attacking whatever targets came in range.
The Mk.7 ravagers were smaller than the command ships, but not by a lot. They were elongated like most jumpships while the Excalibur and others were circular and wide, with that width being able to block out portions of the cruiser filled sky around them, allowing the battlewagons to focus their firepower into more specific areas and literally chew apart whatever ships were there like the aforementioned ‘machine gun’ that Davis had humorously cited.
His command ship was at the front along with two others while the rest of the trailblazers were further back with their flagships in what amounted to a long arrow shaft rather than a wedge that was pushing forward like a freight train and leaving a protective shroud of debris around the ships at the back of the penetrating formation that eventually left the drones behind and was eclipsed with cruisers flowing in behind them and chasing them into the center of the lizard fleet.
Paul knew to keep them moving, but once they got to the approximate center and he saw that the lizards were not retreating, rather standing their ground and hoping to be able to take out the entire Star Force fleet in this one engagement, he pivoted their advance and brought the Excalibur to a stop allowing the other ships to pull a hard left as he covered for them, tipping his ship up on its side as it took weaponsfire directly to the hull in most places where the shields had gone down. 
His gunners were continuing to destroy nearby cruisers, essentially creating a new debris field that would eventually become a wall blocking more phaser strikes from behind it, but rather than hold position there he fell into the back of the arrow shaft but ahead of a few other ships, taking a spot on the train that wasn’t seeing the most counter fire. So long as they kept moving the enemy couldn’t pick on the damaged Excalibur, with the ships ahead of them plowing the road and leaving the ‘shaft’ to fire laterally at targets of opportunity through the surrounding debris as they passed.
That didn’t mean his ship didn’t take more damage, including another ram that had half the cruiser sticking out the ventral side after it imbedded. A nearby ravager obligingly shot it off, allowing the Excalibur’s shields to reform over the wound as two more command ships came in and made a sandwich out of Paul’s ship and gave him time to recharge.
The same was happening for the other leading ships, including the ravagers, to buy them more battle time before becoming disabled or destroyed. When Paul finally signaled the two command ships to break off and give him room to maneuver he saw the first of the Sentinels arrive on the battlemap behind where the drones were engaging the cruisers in more carnage than the arrow shaft was inflicting, which was a testament to just how many drones Star Force had in play.
Knowing that he had to kill as many lizard ships as quickly as possible, Paul didn’t have the Sentinels join the drones in typical hold/stall/recharge tactics. Rather he had the Sentinels plow right into the lizard fleet and kill as many cruisers as they could before they were taken down, forcing the lizards to focus on destroying them or seal their own fate by letting them roam free and eat up so many ships at pointblank range, which allowed their Sentinels’ secondary weaponry to also get into the fight.
One might have expected the arrow shaft formation to punch out the far side of the lizard fleet and run to safety once the Sentinels arrived, but it did not. The trailblazers and their biggest ships stayed right in the middle, metaphorically punching the lizards in the gut and daring them to either kill them or run away, leaving Star Force with control of stellar orbit.
Typical of the lizards, they chose to stay and fight it out to the death, win or lose, leaving Paul and the others with an uncertain outcome before them, but one that was going to end this stalemate one way or another…
  
Paul ducked under a collapsed bulkhead and onto the makeshift hangar deck where three dropships were waiting for him and the last of the evacuees from his flagship. There were no proper hangar decks left, so this one had been cut out of a chunk of the ship that had been exposed to space and fitted with temporary atmospheric containment bubbles to allow the crew in the protected interior to walk their way out to the dropships without having to armor up.
Paul was wearing his armor though, having retrieved it from his quarters on the way out. He was the last person to walk onto the smashed rubble pile that the ‘hangar’ had been made of. Some strips of metal had been laid down for walkways out to where the gravity ended, with the crew floating their way to the open doors on the dropships the last few dozen meters.
Looking around at the junked interior of his ship, he said a silent goodbye. This wasn’t the original Excalibur from long ago, but he’d taken the name with him to all of his flagships and this one had been in his possession for several centuries, getting upgrades and repairs as time went along. It wasn’t going to be fixed this time, for there wasn’t much of the ship left. It was floating debris right now, no engine power whatsoever, only a couple of weapons batteries operational, and the TF at the center too damaged to disconnect. 
And it wasn’t the only one. More than half of their command ships were now junk, but the crews had all been pulled off post battle. Only three ravagers were still combat capable, and all the Sentinels they’d sent into the battle were down, though one was still salvageable. They had 32,000 drones left in decent shape and another 78,000 in partial working order, which sounded like a lot, but given the numbers they’d stared with Paul’s fleet had lost almost everything…save for personnel.
73 people were lost, 71 of which had been on the command ships, and two others on the Warship-class jumpships that had been destroyed. The protected interiors had failed in a few spots from excessive weaponsfire and it ground on Paul to have even lost one person, but 99.9% of the crews had survived to be evaced out after the fleet had finished off the last of the cruisers…which had stuck around to the last in order to do as much damage as possible to the Star Force ships.
Paul lagged behind as the last of the crew pushed off the last platform and floated forward to the commandos waiting to grab them if they missed so they wouldn’t go floating off into space through the canyon-like trench they were sitting in. The trailblazer looked around at the massive wounds that had carved his giant donut up. This had been an interior section, with more than a half mile of ship overhead that was now missing. It’d been sheared clear off after more phaser hits than he could ever count, but the rest of the fleet had killed the cruiser swarm before it could get all the way to the protected interior. 
Paul sighed, then shrugged at all the catastrophic damage. What was left of the ship would remain in stellar orbit along with the new asteroid belt of ship debris for some time. Until either a fleet of salvage ships got here to recycle it or they simply pushed it into a descending orbit and let the star clean up the mess. As it was a jumpline or two were blocked, but they weren’t ones that Star Force used and Paul wasn’t about to waste the valuable materials scattered across the battlefield if they could be recovered later, even if it was decades later. They’d set up a warning beacon for now, telling ships where a safe jumppoint on this line was while marking it off limits to their own vessels. 
He doubted anyone would be coming in on those lines, long as they were, but you never knew. Everyone within Star Force, the ADZ, and their associates would have their maps updated eventually, but if someone else came passing through them…well, Paul couldn’t protect everyone, and even a warning beacon couldn’t necessarily be interpreted by incoming ships unless they knew how to read the signal. But still, it was a potential lifesaving measure in some wild circumstances, so he felt better about having it in place than not.
As for the Excalibur, he’d take the name with him to his next command ship, whenever he got a new one, for he wasn’t going to steal an existing one and plaster the name on it. Besides, he wanted a few new tweaks built in anyway.
Taking one glance at the wreckage he shook his head at how much it had taken to finally evict the lizards from stellar orbit. The fighting in the system wasn’t over yet, with another convoy of lizards already having jumped in and then out again before they could be destroyed, and there were no doubt more cruisers on their way, but for now the naval engagement had been won, with insane damage to both sides.
“Worth,” Paul whispered as he stepped out of the gravity and launched himself towards the last dropship as the others sealed up and headed out to space.
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October 23, 2965
Gvaris System (Star Force territory)
Thannep
  
Paul stood atop one of the broken lizard buildings searching the area with his Ikrid just in case there were a few lizards hiding in the rubble as the Scionate unit he’d just finished fighting with gathered below for a badly needed rest and some food. Their assigned sector had several Bsidd units engaging and hunting down what was left of the lizard army and Paul’s roving team had come in to help them root out a determined knot of infantry that had dug in to several subsurface levels. He’d been the dislodger in that offensive, with the Bsidd being the hammer and the Scionate the skirmishers that ran down the lizards that attempted to flee so they could set up a few more ambushes before they were all destroyed.
There were other sectors in this city with fighting ongoing but this one was clear, more or less, though one could never be too sure where the lizards were, for they had a habit of spreading back into conquered sections and running a bomb or two up into your face. Paul wasn’t as tired, so he felt his time would be best spent doing a little psionic recon and making sure his team didn’t get hit by a suicide bomber or other nastiness. Fortunately the lizards hadn’t gotten around to creating drones to deliver the det packs, for so long as there was a living person carrying it their mind would stand out like a beacon to him as soon as they got into range.
It would take a few more days to conquer this city, at least, but without the influx of supplies and reinforcements the lizards on this planet had no hope of victory or stalling its conquest. As usual they were ignoring all offers of surrender, but within a year or two this planet would be in Star Force hands, same as the rest of the system. With stellar orbit finally buttoned up, albeit loosely with a small fleet and several Sentinels to provide support, Paul had reassigned himself to help with the remaining ground battles on Thannep and putting the finishing stamp on this long and costly victory.
So many ships had been lost that Star Force’s expansion efforts elsewhere were going to be scaled back for the next couple of decades, which unfortunately meant the lizards would have more time to rebuild and consolidate their forces in near their core worlds, but that couldn’t be helped. This win was far more important, Paul just hated having to go this deep into their reserves to accomplish it. Clan Saber alone had lost 43% of its overall fleet here and wouldn’t recover those numbers for a very long time, how long he didn’t know, for the production of ravagers was taking priority for his Clan…but they weren’t small enough yet to replace the standard drones, so he has going to have to skimp somewhere and he hated doing that.
The sedas that now orbited several planets in the system were likewise damaged and wouldn’t be repaired anytime soon. They were all still functioning, but wounded shy of being the second Death Star at Endor. The chunks bitten out of them were smaller, but still an awful eyesore attesting to the damage they’d soaked up that the rest of the fleet had badly needed to be spared from.
A few more Sentinels were on their way here, to help shore up the system, but now that the lizards had gotten wind that the link in their chain had been severed they hadn’t been back in numbers. Some fleets tried to break through but eventually Paul was able to lock that down and start killing most of them, save for a lucky few that managed to run his limited blockades. Without a lizard defense fleet here to safeguard them, this system was no more strategically viable than any of the others nearby for them to transit through, and the Voku were doing a very good job of being a nuisance and not letting them even start to set up another waypoint.
As of now the two halves of the lizard empire were severed, and once Star Force caught its logistical breath they were going to widen the currently narrow gap considerably.
A ping on his HUD brought Paul’s attention to a falling object overhead, but a quick look at the identification marker on it told him it wasn’t a threat…to him anyway. It was a Stranom mech coming down from orbit and he watched the Voku machine land nearby outside the city, though it came no closer.
“Frel’sa, I’m going to be gone a bit. Assign a couple of lookouts while you eat, just in case.”
“Yes, Archon,” the Scionate responded over the comm from below as Paul ran to the edge of the building and leapt off it, using his jump pack to move from one broken structure to another as he leapfrogged his way to the edge of the city then came down on the grassy fields beyond. He landed heavily, for the gravity on this world was 1.3g, but it was nothing that he couldn’t handle and his troops were better acclimated to it than the lizards were, movement wise.
Paul ran easily out to where the jackal-like biped stood in tier 3 form. That meant it was actually three Stranoms combined into a single unit, making it considerably bigger than one of their standard mech/suits, and dwarfing the two individuals standing near the right foot of it. One was a Voku, standing tall and proud in their armorless combat attire and dwarfing the fully armored individual beside him, with Paul running up to and stopping a couple steps short of Cal-com.
“You sneak in here or was I not informed of your arrival due to the combat?”
The big black shoulders on the Voku shrugged slightly. “We made no attempt to hide our arrival, but I did come straight here without delay. Why your people didn’t inform you I cannot say.”
“I’ve been busy,” Paul admitted. “There’s not much fighting left systemwide, but the lizards are tenacious bastards no matter what numbers they’re in. We’ve got some more work left for us here, but the outcome isn’t in doubt. We just can’t afford anyone getting sloppy.”
“If you will allow it, I can take one of the cities off the map for you,” Cal-com offered.
“Is that why you’re here?”
“No, but we always travel prepared. I have four conglomerates in orbit and see no reason why they should sit there while your troops fight.”
“They still have a good number of planetary defense guns in play.”
“We’ll work around them.”
“Help yourself then,” Paul said, glancing at the other person beside him.
“This is my liaison from the Shanplenix that I spoke to you earlier about.”
“Demmcha?” Paul asked.
“Correct,” the slightly synthesized voice answered. 
“And why are you two here?” Paul asked.
“A decision is needed,” the Shanplenix said evenly as he glanced at Cal-com. “And I am told that it requires agreement between the both of you, so I am here to conduct negotiations personally to speed up the process. Time is of the essence.”
“Oh?” Paul said, curious as to why Cal-com would agree to this.
“The Preema have decided not to commit any troops to the future conquest of the lizard core worlds,” Cal-com said with a hint of disgust. “They are going to continue attacking and conquering the weaker systems along their border, but their primary focus is going to be on the other side of the divide. The Skarrons are still responding poorly and the Preema feel you and I have this theatre under control, so they are leaving the key worlds for us to conquer.”
“Since when?”
“16 days ago.”
Paul dug the toe of his armored boot into a tuft of grass, then began kicking it with more and more effort as his anger spiked, peeling back the clump at the roots until it finally dislodged and went airborne. 
“Son of a bitch…” he said in frustration, knowing how much of an effort it was to take this system and expecting each of the 40 or so core worlds to be just as bad.
“Which is why I came in person,” Cal-com explained. “We need another course charted going forward.”
“And that involves the Shanplenix how?” Paul said, finding another nearby tuft of grass to beat up and removing it from its roots in three swift kicks. He couldn’t believe the Preema were dodging the hard fights after that long spiel they gave him about wanting to hit them where it would really hurt. Damn hypocrites. 
“We cannot replace the Preema militarily, for we do not have their numbers. However, we have been in contact with a number of other races within Li’vorkrachnika territory that have been waiting for an opportunity to strike back. The more systems that fall the more of them will be willing to join the fight, as I have discussed with the Voku previously,” he said with an inclination towards the hulking Dafchor beside him. “If we can rally a fair number of them to our banner now, the Shanplenix can offer a weaker substitute to the Preema to help counter the loss when you eventually strike at the heart of the enemy.”
“And what part of that needs to be discussed?”
“Compensation after the war,” Demmcha said bluntly. “To be fair, if you are able to remove the Li’vorkrachnika from this region of the galaxy you will be in defacto control of a vast domain, of which I am told you plan to do nothing with.”
“Next to nothing,” Paul amended. “We’re keeping this one, by the way,” he said to Cal-com.
“I thought you might.”
“If we assist you in a much larger endeavor than at present,” the Shanplenix continued, “may we have some additional equivalent territorial gains to accompany it, and through which to entice others to do the same?”
“Considering how much we’ve already accomplished,” Paul said evenly, his anger at the Preema creeping over into his response to the greedy request, “what do you feel is fair compensation?”
“If we are able to assemble an alliance of those within the Li’vorkrachnika’s borders to fight against them, we ask that we be able to control an area of influence regardless of whether or not we choose to inhabit every system.”
Paul looked at Cal-com and shook his head. “Uh uh. I’m not giving domain to people that I don’t even know about, for we may have to end up fighting them if they turn out to be unscrupulous anyway.”
The Shanplenix raised his hands in a dismissive gesture. “We only ask this in good faith, and do not wish any ill will between us. If we do not earn our keep them we deserve none, and cemented accords are rarely honored after the fact. I have observed that the Voku value honesty, and so too is your reputation. We are satisfied with leaving the details in your hands, to be determined after the fact with regards to our allotments beyond what we have already been guaranteed. To gain the allegiance of others will require more than that, for as it is they can simply sit by and wait for you to win the war without their assistance…though that presumes much.”
Paul looked at Cal-com. “How have they been doing so far?” he asked, already knowing the answer from the mission briefs the Voku had passed along to him.
“They have sloppy tactics, but decent tech and are effective against small to mid-level targets. I would not make any claims beyond that. They have yet to engage in an even fight.”
“Nor do we wish to,” the Shanplenix admitted. “But we can take the burden of the smaller fights off your hands so you can concentrate on the larger ones…or perhaps elements of the larger ones in order to bolster your strength. We do not wish to lead this conquest, only to aid in it and have a hand in the aftermath if you deem us to have earned it.”
“How many of these others are there?”
“We have spoken with 19 others, though there are more known and rumored to be located in regions of space we have not had contact with before. I can vouch for 3 of them that are ready to fight now, if the occasion arrived, without compensation. Their hatred of the Li’vorkrachnika goes deep and they are eager to strike back. The others are more pragmatic and hesitant to latch onto claims of distant hope. We have fought beside the Voku and seen what they are capable of, as well as have seen through records the same of the Preema and you. The others do not have this knowledge yet, but when they do more will join. Others will require incentive.”
“And if we can do this without any of them?” Paul floated.
“There will still be a great deal of territory for you to patrol and secure, against Li’vorkrachnika incursion attempts and other threats. If you allow us, we can take a small portion of that burden off of you and further our own aspirations at the same time. I believe you have made a similar agreement with the H’kar already. We request something similar, on behalf of ourselves and this potential coalition.”
“Who are the strongest and how strong are they?”
“That we know of, the Neeyvir and the Trinx are the most technologically advanced and far beyond our means. The Neeyvir have far greater numbers than us, while the Trinx are isolationist and we have little data on them.”
“And the weakest?”
“Similar to your Hycre allies. They are called the Oosvah and maintain a naval advantage that keeps their systems secure, though only barely. They would assist merely out of self-preservation.”
Paul reached out to the Shanplenix’s mind to try and gage his sincerity, for the words he were speaking held some wisdom in them if a certain course of events took place, but by the same token they were also a setup for disaster and Paul did not want to relinquish territory to would be enemies or frenimies that he’d have to invade because they wouldn’t hold to a code of conduct. 
That code of conduct was about to become the next discussion point when he realized the mind was too easily accessible for a race new to him. He looked at Cal-com and spoke directly to his mind.
Have you seen the Shanplenix without their armor?
I have not, he answered back, thinking the words as Paul had taught him in lieu of the telepathy he did not have. Their contributions thus far have been naval only and all their personnel have been fully covered in every interaction. We have no knowledge of their biology.
I do, Paul countered as he looked back at Demmcha. “I have a request to make.”
“State it.”
Paul mentally hit his own helmet release, with it pulling back from his face and transforming into a small lump behind his neck. “Let me see what you look like.”
“The translation software will not work without my helmet.”
“Just for a moment,” Paul insisted.
“Very well,” the Shanplenix said, reaching up and hitting the external releases on the triangular helmet. He pulled it straight up off the rods in the neck, revealing a narrow, round head that did not match the helmet’s dimensions.
Cal-com took a half step back in shock, only now realizing who it was he had been dealing with.
Demmcha stood there casually, looking at Paul with his glowing yellow eyes and likewise bioluminescent yellow/green skin.
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