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July 1, 2755


Pagaliss System
(lizard territory)


Varasiss



 

Sam Nestor held his skeet in a steady line as he
glanced at the battlemap, seeing the rest of his 10-man squadron flying around
him at nearly maximum velocity. While their engines could go faster their
shields could only handle so much sustained friction, and traveling up to a
high altitude for the diminished drag would actually take longer to reach their
target so they’d decided to punch through the densest region overland as
quickly as possible, with each of the fighters being a fiery meteor on its way
to the distress beacon.


That beacon had gone out with orders, drawing all
mobile units nearby to a particular colony that had inexorably sprouted
containment walls and opened up a flood of lizard reinforcements from below,
including a cloud of wisps that was now measuring over 300,000 and still
growing. The Star Force aerial craft that had been on site previously were now
gone, either shot down or retreated, and heading directly into that mess was a
virtual death sentence. Naval assistance would have been very nice right about
now, but a few limited attempts had already been thwarted.


The main defense tower for the colony was already
down, but enough nearby ones were still online to prevent any warship from
coming within firing range. Despite that fact, one of the command ships had
flown down and got its shields hammered long enough to unleashed three
Ka’sevron rounds towards the colony, set to detonate in the atmosphere rather
than hit the surface where their troops were, with the intent being to knock
down a lot of the fighters while they were grouped so close together.


None of the three rounds made it to the target, one getting
sniped down by a lucky phaser shot coming from the nearby colonies while the
other two were hit with anti-air missile swarms from the same sources. The Clan
team that had gone in to knock out the anti-air defenses in this city had paved
the way for the skeets to come in on a very low ground level, but rise high
enough up and you’d expose yourself to the long range anti-air from the
neighboring locations, which unfortunately the descending missiles had to pass
through. 


Sam was currently flying under that ceiling, having
been pulled off another assault and redirected to the ambush site along with
numerous other units. He could see a large group of Calavari Valeries
approaching from further away to the south, plus a scattering of Canderous
remote fighters being controlled from orbit. Everyone else was further away,
leaving Sam’s skeet squadron and a few others nearby as the closest
reinforcements. 


His squadron had been configured for anti-air
operations, but a few of the others had anti-tank and standard variety skeets,
plus a few gunships that were going to be badly needed here. He knew they
couldn’t dive into the swarm, but if they could entice a portion of it out from
the city to chase them they could double back and pick them apart slowly…not
fast enough to get to the troops inside the colony, or what was left of them, but
they had to start somewhere.


This was by far the largest concentration of wisps the
lizards had deployed, and they were all coming up out of subsurface hangars.
That was insane, and made it look all the more obvious that this was some sort
of preplanned trap…but to what end? Even if they killed all the Star Force
troops within the city that was only a small portion of the invasion army. It
was true that they were having trouble beating the lizard defenses down as
quickly as they’d originally hoped, but this one debacle wasn’t going to stop
the inevitable progress they were making across the planet, so what the hell
were they thinking?


And more importantly, if they had anticipated an
invasion and prepared for it, what was special about this one colony, or were
there more of these wall rings hidden around other sites?


Another contact on the battlemap nearing his squadron
at high speed caught Sam’s eye. At first he assumed it was some type of
missile, wondering if a Ka’sevron had been smuggled down to the surface and
fired off at low range to beat the anti-air defenses, but they weren’t built
for gravity resistant flight. The icon on it was definitely Star Force, but
then he realized that it wasn’t a weapon per se, but rather a unit traveling at
speeds the skeets could never hope to match and catching up with them quickly.


Sam activated the comm
channel reserved for his squadron. “Heads up, the Queen of Diamonds is in
play.”


“Music to my ears,” one of the other aerial Regulars
replied as Kara’s icon shot by the squadron to their left and didn’t slow to
keep pace with them. 


“Looks like she’s going on ahead. I know she’s nimble,
but watch your firing lines when we get there. She may juke into them as easily
as away, so keep a good margin when the fray starts.”


“How are we playing this?”


“Lightly,” Sam insisted. “Even the gunships can’t plow
right in, so we’re going to have to nibble.”


“The ground troops don’t have that kind of time,”
another pilot said. “Have you seen the estimated number of ground troops
they’ve deployed inside the walls?”


“I know, but we’re no good to them dead. We can’t go
anywhere near that swarm and expect to survive for more than thirty seconds.”


“How about a 20 second hop in and out then?”


“I feel the same way you do, but we can’t beat these
guys, only trim them down a little. So let’s focus on that.”


“What do you think she’s up to then?”


“I don’t know. Maybe heading to ground like Larissa
did, or maybe she’s going to fight the swarm too. If she wants us to coordinate
she’ll tell us, but aside from direct orders we’re not going to dive right into
the lizards’ preferred kill zones.”


“Agreed,” another pilot said. “Are we waiting for the
gunships or start nibbling on our own?”


“We can’t wait. Let’s see how many we can bait out and
knock down. If they flood towards us we lead them off and hope someone else can
exploit the opportunity.”


“Copy that.”


Sam looked ahead, through the battlemap since the
camera view was little more than a fireball at this point. The shields were
keeping his hull safe, but there was so much turbulence covering the
needle-shaped energy barrier that it was disrupting a lot of his sensors. The
battlemap connection was holding, so he could fly by that along with a few
other means, but he was definitely isolated from the outside world in the
friction cocoon, with the other members of his squadron flying nearby but far
enough away that his turbulence wouldn’t interfere with them.


The trip over was a lot of waiting, but when they were
still more than two minutes out Kara’s signal intercepted the lizard swarm and
he immediately saw two enemy signals wink out, followed by a stream of others.
He didn’t know how she was taking them down, but the question as to whether she
was going to ground or not appeared to have been answered.


Sam gripped the flight controls eagerly, then began to
decelerate well beyond the colony perimeter along with the rest of his
squadron. The fireball faded and his camera views that covered the interior of
the opaque canopy returned. He reset his shields to conform to the T-shape of
his craft and felt a considerable amount of drag hit the skeet, slowing it even
more until the normal feel returned and the magically appearing boundary wall
came into view ahead on the horizon, with the bee hive of tiny green dots
hovering over top of it so thick that they looked like a sick cloud.


“Irelia, Candice…go knock on
the door.”


On his order two of the skeets stopped decelerating
and shot on ahead while Sam and the others began taking on a holding pattern.
In response a plume of wisps shot out from the cloud to intercept the pair,
exchanging a bit of weapons fire, blue for Star Force and all pink for the
lizards. That was a bad sign, meaning that these wisps were the upgraded
variety with greater range and kill power. He just hoped they hadn’t added
shields yet.


As the two Regulars swung around after killing five of
the wisps, they dragged their pursuit with them and out away from the rest of
the cloud, bring them back towards Sam and the others.


The pilot cringed, for there were hundreds following
them out and only the 10 of them, with Kara nowhere near them to help out.


“Here we go. Don’t get greedy and pull back at the
first sign of trouble. We can repeat as often as we want,” he said, readying
his plasma scatterguns and taking aim at a clump of fighters nearing his
position. He swerved slightly to the left and accelerated hard, getting up
close to them and unloading into their general area, seeing bits of plasma hit
their hulls and confirming that they had no shields, but aside from some smoke
trails on the others only one went down.


From that point on Sam was lost in the twists and
turns of combat, seeing nothing else of the multifaceted battle as he was
consumed with his little corner of it.



 

“This is insane,” Namkrel
said over the comm to his fellow mech pilots as they
flew their Jamtror-class war machines
towards the distant colony capped by a swarm of lizard wisps.


“There’s an army of Bsidd in there, not to mention a
lot of Humans, the Queen of Diamonds, and a trailblazer,” Hemror said firmly.
“We’re going in.”


“How?” another Calavari mechwarrior asked as their
group of 34 jamtrors flew in aerial mode side by side, having gathered from
three different battles at a series of rendezvous points while other units
raced on ahead to relieve the besieged Star Force troops.


“We go as far as we can by air, then fight the rest of
the way in on the ground.”


“I don’t think we can make it to the wall in the air.”


“Neither do I, so we’re going
to land outside and beat the crap out of their wisps until the skies clear
enough for us to get over.”


“Now that sounds like a plan,” Namkrel
said, reversing himself. “For a second I thought we were going to fly straight
into that mess.”


“We’re not that reckless,” the Calavari said with a
bit of sarcasm. “But we’re not going to let our allies die retaking our capitol.”


“Have you looked at the battlemap?” another in the
group asked via comm. “There are a lot of downed signatures in there.”


“If all we can save is one, then we save one,” Hemror
said, making it clear with his tone that there was no room for argument. “Then
we avenge those that were ambushed.”


“Alright, let’s do this,” Namkrel
said, a mix of eagerness and worry. “Give us a waypoint.”


“In a moment. Let’s see if we can’t sneak a little closer.
Follow me down,” Hemror said, dropping his flying mech from altitude until he
was skimming the grassy plain they were approaching by. It was the least
contended approach, but with plenty of wisps circling around lazily above the
city waiting for anyone to get close. The mechwarrior kept his bulky fighter
moving quickly, waiting to see when the enemy would react to their presence.


Like clockwork, when they came within 9 kilometers a
group of wisps broke off and headed towards them, prompting Hemror to mark a
position 3 kilometers away from the wall as their landing point. They would
meet the enemy fighters before that, but their shields and weapons would be
sufficient for them to engage and pass through them before they were
overwhelmed.


“Fire on targets of opportunity, but do not deviate
from course. We have to stay grouped up or they’ll pick us apart individually,”
he said, firing his single lachar at a distant wisp and missing…but managing to
hit the one behind it. The beam punched a hole in the front of the fighter,
penetrating the cockpit and hitting the pilot in the head, dropping the mostly
intact craft to the ground where it plowed into the dirt in a debris-ridden
streak.


“That was a hell of a shot, Hem.”


“Thanks,” he said, not bothering to mention his true
target. He fired off a scattering of lachar blasts with less luck, hitting a
few more of the tightly packed wisps but not taking any out of the sky with the
weak weapon. When they came within range he fired off his scattergun along with
the other pilots and filled the space ahead of them with cones of tiny plasma
packets, catching dozens of wisps as they angled in and peppered the heavily
armored and shielded hulls of the jamtrors with phaser strikes.


Hemror was pleased to have killed at least two
himself, though many of the wisps were flying from cone to cone so it was
impossible to determine how much damage he alone had done. Still, there were
many fighters falling out of the sky, though the mass that had come out to meet
them seemed not to have been thinned, for they were all over them now and
hitting their shields hard with the massed firepower.


The Calavari pushed through it stubbornly, getting to
the waypoint with some of their shields going down and their thick hull plates
beginning to take hits, but Hemror came to a hover over the ground with some
12% remaining and immediately transformed his fighter, with it sprouting legs
and four arms while it floated just above the ground. When the head piece
finally formed he set it down, feet sinking into the grassy soil, and the power
from the anti-grav transferred over to his shields,
recharging them at more than double their previous rate.


His light mech sprouted an anti-air cannon and the
Calavari began pepping the sky above him with sammy
blasts, targeting the approximate area he wanted the computer to chew up, then
its quicker calculating capability tracked and hit the wisps within that area
as they flew about, save for a few that were fast enough to avoid the shots.
Most were too boxed together to maneuver much, so a lot of wisps started to
fall out of the sky, especially when the other mechs landed and contributed
their own fireworks.


Hemror signaled for them to form up into a moving
cluster and the biped machines began gathering around his mech, making for a
virtually impenetrable airspace above and in front of them that the wisps
simply couldn’t survive within. The 34 mechs kept together and walked forward,
heading for the distant wall and downing aircraft while their shields began a
slow recharge. They were still taking hits from range, but with every craft they
shot down there was one less phaser hitting them…until more reinforcements
began to come out and replaced those that were lost.


By the time they reached the wall the air was so thick
above them that they could barely make out the sun. Most of the mechs no longer
had any shields and were taking hull hits, so they clustered up at the base of
the wall and used it for some cover, allowing them to focus their sammies into half the airspace they had been covering
before, increasing damage against the wisps while decreasing their own
vulnerability. The worse hit mechs were pushed against the wall and mostly
blocked by the others, allowing their shields to begin regenerating and
hopefully allowing the group to eventually recycle themselves back into
fighting shape.


All the while aircraft were dropping from the sky like
bugs, some of which actually fell into the mechs. Some of them were quick
enough to reach up with their four mechanical arms and grab the pieces as they
came down, but others were knocked off their feet and had their armor damaged
by the larger hits. 


As they were turtled up there Hemror and the others
got a course and a destination waypoint over the wall and into the city from an
Archon. Crazy as that sounded, the Calavari were relieved because they trusted
in the Archons’ judgement implicitly. So when the countdown ended and it was
time to go, the lot of them began hovering up along the wall and holding to it
as closely as they could while still taking hits to their weak shields.


Those hits suddenly stopped as the wisps were pulled
away by a large group of Valeries and skeets that roared in over their heads,
effectively plowing a path for them to move into the city, but one that would
only exist for a few short moments. 


Hemror recognized the opportunity for what it was, so
when he reached the top of the wall he set down on it and immediately began
running across to the far side that was some 350 meters away. When he got there
he jumped off, using his anti-grav to slow him to a
barely controlled fall, during which he transformed his jamtror back into
fighter mode and shot off across the plain towards the city’s outer buildings
only meters above the ground.


He took some fire as he went, despite the disruption
occurring above him, but he made it to the outer edge with 8% shields left and
set down there, wedging his fighter between two buildings on a narrow street
and transforming back into mech mode. Others did the same nearby, scattering to
find cover, then they began marching their way towards waypoints that he and a
few others began laying down so they could gather in some larger openings and
keep peppering the sky in groups as they forced their way towards the lizard
tank and infantry armies.


In the blink of an eye their fighter cover was gone
and the swarms reformed over their heads, with a lot of them firing down into
the streets from directly above, but with most of the skyline now obscured by
the surrounding buildings.
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Flying low to the ground two Star Force drone cutters
skimmed under what was guessed to be the minimum depression angle of the lizard
anti-orbital batteries, flying in close proximity to each other and the
Canderous transport that was trying to keep up behind them. It was manned,
while the cutters were not, and already the swarm of wisps over the besieged
colony were starting to break their holding patterns and come out to meet them.


There were multiple units already on site, ranging
from the Calavari to the Clans to even a small Scionate team that had managed
to sneak in close to the wall and deposit a mobile anti-air battery, but it
wasn’t enough. As the hours passed more and more Bsidd signals within the city
were going down, and until the massive amount of air cover was removed there
was no easy way to get troops and mechs into the city with the walls blocking
ground access…not that it would have been safe inside either, for the wisps
were shooting anything alien that moved within their sight, meaning those Bsidd
still alive were holed up within the buildings and not on the streets.


Bringing a command ship down again, this time all the
way to ground level, was impossible without drawing fire, for it was just too
big to get under the necessary altitude, so two of the smallest drones were
sent with the Canderous transport being a mere afterthought. It was headed in
with a load of mechs, all of which were the remote variety that they heavily
favored and could be controlled from orbit. It also meant that they were
expendable and the Canderians intended to use that fact to inflict maximum
damage on the lizards that had flooded what had looked to be a captive city
enroute to being fully in Star Force hands.


The fact that the enemy had baited them annoyed
everyone, but the Canderians most of all. They were sending more manned mechs
and infantry units via other means, but fast tracking these mechs via transport
in order to get them there as soon as possible, though they knew the odds of it
getting shot down before it made wall were good, hence the quick rendezvous
with the two cutters that had been deployed at approximately the same time.


Those two planned to pave the way, all the while using
their strong shields and armor to weather the phaser fire long enough to
inflict serious damage to the fighter swarm. They too were expendable, so long
as their remains didn’t fall down and crush the very troops they were
attempting to save.


When the wisp cloud met them there was a furious
exchange of fire, with the anti-air weapons on the cutters opening up and
downing handfuls of fighters per second, but their larger weapons didn’t do as
much damage, though they were also firing them off into the swarm and hoping to
get some lucky hits. As the wisps circled around and engulfed all three ships
more sammy fire sprouted from even further away as a Madcat Mark III that was jogging towards the colony opened
up with its beefy anti-air batteries in the shoulder boxes and began trimming
more enemy fighters out of the swarm.


Still it wasn’t enough and the Canderous transport was
forced to ground before making the wall while the two cutters pressed on,
dragging a good portion of the wisps away from the Canderian
ship while it unloaded its drone mechs. A few Valeries flew overhead, poaching
some isolated fighters then running like hell before they could be overwhelmed,
but the sky was still filled with targets and even more wisps were coming into
the colony from other lizard strongholds, meaning that for as many as Star
Force shot down there was no guarantee of them ever getting through the aerial
cover to rescue the stranded Bsidd.


That was unacceptable, so while even more Star Force
troops were assembling to assault the lizard city the Canderian
mechs ran out of their cargo bays and didn’t even bother shooting into the air,
making a straight line across the sparsely wooded countryside towards the
massive wall ahead as the two cutters began firing on it with their mauler and
talon cannons.


Huge chunks blew out with the hits, all the while the
anti-air batteries continued to down wisps, dropping them over the already
cluttered landscape like dead flies. The Canderous mechs had to avoid those,
running a zigzagging pattern at times, but they still arrived at the wall
before the cutters had even gotten halfway through it.


Seeing what they were doing, a huge chunk of those
fighters still hovering over the city detached and moved on the ships, firing
so many pink streaks into the shields that it looked like the ship was growing
a fur coat…and just the one, for nearly all the wisps’ firepower was directed
away from the second. After some six minutes of concentrated attack the first
cutter dropped from the sky and landed outside the wall, digging into the
ground and breaking in two from the impact as already melted supports snapped,
but a few weapons batteries remained operational and the remote gunners
continued to use them to shoot fighters or the wall where they could.


The flock of wisps followed the drone down and
silenced those guns quickly, then they redirected to the other cutter while the
Canderian transport ran for its life, already having
deposited the mechs that were themselves getting chewed up from the fighters.
They were firing back now while they waited to see if the second cutter could
get through the wall before it went down, but to their dismay it didn’t. It had
blown out a trench almost all the way through when it was knocked out of the
sky, with the Canderian remote pilots immediately
running their mechs into the gap before the mass of fighters could redirect
their attention towards them.


They held there, having trouble walking over the
blasted rubble, but eclipsing most of the sky and firing up through the parts
they could see to keep the fighters from just parking over them and shooting
down. Meanwhile three of the mechs at the lead of the group began using their
own smaller weapons to carve out a tunnel through the underside of the wall,
which eventually took them completely out of the wisps’ firing line. 


18 of the 92 mechs were destroyed before that tunnel
was completed, but when they blew out a connection to inside and could see the
lizard buildings ahead the mechs ignored the fighters above and moved through
the gash and onto solid ground…then started running like mad for the cover of
the city buildings ahead.


All of the mechs were thors,
specially modified to fit Canderian specs, and not
the fastest movers within the Star Force catalog, but they weren’t slow either,
so the wisps only had a short window of opportunity to target them. They made
use of it, downing another 36 before the rest finally disappeared within the
city and scattered, linking up with the various clusters of Star Force troops
there that already had located the best hiding spots to stay out of the fighters’
firing arcs.


It was a costly delivery, but even one Canderian thor was invaluable when
facing off with lizard infantry…though more important now was the gash in the
wall, with all other ground units approaching the city directing to that spot.
Likewise the lizards did as well, sending a mass of tanks to put themselves
into blockade and ambush position just on the inside, intending to plug the
hole rather than let the Star Force troops run the aerial gauntlet and succeed
in getting a scattering of reinforcements inside.



 

A group of Clan Tron ravens
ran up a shallow river in single file, using the waterway to pass through the
forest that was too dense for them to push through on foot. The transports that
had brought them here didn’t dare risk getting anywhere close to the wall and
safely dropped them off at range, allowing them to approach at their own
discretion while a multitude of other units did likewise all around the
perimeter so the wisps couldn’t concentrate everything they had in one
location.


This group intended to head for the gash if possible,
but right now they just needed to get close to the wall and the river was the
quickest way to get to the surrounding plain. When they eventually got through
the trees and stomped out onto dry ground they saw the smoking remains of a hoth nearby. Its crew had been pulled out already, but the
still standing corpse of a mech was a testament to the damage that wisp swarm
could do if they chose to come out this far.


They weren’t at the moment, and had only came out
after the hoth when it started carving up the wall
with its cleansing beam, but typically fighters couldn’t touch a mech with that
heavy of armor, indicating that both the numbers and new weaponry involved were
escalating this battle up to an entirely different level.


That said, the ravens continued forward. They weren’t
going to throw their mechs away needlessly, let alone their own lives with a
rushed attack, but they needed to be in position to do something if an
opportunity arose. Following that logic they continued to head for the wall at
a position about 50 degrees north of the gash, intending to play this by ear.



 

Larissa stood leaning against a wall, taking a quick
breather after killing another 20 or so lizard infantry. The Bsidd with her
were barricaded inside one of the lower levels of a huge building that the
fighters would have a hard time tearing down even if they tried. That would
give her troops time to reposition if it came to that, but it also gave them a
fairly large playground to fight in without exposing themselves to the air
cover and she was making the most out of that advantage.


The lizards were still pouring troops into the
building despite the number of entrances that she’d destroyed to limit the
flow. There was an abundance of killing necessary and Larissa had already been
at this for 19 hours. The Bsidd were even worse off, but she was buying them
some quick naps when she could, taking the bulk of the harassment raids on
herself.


She was getting loopy though and relying on her
ambrosia to keep her going. Her Inas ability had
sustained her thus far, but unlike in training there was a constant flow of
adrenaline here that added to the wear and tear on her body and mind, prompting
her to grab even a few seconds of downtime when she could, with this bout
lasting all of 27 seconds before she sensed more troops approaching around the
corner in the hallway 20 meters ahead of her position.


Pushing off the wall she gathered herself and aimed
her pair of lizard phaser rifles ahead as she jogged towards them, having
expended her Star Force ammunition long ago. Larissa pulled the triggers even
before the first one showed its scaly head, with the first little pink flash
hitting it in the armored chest as soon as it came around the corner. She
peppered the next two, which had their traditional armor vests augmented with
nearly full armor, leaving only their hands, feet, and head exposed. It stopped
a few hits, but the potent phaser blurps eventually
burnt through and took them down.


The trailblazer would have preferred just mowing them
down, for her psionics were being stretched even more than her physical body,
so she compromised, throwing a Fornax field over the group as they spilled out
into the hallway and began shooting back, then she ran forward a went hand to
hand with them. Dropping the rifles after a few more shots, she snapped more
necks than anything, eventually leaving a pile of corpses as she sensed more
lizards approaching from a slightly different area of the building.


“Archon, we have friendlies incoming, southern street
entrance.”


Larissa paused, expanding her battlemap and seeing no
one there…but then again these thick lizard structures were hampering the
signals to no end.


“Who and how many?” she asked the Bsidd.


“Scionate and 26.”


Larissa frowned, returning to a jog towards the nearby
lizards as she searched the battlemap again, expanding it out even further…then
she finally saw them.


“Cover the northwest lobby with a strike team, hit and
fade if you can’t own them. I’ll get the Scionate inside,” she said, heading a
different direction and leaving the nearby group of lizards to her troops. As
she made her way to the south entrance she watched the battlemap, seeing the
quickly moving signals hopping from one building top to another at a speed that
she would have been hard pressed to match.


There were wisps hounding them up there, but somehow
they’d made it this far and she was determined to get them inside, though
cursing herself for not having lugged a jump pack all this way, for there was
no way she could reach the rooftop in time using the internal structure. She
would have gone up the exterior, but without a jump pack her spiderman wall climbing would never get her there fast
enough.


Larissa came to the southern entrance, then
telekinetically started pulling objects off the debris pile blocking the
doorway before wedging herself into the gap and using her powered armor to
throw the heavier pieces aside. She really wished they’d found the Jumat
trigger by now, but as it was Morgan was still the only one to possess that
tier 3 psionic.


Clawing her way through the mess, she eventually broke
her through into the now nighttime sky and was met by a hail of pink rifle
fire. Her shields took a few hits, then a Fornax field took down the 30+
lizards waiting outside with Larissa pulling a pair of their rifles loose and
shooting them down with their own weapons, finishing just as the first Scionate
fell over the rooftop far above her.


The dive slowed near the end, decelerating enough that
a low flying wisp nearly rammed him as he tried to snipe the Star Force solider
out of midair. Fortunately it missed, then the fighter took a nose dive down to
the street and crash/skidded past Larissa, with her mind locking down the
pilot’s long enough to make sure the wisp was crumpled beyond a return to
flight before she reached her Ikrid out to the other fighters above as the rest
of the Scionate spilled over the rooftop like a waterfall of suicide jumpers.


With her providing psionic cover the wisps never got a
good shot and three of them careened into the sides of the nearby buildings, pinballing around with two of them crashing. The third
managed to bounce outside her Ikrid range and skillfully recovered quick enough
to avoid a fatal smash, but limped off slowly into the sky with a dented and
damaged craft.


“Archon,” the first Scionate said as he approached her
position and swung around her backside, coming up on her right flank in a guard
position as he surveyed the dead lizards around her.


“Inside,” she ordered. “Kill all you can find, but
stay within the confines of the building.”


“Gladly,” it said, running on all fours and diving
into the gap in the debris still partially blocking the door while Larissa
stayed put and continued to cover the others as more wisps poked their way down
between the buildings. The yellow-armored cats eventually all fell safely to
ground, then sprinted over to her position and followed their brethren inside,
with her ducking through last and beginning to reassemble the barricade with the
bits of junk she’d moved aside earlier.


“Did you lose anyone on the way in?” she asked the
three that had stayed with her.


“Not us, but many mechs have fallen to the fighters,
both Calavari and Canderous. Archon Connor sent you this,” he said, producing a
small container from the pack on his armored back that rotated around his body
to his belly where his paws could reach it.


Larissa took it telekinetically then opened it with
her armored hands, finding a canister of ambrosia senzu beans inside. 


“If he was here I’d kiss him,” she said, popping the
seal on her helmet and telekinetically flying three of them up and into the storage
slots before stowing the rest in her own pack. “The Bsidd in this building are
very battle fatigued. Protect them and help me hunt the lizards. They keep
sending waves into the building and I’m having a hard time covering all the
angles.”


“Hunting lizard infantry is our specialty,” the
armored mask covering the Scionate’s muzzle said
before turning to the right and sprinting off with the other two following on
its armored tail. 


“Thank you, Connor,” she whispered, taking another few
seconds for a microrest before finishing up the
barricade. It wouldn’t hold up to a tank blast, but fortunately they hadn’t
sent any of those to her position yet. Other Star Force units hadn’t been so
lucky, but she’d cobbled together what survivors she could find and rallied
them here, with none of the Bsidd mechs that she’d come across having made it this
long.


With the battlemap signal disruption being what it
was, she hoped there were still others out there, but at the moment the only
ones she could pick up were a trio of Calavari jamtror about two kilometers
away that were poaching lizard tanks while sticking to a region of the city
that had a multitude of overhangs. Larissa wanted to be out assisting them, but
there was no way she was going to leave these Bsidd infantry alone. They were
barely hanging on as it was, and there was no way she was going to risk them
dying after all they’d done to stay alive thus far.


She considered leaving them in the Scionate’s
protection, but nixed the idea immediately. There were too many lizards still
coming at them for the Scionate to handle alone, and right now her psionics
were the big reason they were able to mow down so many that the Bsidd were
having to assign cleaning crews to remove them from the hallways in the interim
between fights to keep their bodies from clogging up their pathways and firing
lines.


No, she was going to stay put unless there were other
troops nearby that she could bring back to them, and those mechs wouldn’t fit
in the building. Until someone else strayed nearby she had to stay here and
hold out until the rest of Star Force fought their way in to rescue them.
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July 2, 2755


Pagaliss System
(lizard territory)


Varasiss



 

Kara saw the break in the fighter swarm above and
leapt up from her position between two very close buildings, shooting into the
sky like a missile and arcing towards one of the nearest wisps. It didn’t
respond to her approach, frozen on its current course thanks to her Ikrid as
she moved up close to it and produced a small green/white orb in her hands and
sent it into the hull at a range of less than 20 meters.


The Archon curved away sharply as the fighter
detonated in a confetti-like spray and headed for the next closest one as the
others took notice of her position. There were only a few hundred within
reliable firing range and she intended to tear up at least a third of them
before having to retreat back down into the city.


As she hunted down, froze, and destroyed her next
target, a larger battle was brewing out over the gash in the wall. Star Force
troops had been hammering it relentlessly and subsequently destroying a lot of
the lizard tanks in the process, which had taken pressure off the city streets and
the few surviving Star Force mechs roaming there. She’d been down helping them
for most of the past two hours, but couldn’t miss this opportunity to strip
away a bit more of the enemy air cover.


That air cover had been continually reinforced by
units coming in from other colonies now that the hidden hangars below the city
had emptied themselves. Between her, the mechs, the dead drones, and the Star
Force fighters operating on the periphery of the swarm, they’d killed over
120,000 wisps, but there were still more than a quarter million in operation.
More than half of those were now centered over the gash and engaging a lot of
mechs that were increasing the kill count drastically. 


The only infantry that had gotten into the city were
through hot drops, with several Archon teams making their way across the wall
at other locations while the swarm was preoccupied with the gash. Those had met
heavy resistance but managed to slide through, with the lizards keeping enough
fighters over all parts of the city to prevent any mass of troops from getting
through and inside the barrier wall.


Morgan had come in with one of those teams, meaning
that there were now three trailblazers on site, if she included herself. Had
either of them asked she would have linked up and used their battlemeld
abilities against the still numerous sea of infantry inside the city, but Kara
knew as well as they did that her armor gave her too many combat options to
keep her reserved to commando work, and that the biggest problem right now was the
air cover, hence her taking out groups of fighters whenever she could.


With more and more heading to reinforce the gash
against a third drone warship making its way there she now had a lessened
concentration above the buildings, yet still far too many for the mechs to come
out into broad daylight. As she zipped about taking down wisps while the others
nearby tried to regroup to mass fire on her, Kara noticed another lizard convoy
coming in over land on the opposite side from the gash. There was probably at
least 20,000 more fighters providing air cover for it, with so many tanks and
transports that it was clear that the lizards badly wanted this colony held for
some reason.


When Kara eventually had her shields ripped off by the
mounting phaser fire she dipped back down below the rooftops and lost her
pursuit, ending up clinging to a wall in shadow mode and watching the
approaching convoy as one of the wall segments in their path began to lower
back into the ground. This wasn’t the first time this had happened, but for
some reason this convoy hadn’t been hit on its way in…and it was probably due
to that excessive amount of air cover. The lizards were notorious for learning
and adapting, and it looked like they’d taken a cue from the burning hulks of
ground transports stretching out in lines around the colony resulting from their
previous failed attempts to reinforce the city.


Suppressing a long string of cussing, Kara slid down
the side of the building and kept to the shadows as she moved through the city,
stopping only once to kill a group of lizards that were moving about in small
number and out in the open as she headed to where the reinforcement convoy was
now coming through the mechanically created gap.


She waited amongst the buildings as the tanks rolled
in and crossed the plain that separated wall from city, letting them get just
onto the streets before she jumped out from the side and stuck herself to the
first tank where it couldn’t shoot her, nor could the ones behind it. She
summoned up a large energy orb and used it to melt through the armor with a
single hit, then sent a second one inside that detonated and shredded both the
crew and interior components while leaving the outer shell visibly intact.


The hovering tank dropped to the ground, blocking a
third of the street, and Kara jumped to the next few repeating the process and
creating a blockade of junk as a mix of phaser bursts and large plasma orbs
rained down on her and the dead tanks simultaneously. She weathered a few
glancing hits to kill one more, then flew off down the street and turned a
corner, getting out of their firing lines.


A huge pink beam passed over the city with a telltale
buzz, but from the angle she knew it had come from another colony. When it
abated she heard other faint buzzes, immediately flying up to building top
level and taking a look despite the trio of wisps that noticed her and fired
bad shots in her direction.


Another huge beam passed over the city and she could
see many others crossing the landscape from other neighboring colonies and
converging on a point back inside what was now Star Force territory…where she
saw a distant, but huge mass coming across the ground. Kara did a double take
as her battlemap tagged it as the Ironstrike, one of the command ships in the orbiting fleet.
It had come down to ground level but was so massive that it couldn’t get below
the closest of the neighboring colonies’ firing lines and was taking heavy fire
head on.


Kara finally paid attention to the wisps and flew up
to meet them, killing two before heading back down into the city and avoiding
the pursuit that inevitably followed from 50 more nearby. She cycled around
through a few blocks then came up on a more concealed perch so she could see
with her own eyes what was happening.


The giant grey donut got larger and larger on the
horizon, but was still so far away that she could easily see around either
side. With her armor enhancing her sight she was able to zoom in and confirm
that its shields were still up, but those planetary defense beams had to have
been hitting it hard. Like a giant tsunami coming towards them the Ironstrike grew
larger and larger, eventually becoming its own mountain range before it even
got close to the boundary wall.


But it didn’t have to get too close before its cleansing
beam leapt out and backtracked one of the pink beams to a neighboring colony,
returning the attack on the distant defense tower even as the mass of weaponry
coating its hull began firing at the wisp swarm whether they were designed for
it or not. Kara saw several bloons launched into the mass, followed by
Ta’lin’yi and maulers in addition to an insane number of anti-air batteries
mainly designed to shoot down missiles, but that proved to work equally well
against fighters.


As awe inspiring as that was, it didn’t dawn on Kara
what they were doing until the ship reached the edge of the swarm near the wall
gash and a warning was sent out over the battlemap to get indoors and under any
available cover immediately. 


She held her position, eagerly awaiting what was
coming. As the swarm looked to hold its ground and continue firing on the Star
Force troops at the gash until the last moment, an IDF field expanded out from
the command ship and caught them all in its grasp. Suddenly the gravity of the
planet disappeared from their point of view and with it the ability for them to
maneuver with their anti-grav…leaving them floating
in midair on whatever trajectory they previously had.


With them incapacitated most of the fire coming down
to the surface ended as they were no longer to aim properly, but as the first
of the planetary defense beams got through the Ironstrike’s shields and blasted
a huge crater in its armor the ship continued to move forward at considerable
speed. The mass of air preceding it knocked the fighters askew, then the hull
hit and splattered the wisps like bugs against a windshield.


The command ship mowed down so many of them that they
fell like bits of yellow/tan hail down to the surface. That storm continued up
to the wall, covering the mechs that were fighting their way to the gash and
then on in to the outer buildings. Before long the edge of the donut passed
over Kara’s head and knocked the wisps out of the sky right down on top of her.


She held her ground, mentally calculating their fall
angles and having to jump aside once to avoid a collision. Once the forward
edge of the massive ship was past her she saw hundreds, if not thousands of
wisps flying around beneath it that hadn’t been caught up in the IDF, or held
there long enough. Using the battlemap she confirmed that the field was only
extended off the front of the ship, so Kara jumped back into the sky and
started hunting the remaining wisps aggressively now that their concentration
had diminished to almost nothing and they were scattered about with plenty of
room for her to maneuver beneath that beautiful donut.


As she flew to her first target she noticed on her sensors
as chunks of the command ship also began to fall to ground as the planetary
defense phasers carved up the outer layers now that the shields were down. 



 

Larissa was running down one of the city streets with
two Scionate pacing her when the ‘duck and cover’ order came in, but they were
being pursued by a pair of tanks at the time and didn’t have the luxury of
doing so. They’d been probing a large infantry gathering point and bit off more
than they could chew when several nearby buildings began producing far more
infantry than they had previously contained, indicating a high probability of
additional tunnels beneath this section of cityscape.


The tanks she could have taken on her own with her
psionics, even fried as she was, but with infantry pacing them there was no way
she could knock all of them down and kill the tanks at the same time, so the
only legitimate option she had was to run, regroup, and find some other place
to probe to keep the lizards’ attention off her Bsidd and more to their own
defense.


With each corner they turned they got a brief respite
from the weaponsfire, but there were multiple groups of lizards now pursuing
them, including a handful of fighters that ventured down into the narrower city
streets. One of those that got too close Larissa snagged and had it swivel
about and fire on one of the tanks, delivering a pink phaser burst into the
yellow/tan hull armor.


After that she lost contact with both, running out of
controlling range for the fighter and turning yet another corner as they
zigzagged their way back into ‘friendly’ territory where the rest of the
Scionate and a small group of Archons were patrolling and hunting down any
small lizard teams that ventured inside.


By the time she and the two Scionate reached that zone
the sky disappeared a la Independence Day as the command ship moved over the
city, plowing into the wisps and gratuitously knocking them
out of the sky…save for the fact that she was running where some of them were
falling.


With a telepathic urge she sent the Scionate over to
the nearest wall and joined them in running there, hoping that the wisp pieces
would bounce off the walls and not hit the ground within a few meters of the
buildings. She was right for the most part, but they did get sprayed with small
debris twice as impacts on both the ground and the buildings above threw
components and glass everywhere.


Larissa’s shields held up to that sandblast, but the
street was literally dotted with dead fighters and she assumed a great deal
more were covering the rooftops, which fortunately were more or less flat in
most cases, else they’d been funneling all the wisp remains down to the
streets. The Scionate likewise were alright tucked up alongside the wall and
the three of them continued running back into friendly territory, with the
giant ship above them entirely eclipsing the sky but not firing down on the
remaining fighters.


For a moment Larissa wondered why, since after the
‘duck and cover’ order had been given there shouldn’t have been anyone in the
streets to get hit by misses, then she saw several squadrons of Star Force
skeets and Valeries making their way overhead and engaging the remaining wisps
directly, along with Kara’s signal that was prominently displayed on the
battlemap so everyone involved would be aware that she was there when often
they couldn’t see her, given her body’s tiny size compared to the fighters.


That and she was a badass, so she might as well have a
badass marker on the battlemap. 


Larissa likewise had one of her own on the ground,
letting all other nearby units know where she was at a glance rather than
potentially lose her small dot in the mix of others. Right now Morgan’s icon
was half a city away, with the full battlemap returning now that there was a
Star Force command ship and fighters overhead to relay the weaker signals
around the buildings.


To her relief she saw many active Bsidd units
scattered across the battlefield, but at a glance she knew there was less than
10% of what had originally been here, with the ‘down’ markers covering the city
in large clumps. 


Before she could pull up a count of all markers that
had gone offline, either destroyed or deactivated since the beginning of the
ambush, the command ship began pulling back with large ‘no-go’ boxed popping up
and traveling along with it as large chunks of the ship’s forward end were
falling off and crushing buildings below.


“Oh shit,” she said, realizing just how much damage it
was taking and stopping in her tracks. The Scionate nearly ran over her, but
skidding to a halt a few meters past as they jumped to her outer flank. “Stay
here and be ready to run, warning or not. Keep your eyes up.”


Larissa did likewise, watching both the battlemap and
the sky as the sun returned underneath the retreating edge of the ship. Just
then another thick pink beam hit and a chunk over her fell off. The trailblazer
didn’t move, even as the warning box fell on them at the last moment as the
ship’s computer estimated the general area that was vulnerable. It didn’t have
time to calculate individual pieces, for there wasn’t that much distance for them
to fall, so it was giving generous measurements.


Larissa watched the building-sized chunk detach and
gravity take hold of it. “Stay put,” she said, eyes up as it fell perilously
close, landing on the roof of the building they were hunkered up against and
pancaking the top. She couldn’t see the impact, but a moment later the upper
levels puffed out debris that began to rain down on them, then a waterfall of
material followed it over, soon to add to the wisp debris clogging the street.


“Follow me!”


Larissa took off across the street, dodging a big
piece that came down and taking them into a zone between the dusty waterfalls
that followed. A few bits hit her shields and bounced off, with a huge chunk
hitting and half burying itself in the street to their left while a pile of
debris fell and built up on top of it, as well as one to their right.


The next thing she knew dust from both flowed out like
clouds and covered the area, making it so none of them could see what was
around them.


Larissa clicked on her Pefbar and mentally linked to
the two Scionate, giving them a bit of her psionic vision as well as the
ability to warn them if any more chunks came down towards them, though she
couldn’t see the top of the building and would only have a split second to
react if something did come within her range. Sending calming ‘hold’ orders
telepathically, she had them wait with her while the building continued to
crumble, eventually losing the majority of the top 5 levels as the command ship
segment imbedded itself as the crowning ornament on the lizard structure.


“I think we’re in the clear,” she said, mentally
telling them which way to head. “Let’s try and get out of these clouds…then we
have a ground war to fight.”


“The lizard fighters are gone,” one of the Scionate
commented as he looked at the battlemap.


“Most of them,” Larissa agreed. “We’ll have troop
transports on the way and mechs coming in through the gash shortly.”


“Are we evacuating or fighting this out?”


“The wounded will be pulled out, but we’re definitely killing
these bastards here and now.”


The pair of Scionate growled appreciatively inside
their armor.


“Thought you’d feel that way. Come on, let’s go find
that group we were just playing with and reintroduce ourselves.”
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July 6, 2755


Pagaliss System (lizard
territory)


Varasiss



 

Morgan ran ahead of the Ninja Monkey Regulars, leaping
up onto the side of one of the shorter buildings in the city and climbing the
rest of the way to the top. From there she sprinted across to the far side
while her troops circumvented it around the perimeter and began to engage the
lizard infantry on street level that had bunkered themselves behind a series of
what looked to be premade blockades and a courtyard with an overhang that
prevented attack from the air.


Or mostly, for when Morgan reached the edge of the
building she jumped off shallowly and fell down between the wall and the edge
of the giant infrastructure umbrella that was concealing the courtyard,
slipping through the two meter gap and landing on top of a trio of standard
variant lizards that were seated in the shadows below eating some of their
battlefield rations.


With a thought she knocked them and the dozen or so
nearest her to the ground with a Fornax field, then ignored them and ran
further under the canopy towards the back lines of the mass of troops heading
to engage her Clan infantry out and around the corner. She didn’t even bother
to pull out a weapon, merely throwing a few Fornax blasts to her left and right
to stop enemy phaser fire from coming her way as she barreled into the back of the
crowd and punched right into the midst of them, pulling a few aside with
telekinetic grips and tossing them through the air and out of the way, but
mostly she fought her way inside hand to hand until she was buried amongst the
horde.


Suddenly a wave of bodies surged up over her head and
pushed outward, scattering like leaves as she started throwing concussive
energy around. Morgan moved through their ranks like a snow plow, knocking them
aside and unconscious in many situations from the blunt force until she worked
her way up to the front lines and attacked the barricades from behind. They
were several meters thick and seemed to have extruded from the street…and would
have been impossible to blow through with only infantry weapons in any
realistic amount of time, but she spotted a control station imbedded into the
wall on her left as a handful of lizards managed pointblank shots into her
shields.


She tossed them aside casually with another Jumat
burst from her left arm and ran up to the terminal, physically pulling the two
lizards in front of it away and throwing them out behind her before bringing up
a bioshield covering her back as she quickly studied the controls…which weren’t
complicated. There were only two buttons, one that toggled a holographic interface
and another that operated the barricades.


She didn’t have time to explore the hologram and
punched the other button. Agreeably the barricade plates began to retract into
the ground one by one and slowly, opening up first a door-like slit that allowed
the first of her Ninja Monkeys thorough behind the cover of a heavy Knight
shield. 


The lizards that had been sniping thorough narrow peep
holes pulled their weapons out of the crack-like gaps and fired on the column
of Star Force infantry appearing, but Morgan took care of them with a series of
Fornax blasts, disabling them long enough for the commandos to come through and
shoot them as they were twitching on the ground.


Her shields kept taking hits, but there were so many
lizards nearby that they could hardly shoot at her without hitting their own
and she wasn’t about to let them get any space by backtracking. The trailblazer
ran with their pullback, sprinting a few steps back into their midst and
scattering them again with consecutive Jumat attacks while her troops shot them
where they fell.


Playing vanguard, she lead her Clansmen further under
the overhand and into their makeshift base, eventually pulling out her own
rifle and helping to finish off the last stragglers before the entire area was
clear and she marked it as such on the battlemap. In that first moment of
freedom she looked around, seeing piles of crates scattered around tables and
what looked like makeshift bunks. The entire ceiling was solid save for the
gaps around the edges on the eastern and western sides. Stretching out her
Pefbar into the structure she saw the internal mechanism that allowed the roof
to retract, meaning this courtyard was originally exposed to the air.


A closer look at the wall she’d fallen down along
revealed several imbedded ladders, meaning that the lizards had a backdoor to
escape should they need to. Seeing that she took to one immediately, climbing
back up to the rooftop and looking around.


There was no one in sight, visually or on her Ikrid
radar. As typical the lizards had fought to the last man, but whoever had
designed this makeshift base had left them an out. Maybe they hadn’t used it
because they knew they could be picked off by the aircraft circling above, but
even having the option was something new for lizard methodology, not to mention
the retractable canopy.


Morgan jumped across the small gap and landed a few
meters down on top of it, feeling it with her Pefbar as she walked across. It
wasn’t just a roof, but an armored one that could take a lot of hits from
aircraft before it was penetrated. This was definitely meant to be an infantry
bunker, and had she not taken the backdoor approach it would have been very
difficult for her troops to fight their way inside. The tops of the barricades
had been open to the air, meaning they’d have had to climb or jump over them to
get to the other side…which explained why so many lizards were pooled and
waiting there to gun them down the moment they did.


This colony was full of surprises, but fortunately
this was going to be one of the last few. Star Force had control of most of the
city by now, with only a few pockets of resistance such as this holding out,
though it would take weeks to search the entire city and properly safe it. They
didn’t have that luxury, for there were many more on the planet that needed to
be conquered. Why this one had so many tricks and traps she didn’t know, but
she betted it wasn’t going to be the only one. They’d have to do some more
thorough scouting before committing to the future engagements, and she planned
to be handling a lot of that herself going forward.


“Archon, we’ve found a tunnel entrance,” someone
reported over the comm.


“Coming,” Morgan said, jogging back over to the gap
and dropping down below the roof, cushioning her fall with another Lachka
field. She saw the location of the commando that had commed
her and ran over to his position to find a concealed panel in the floor
underneath one of the tables. It was already open and showed a single person
ladder tube heading straight down. 


Morgan sensed further than she could see with her
Pefbar, but the terminus was too deep for her to make out, with no minds
present to add any datapoints.


“Damn it,” she said, checking her battlemap. “We’ll
have to come back to it later. We need to get moving to point 6. Grab what
replacement weaponry you need and follow me,” she said to everyone in her 33
man unit over the comm.


The pair of Knights ran over to her immediately, their
shields tucked up against one arm leaving the other free to punch or fire from.
They still had some Star Force ammo left, but most of the Regulars were out and
had resorted to using lizard weapons given the 7 hours they’d been out hunting
the bastards down. They were almost done now, with only two or three more
engagements to go before they could head back to a firebase or resupply point
within this city, but until then they’d have to make do. 


Morgan had saved a few rounds of her own, using her
Psionics most of the time and doing a lot of damage with her Jumat. She’d
gotten to the point where she could snap necks with it if she applied enough
force at just the right angle and speed, literally giving her the ability to
point her finger and make one of them die, but she’d found it much more
effective in attacking groups solo, or better yet with a fireteam in support to
clean up the easy targets that she knocked askew.


The only Archon in the group, Morgan headed back to
the barricades, seeing that they’d all retracted into the ground and were now
little more than a few paving stones across the street. She ran over them with
the two Knights trailing a step on either side while the commandos formed up
into a column two wide and followed her out with the entire group picking up
speed as they headed on foot to the nearest location that was still seeing
combat.



 

Cvog was walking his Granthor-class
mech through the lizard streets in line with two others of a similar make as
they transitioned to a waypoint given to them by an Archon. All three orange
mechs were physically torn up, with Cvog’s having
lost a third of its shield generators. Still, the designs were so robust that
they were more than capable of chewing up any lizard tanks left roaming about,
let alone able to snuff out any infantry that was stupid enough to oppose them,
shoulder mounted rocket launchers or not.


The Calavari had seen a bit of calm for the last 15
minutes and were now moving about in a patrol pattern that kept them handy in
case any of the last combat teams needed assistance. Most of the other
surviving mechs had already left and headed back to the makeshift firebase set
up within the city’s outer edge near the gash, but Cvog
and his two senior mechwarriors had pulled one of the last duties, given that
they were the most experienced and the lesser soldiers needed the reprieve more
than they did.


He was fatigued, but pushing through it. Even after
Star Force had regained aerial superiority the fighting had not been one-sided.
The defensive setup in this colony was completely different than what they’d
been encountering in others, almost as if this had been where they’d put their
main defensive efforts into the architecture and everywhere else was just
secondary…except that he didn’t know of any reason why this city was special.
It wasn’t the largest they’d hit, nor had any significant industry or
spaceports. It was a standard city, except when it came to fighting for it.


There were so many subsurface tunnels that it had
taken more than 2 days to hunt down most of their tanks, and it was rumored
that there were still some moving about where the air cover couldn’t spot them.
Those tunnels that had been found were now shut down, but unlike other lizard
designs they weren’t all connected to each other, so the discovery of one
didn’t open up them all to the invading army…and the subsurface of the city was
coated with plating that made it more difficult for Star Force’s sensors to
penetrate.


This was the most dangerous battlefield Cvog had ever fought on, for you never knew for sure when
the fighting was over. That, combined with his fatigue, made him twitch when a
battlemap contact suddenly landed on his mech’s left shoulder and stuck there.
It took him a moment to process what was happening, then he did a doubt take
when the Star Force icon told him that the Queen of Diamonds had just flown in
and perched on his mech.


He hesitated at first, then opened up a direct comm channel to the Archon. “Is there something you
require?”


“Just felt like riding a bit while I catch a breather.
How are you three holding up?”


“Well enough, but our mechs need considerable repair.”


“I can see that, but unlike a lot of others yours are
still battle worthy. We’ve lost over 60% of what we brought in here to the
scrap pile already.”


“That many?”


“Afraid so. We pulled most of the pilots out alive,
but equipment wise we’ve lost a lot. And that’s not counting what the Bsidd
lost prior to the reinforcement.”


“Do you know why this city was so heavily fortified?”


“No one does. And we’re not launching any new assaults
until we find out what’s going on, just finishing up the ones we’re currently
engaged in.”


“Their tunnels have given us considerable headaches.
We never know when a street is clear or not, and they’ve been very good at
disguising the entrances.”


“Are your shields inoperable?”


“Diminished, but waiting in standby.”


“Noticed they weren’t up when I landed. How much has
the rocket infantry been bothering you lately?”


“They’re gone as far as we’ve seen. The last half hour
has been rather boring,” he said as they came to an intersection and made a
left turn, with him walking his mech through the maneuver via the full body
harness system that had him standing inside the cockpit with all four arms
latched in, which made for far more fatigue than the seated models. 


“Been that way for most, but I’ve got a feeling we’re
about to see another breakout.”


“Breakout?”


“Troops coming up from underground.”


“Where do you want us?” Cvog
asked, his attention escalating a notch.


“Right where you are until…check that,” she said,
sending him and the other two mechs a waypoint a few dozen city blocks ahead.
“Just got intel on another tunnel entrance. Feel up to an ambush?”


“Depends how many there are, but yes, we’re ready to
fight.”


“Looks like a holding area with about 80 tanks of
various makes.”


“80?”


“I’ll go with you, and Morgan is already down there
waiting. She’ll disable a lot of their pilots and I’ll get the ones nearest to
you. You just have to point and shoot.”


Cvog smiled. “The techs
should build a seat for you up there so you can ride along all the time.”


“Gets kind of slippery when your shields go up, so
I’ll jump ship just before we head down but keep close by. Shoot the nearest
targets regardless of whether or not they’re firing back.”


“Copy that,” the Calavari said, rechecking his weapon
status. They were all good to go, save for the missile box that had long since
been depleted. He followed one of the other mechs as it sped up into a
mechanical jog, with the trio making better speed through the cluttered streets
and having to step over sporadic debris, either from wisps, ruined buildings,
or occasionally Star Force equipment, for this area had seen heavy fighting
previously.


Which made it all the more ironic that another tunnel
entrance was located here. The lizards must have been saving this one and Star
Force had completely missed it the first time through.


When they eventually arrived at the spot all they saw
was an intersection with a waypoint on it, but then the road suddenly broke
apart geometrically and rose up on pivot points like an opening flower, exposing
a ramp that led below ground into a tunnel. The trailblazer hopped off his
mech’s shoulder and began to free fly on her own beside them, with the Calavari
bringing up his mech’s shields again as they walked down into the dim tunnel
that only had two narrow strips of illumination running along either side of
the ceiling.


The gap between walls was large, allowing two of the
mechs to walk side by side with ease and Cvog brought
his up alongside Garavat’s as a new waypoint was
added. They trekked towards it, descending several more ramps and taking two
multiple fork intersections to the right until their battlemap showed a huge
chamber inside of which a single Star Force icon was located, which also had a
trailblazer tag. 


The little firefly that was Kara zipped on past and
entered ahead of them, ducking to the size a few meters and hovering near the
wall as the big orange war machines entered and opened fire on the nearest
tanks…that didn’t even swivel their turrets towards them.  Some further behind them did and fired off
pink phaser streaks that had far more intensity and duration than the wisps
did, but they met the mech shields and did not penetrate with the first few
shots.


The maulers that the mechs returned fire with did far
more damage to the tanks, and with each one that they killed one more lizard
tank behind them would suddenly stop firing and freeze up, with Cvog knowing that was the Archons using their magical
psionics. 


This lot of lizards was going to take some chewing to
get through, but with not one, but two trailblazers to assist them he had no
doubt that they’d be able to succeed in destroying them all. The only real
question was how much more damage their mechs would take in the process.
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July 14, 2755


Pagaliss System
(lizard territory)


Varasiss



 

Larissa stood in the center of an enormous underground
bunker, looking up from the floor to see racks upon racks of wisp docks
stretching out from the walls in a latticework of space-saving designs. There
were open airways between them to allow for mass movement, but the 30 story
tall room was definitely designed to allow for very compact storage and quick
release, with tunnels connecting to the surface appearing on the ceiling in
multiple places.


The racks were empty now, for all the lizard fighters
in this colony had been destroyed and were now laying in pieces around the cityscape.
As far as Larissa knew the purge of the locals had been completed two days ago,
but there were so many nooks and crannies for survivors to hide in that she didn’t
consider anywhere on the planet outside of the Star Force firebases to be truly
safe.


After a good day of rest the trailblazer had come back
out here to have a look around as survey teams were continuing to map the
underground chambers, often having to use very powerful sensor equipment
brought below ground to circumvent the dampening layer in order to find new
tunnels whose entrances hadn’t yet been discovered. There were hundreds of
independent systems, some like this one having been burrowed more than 2 miles
below ground. The lizards were notorious for developing subsurface structures,
but they’d never gone to this extent with a surface city overtop.


Normally their robust underground facilities were
camouflaged on the surface, with little or no infrastructure above. This colony
clearly wasn’t one of those cases, and unlike the others these subsurface
facilities weren’t all interconnected, making it clear to Larissa that they had
been built for one purpose and one purpose only.


To confront, confound, and ambush an invasion army.


If one tunnel system was discovered the others
wouldn’t be exposed, allowing the mass of lizards below ground to operate with
virtual impunity until all of their hideaways were rooted out. In this case
that hadn’t happened, for the mass of them had come out to ambush the Bsidd
army conquering the city. Had she had a command ship directly overhead in orbit
they probably could have detected the tunnels with an intense sensor scan, or
at least they could now that they knew what to look for, but with the orbital
defense guns the lizards had developed there was no way to get a ship into that
low of an orbit to do the scan…and that meant there was no way of knowing how
many more of the lizard colonies on the planet had this sort of ambush
infrastructure in them.


It was time to launch two more attacks, but the
trailblazers were holding off on those and finishing up the ones currently in
play while they studied this colony in depth, not wanting to risk another
surprise until they had some answers here. A Mainline/Clan reinforcement fleet
was on its way to help solidify their hold on orbit, for two days ago another
lizard fleet had shown up and had to be beaten off. They’d killed a few drones
in the process, and if they kept whittling down their numbers they’d be at risk
of allowing ships to get to ground, and that was unacceptable.


The lizards weren’t going to reclaim orbit though, not
with two Sentinels holding pieces of it, but the risk was in allowing lizard
cruisers to get in-atmosphere and directly attack ground troops. Star Force
held naval superiority, and that was the only reasonable way that they were
going to be able to conquer this planet, for the majority of it still lay in
lizard hands. That would take a lot more killing and equipment loss to
accomplish, and Larissa didn’t expect to leave this planet for more than a
year, possibly longer if more surprises were waiting for them.


Other empires wouldn’t mind just spamming troops and
overrunning the enemy, which was difficult with a spammer like the lizards, but
Star Force wasn’t going to send anyone into battle assuming that they were
going to die. Loss of equipment was one thing, but loss of life was completely
unacceptable. Larissa had lost over 70,000 Bsidd to the ambush in this colony,
and she was going to take her time now to avoid walking into another such
debacle again.


And that time right now was being spent wandering
around the captured colony, looking at what the lizards had built and how
they’d used it, all the while just thinking things through while others dealt
with security sweeps and debris removal.


Larissa sensed the mind approaching from her left
before she ever saw the dark blue armor, and kept her eye line on the racks
above as Liam jogged over to her position. If something had been wrong he would
have commed her immediately.


The trailblazer in command of the Calavari on this
mission decelerated to a smooth stop beside her left should and looked up in
the same direction she was. “Ingenious little bastards, aren’t they?”


“What’s new.”


“Them not trying this in other locations.”


“We don’t know that for sure yet,” Larissa said,
finally looking at his faceplate.


“It’s not part of the planetary design, and there were
no partially constructed bunkers like this in the colonies that we’ve already
taken.”


“Are we even sure about that? Some of the smaller ones
we could have completely missed.”


“I’ve been having the Calavari do some double checks.
Nothing has turned up as yet.”


“And?”


“I think this was a test.”


Larissa raised an eyebrow. “Of what, exactly?”


“What it would take to kill us. They lost a huge
amount of troops, but now they have data to analyze and how many they have to
throw, against the Bsidd at least, in order to overwhelm our shielding and
armor advantage.”


“A little late in the game for that.”


“They’ve never been able to take away our orbital
bombardment capability before.”


“Point.”


“I think they’re going to be even more devious now
that they don’t have to duck and cover like they have in the past. And once they
get these defense batteries widespread, we’re going to have a hell of a time
taking planets…at least ones with a full grid like this. We’re going to have to
hit them while there are still sections of the surface accessible to landing
craft and knock out the guns via ground assault. If we wait and let them fully
turtle up we’re going to be burning through drones like crazy making entry
corridors.”


“Welcome to the new age,” she said dryly. “Was there
something in particular you wanted, or were you just roaming the area and felt
like stopping in for a chat?”


“Need some space?”


“No…I didn’t mean it like that. I’m alright. I just
hate losing people.”


“Ditto, but we have to keep pressing on. The lizards
are growing new troops and building more wisps by the minute. We can’t be
reckless, but the invasion has to keep moving forward.”


“No, we need to catch our breath and figure this out
before we hit another target.”


“What are we missing?”


Larissa sighed. “I don’t know. This is too drastic a
change. I admit, the lizards have always been inventive, but we’re seeing a
slew of new technologies and techniques. These aren’t the same lizards we’re
used to dealing with.”


“Actually, if they’d continued to let us dominate them
that would have been out of
character.”


“Something has changed, and until we get a feel for it
I don’t think we should press forward with any amount of pace. That damn sensor
dampener is going to cause more problems than we’ve encountered already.”


“This may have been a test of it as well,” Liam noted.
“To see if we could detect the boundary walls and chambers like this.”


“And with their interstellar transmitters currently
out of reach they’ve no doubt been feeding that data back to the rest of their
empire. Damn it.”


Liam looked at her, but didn’t say anything more.


“Alright, point taken. But we have to find a way to
detect the boundary walls if there are any more of them out there.”


Liam pulled a small device out of the pack on his back
and set it on the floor. A moment later a series of holograms sprung up around
them with the trailblazer using a telepathic interlink to make adjustments on
the buttonless little white disc. The three images
moved out to form a circle around the device, with Larissa and Liam making up
two of the five points around the circumference.


“She back with us?” Morgan’s full body image asked
Liam.


“Yeeessss,” Larissa answered
for him, annoyed more with herself than anything. Hesitancy wasn’t an Archon
trait. 


“I’ve been on site for the past 6 hours,” Kian said
from Larissa’s left on the impromptu little Jedi council ring. “I’ve been
taking point blank sensor readings and I cannot detect a subsurface wall ring,
nor any dead zones. Even if they have the full setup within this colony,
without the wall they can’t pin us there and we’ll have the option of retreat.”


“And the fighter swarms?”


“I’ve got most of the mods on the Axius mechs
reconfigured to anti-air, so if they try the same trick again they’re not going
to have so easy a go at it. That said, I think we should proceed a bit more
cautiously in the coming days. I want to double up with the Bsidd on this one.”


“Calavari are doubling up with Mainline,” Morgan
pointed out. “It’ll take a lot longer to knock colonies off the list, but it’ll
take a lot more of an ambush to overwhelm us if they do have any more
blindsides coming our way.”


“Agreed,” Larissa said, pushing aside her past
worries. There’d be plenty of time for thinking going forward, and if the
lizards were using a new playbook it was best to read a few more pages of it.
“But let’s start with a few probing attacks before we mass into the city.”


“Allow me,” Conner insisted. “If Liam or one of you
can take my assault list, I can have Canderous split up and play vanguard for
all future hits. Their drone mechs and fighters are a good stick to poke the
lizards with, and they certainly don’t mind going in first.”


“Not a bad idea,” Morgan mentioned, “but the lizards
waited a long time before springing the trap. They might just wait out the
probes.”


Liam raised a finger, prompting everyone else to stop
talking, for they knew his mannerisms well enough to recognize he had just come
up with a new idea. “Morgan, how deep are those sensor dampening plates
located?”


“Mostly just below ground level. The techs have found
a few deeper below the largest buildings. They’re speculating that those were
added after construction rather than during.”


“What if we have the Canderous mechs escort a remote
drilling unit, either attached to a mech or something independent,
that can break through that shell and stick a conventional sensor probe
underneath? If the plating is all more or less at the same depth, we should be
able to get a peek at what’s underground.”


“That’ll take an awfully big transmitter to penetrate
the surrounding structures,” Larissa pointed out.


“Yeah, but that could work,” Connor said, thinking
hard. “We’d have to cannibalize a naval drone, but we’ve already got
reclamation equipment here that can be converted to digging purposes. Patch in
the sensor array and we’ve got a short range trap detector.”


“Might have to sink it down in a few locations to
cover the entire city,” Kian added, “but I like the idea.”


“And we can use it to bait the lizards out if we bring
it in to search for the wall rings...wait, never mind. We can just use a low
flying drone for that if we don’t care about being stealthy.”


“Are the walls sensor stealthed
laterally or just on the caps?” Larissa asked Morgan.


“Just the caps, but even then they can’t hide against
that close of a scan at that magnitude of power. I think the lizards designed
them to fool orbit scans, not anything down on the surface.”


“Fighters?” 


“I don’t know,” Morgan wavered. “We only have one wall
to work with, and we can’t rebury it to find out. Until we detect another one
this is all just guesswork, aside from the subsurface bunkers.”


“We’ll need a calibration run to determine how many
drill points we need before we send Canderous in,” Liam added. 


“How do Kara’s sensors stack up?” Connor wondered.


Morgan shook her head. “The advanced design can’t compensate
for her lack of power. Already had her try and it didn’t work.”


“Are we holding back the Clan strike teams, or still
sending them in first to hit priority targets?” Kian asked, looking at Larissa.


“I’d say simultaneously, otherwise the Canderous units
might draw too much attention.”


“If we do the sensor sweeps and the colonies come up
clean, do we still want to double up on targets?” Liam asked.


“Yes,” Larissa said firmly, then raised a hand to
dismiss any thoughts of her still being gun shy. “There still might be new
surprises in store for us, so let’s just pull back a little and lay the hammer
down hard until we see their full basket of tricks. After that, which will
probably be the end of this planetary invasion, we can get more economical with
our troop deployments…what?”


“I agree,” Liam said, “but I’m still waiting on the
day when the lizards start building their cities with bombs and just destroy
them when whenever we put troops inside. The larger force we use to take them
the greater incentive that will be.”


Connor sighed. “That would fit right in their
playbook.”


“I don’t think so,” Morgan differed. “While I admit
they certainly could do that, it…oh, damn.”


“Yeah,” Connor agreed, seeing the same thought process
that had just gone through his mind go through Morgan’s. “Exactly.”


“I don’t think they have the yields for that,” Kian
differed. “And even if they go piecemeal their own buildings are going to block
a lot of the damage. They can’t kill all of our troops with a trap like that,
and I think they’d start with a kamikaze bomb tank or wisp before they tried
anything on that scale.”


“Well those two caveats are lovely in and of
themselves,” Connor commented. 


“Could we do it?” Morgan wondered.


“I don’t know,” Liam said, thinking hard. “Certainly
not the most economical way of destroying a colony. It also depends on how
strong the buildings are. Ours can stand up to a lot more than the lizards’
can. Most effective way would be a kinetic impact, but you can’t do that from
inside…unless you had an asteroid in orbit and just called it down, but you’d
lose the surprise effect and give time for the ground troops to evacuate.”


“Scale it down then. What if we booby-trapped
individual buildings with our biggest bombs?”


“We could,” Liam agreed. “And to a lesser extent I
think the lizards could too. If they ever go that route…”


“We start leading with all drone mech and even
infantry units,” Larissa said, pointing out the obvious countermeasure.


“Or just blast them from orbit like normal,” Connor
added. 


“That’s probably why we haven’t seen that tactic yet,”
Liam pointed out. “But I wouldn’t put it past them at some point going forward
if we have to keep using ground assaults to disable orbital defenses.”


“Damn it,” Morgan’s hologram swore. “Other than taking
our chances, do we have any way of detecting bombs of that size prior to
launching an assault?”


“In theory, we should be able to scan inside buildings
so long as they aren’t sensor stealthed,” Liam said,
thinking a few steps ahead as he spoke. “A bomb of that size would be very
large, given lizard technology…”


“Which is improving,” Kian added.


“Granted, but you know as well as I do why starships
don’t have self-destructs. Too much mass to move around. Blowing up buildings
is no different, especially when you want to wreck several blocks at once. If
the lizards want to build that big of a bomb we should be able to see it from
orbit if we look closely. If they put it underground that will dampen the
blast. If they sensor shield an area we’re going to be careful of it
regardless.”


“So a sensor shield above the ground line?” Morgan
asked.


“Yeah, I’d say that’d be bomb bait. If they put one
below ground they could kill a fair number of our troops, but they couldn’t get
enough of them to be worth the effort. It’d have to be above ground.”


“Or in a cruiser they fly in kamikaze,” Larissa
wondered.


“We can stop or dampen those with mobile shield
generators,” Liam dismissed. “Have you guys seen many det
packs recently?”


“Not really,” Morgan answered. “They’ve pretty much
given up on those attacks against infantry. I’ve seen a few try to grab a mech
leg and do damage, but our infantry just shoots them down from range.”


“Same,” Larissa agreed. “They’ve become very selective
in where they deploy them, probably because they can’t be sure to kill us with
a single blast given our armor strength nowadays.”


“Good,” Liam declared. “Let’s hope they stick with
that mindset. All the same, we need to start working on some defenses against a
larger implementation of that tactic if they choose to push it in that
direction.”
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October 24, 2755


Pagaliss System
(lizard territory)


Varasiss



 

Iden dashed through the forest and up to the clearing
surrounding the lizard colony that was their target along with 9 other Archons
from Clans Jinx, Sneaky Fox, Stark, and Vulcan. There was barely a strip of 50
meters separating the trees from the outermost buildings, but Iden suspected
that had been deliberate, for on scouting this colony they’d detected another
hidden underground wall buried beneath the trees ready to be sprung up at a
moment’s notice, trapping whatever Star Force troops were inside. 


They assumed there were hidden bunkers underneath the
city that held more infantry, tanks, and wisps but that remained to be seen. It
had been decided to skip this colony and attack the others without the traps,
as they’d been doing for the past 3 months. All of those that they’d hit up
until now had been normal colonies, with this being the second ‘trap city’ as
they’d come to be called. Problem was, it had an orbital defense tower like all
the others, and if they wanted to be able to operate high altitude aircraft and
bring down transports anywhere in this area it had to go down along with its
neighbors.


Those were being taken down as the colonies fell one
by one to the seemingly inevitable march of Star Force troops across the
planet, but that slow march was going to be hindered even more so if they left
this orbital gun intact until the final days of the planetary assault. It’d
been decided to send a team in to take out the tower and the tower alone, then
leave the rest of the city to rot while they moved on to other targets. Trouble
was, with so many troops conceivably hidden inside waiting to be released, a
standard Clan assault to target the key structures was problematic.


Their solution was to send an Archon team in on foot
and exploit the vulnerability of having the forest that close to the perimeter,
which Iden now was as he sprinted across the gap and jumped up onto the wall,
sticking there for a moment then climbing up with no one else aware of his
presence other than his fellow wall-crawling Archons.


Sonya-837 and Chrissie-10398 had the lead on this
mission, being a master/apprentice pairing and bringing their experience and
unique psionic skills to bear while Iden and the others were strikers and
rangers. They were all carrying heavy packs with jump packs layered underneath,
making their transit a bit clunky, but destroying the tower with psionics alone
was almost impossible, hence the myriad of explosives that he and the others
were carrying.


Send a missile in and it’d get shot down by the
numerous anti-air turrets within the city. Carry their own version of det packs in on the backs of Archons that the lizard
infantry would have to counter and the odds increased greatly. That said, this strike
was incredibly bold. 


Which Iden rather liked. 


When he got to the rooftop he followed the pair from
Clan Vulcan at a running pace, crossing the wide building and jumping across
the street below to the next…and having to fall a couple of stories in the
process. He cushioned his fall with his jump pack easily enough and ran on,
with the other seven Archons doing likewise as they avoided the streets
entirely and pressed to get as far into the city as they could before being
spotted.


The little armored fleas had come in at night for just
that reason, and were able to hop across the cityscape with remarkable speed
until a patrolling wisp finally shot a pink blip down into the rooftop 12
meters away from Iden, blasting a small crater out of it and blowing up a pyre
of vaporized plating and water, for the recent rain was still puddled
everywhere.


A telepathic prompt from Sonya told everyone they were
headed indoors, with them altering their running direction as soon as the
Vulcans pulled the fighter down and into a nearby building with their psionics.
Once it was out of line of sight they broke away from their run to the next
building jump and swerved into a rooftop entrance, taking the stairwell that
led down into the building.


“Stay tight and focus on point defense,” Sonya told
them over the comm. “We’ll handle ranged targets.”


Doing as told, Iden pushed out his Ikrid and Pefbar to
cover the rooms closest to them, traveling behind a Clan Sneaky Fox ranger.
Most of the minds he came across were already unconscious by the time he sensed
them, with the lead pair knocking them out at range like she’d said. If they
missed one or couldn’t handle a large number of them then it’d be his and the
others’ job to take them down, either through Ikrid blackout or by shooting
them, but their mission wasn’t to kill lizards this time, it was to kill the
defense tower, so they couldn’t get distracted with firefights and had to keep
moving at all times.


For Archons that meant constant running, but that
wasn’t a challenge considering the kind of workouts Iden and the others did.
The mage and padawan weren’t moving too fast so he wasn’t having a problem
keeping up, but he knew that trouble was all around them and could be shoved
down their throats at any moment. The only way they were going to get where
they wanted to go was to not let the lizards zero in on their position and
stack bodies against them. That was the trick to this entire mission and why it
was so dicey.


It was certainly doable, but they couldn’t take a
frontal assault mentality. They had to be ghosts as often as they could, disengaging
more often than not and confusing the enemy as to which direction they were
headed. They couldn’t take a direct line to the tower or the lizards could
prepare for them and put so many infantry between them and the target that
there would be no way even a trailblazer could get through them all. 


If that did happen, Iden had already been told that
they’d revert to secondary targets, taking out some anti-air towers or ground
defense turrets and try to pull the lizards attention back away from the
primary target. If that didn’t work they’d have to improvise, and pull out if
necessary. They weren’t going to risk another normal Clan assault to get the
towers, though the first one hadn’t triggered the traps until the mop up crew
had come in to fight the army within rather than hit the defenses. That was
probably to maximize the number of Star Force kills they could get, but now
that their secret had been revealed there was no guarantee they’d wait as long
at this location.


So this was going to be it, one way or another. If
they could sneak in and blow it, great. If not they’d work around the tower and
neutralize this city until the end…then pound it to rubble from orbit. A single
defense tower could do a lot of damage coupled with the city defense shield,
but it was the combination of overlapping defenses that gave this new lizard
tactic its true teeth. A command ship could probably take a tower 1v1, so if
they had to they’d wait and deal with it that way.


But they really needed the airspace clear to keep
hammering the surrounding colonies, so Iden and the others were determined to
make this work. They kept close, running a staggered two-wide formation with
each a step ahead of their buddy as they ran through corridors and down
stairwells, using some ladders where they had to, but avoiding all lifts that
could be computer overridden. The Archon team traveled all the way down into
the substructure and into the shallow tunnels that ran underneath the city
streets, allowing them to pass into another area without making themselves
visible.


The trail of sleeping lizards, however, was quite
obvious, so as soon as they found a empty area the
team disappeared, avoiding lizards rather than subduing them so they could
sneak off and keep the enemy confused. That took time, and Sonya made sure to
keep them heading away from the tower more often than not. That made the trek
across kilometers of city seem like Frodo’s hike to Mordor.
They stopped twice to rest, eat, and catch a bit of sleep, then after two days
of skulking around in the undercity they finally got
near the tower.


Which was where they ran into a brick wall, so to
speak. There were underground defense stations guarding the access routes into
the skyscraper-sized complex. The lizards might be stupid, but they weren’t stupid and knew that if a battle broke
out Star Force would be more than willing to undercut any surface defenses and
backdoor the big tower. 


They were
stupid for having subsurface access routes at all. They should have completely
sealed off the tower aside from a handful of access doors several meters thick.
Instead, there were large archways allowing road-like access inside…behind a
wall of gun turrets, barricades, and loads of infantry.


“We go up,” Sonya answered before anyone voiced the
question. “Quietly.”


Iden followed the mage on a short backtrack then up
above ground inside a nearby building. It wasn’t the closest, but a row back
from the tower that was smashed into the infrastructure. That did provide it
with some building blockers from lateral attack, but it also gave them jumping
access to the exterior if the shields were down.


He wasn’t sure how she was going to play this, but the
tower itself had a very robust defense shield covering its moderately armored
exterior. There were even sporadic anti-infantry turrets clustered around its
base and anti-air varieties higher up, but no window access for them to come in
at altitude. That meant only the street level access points were left, but
those, he knew from past Clan missions to destroy these beasts with mechs and
strike-level infantry pushes, had even more formidable defenses around the base
of the tower than they’d just seen beneath it. 


He didn’t think they would be going in that way, but
then what was left? Climb up to the top and go in through the gun mechanism
itself?


Once on the dark roof and crouched down amongst the
limited urban terrain there, Iden saw Chrissie pull out a compact sniper rifle,
swinging out the front section on a midpoint hinge and snapping it into place.
She dialed down the intensity, then shot off a very thin sammy beam towards the tower. The beam disappeared to
his vision halfway there, and hopefully it wouldn’t draw too much attention
amongst the rest of the city’s night lights.


“Shield’s down,” the padawan confirmed, packing up the
weapon and returning it to her back rack.


“Target,” Sonya said, with a waypoint popping up on
Iden’s battlemap, bringing a rueful smile to his face. She’d tagged one of the
anti-infantry batteries five or six stories up from the ground, but considerably
below the anti-air variety. “I’ll come last and throw the rest of you. Chrissie
goes first and cuts an entry hole. If we can’t get in drop to the surface and
run like hell. We’ll rendezvous here.”


Another waypoint several buildings away popped up and
Iden’s helmet stored the marker for future use while diminishing its aura in
the rest of the map and giving him an easy toggle ‘find me’ visual button on
the left of his HUD.


“Let’s go,” the mage said, jumping out of her crouch
and running to the building’s edge where she leapt across to the next one. 


Iden followed second to last, making the jump that was
just at the edge of his range on half a charge. He upped his jump pack’s anti-grav duration a bit more to be safe, landing on the far
roof and following the others across it to the far side where Sonya stopped
ahead of the others, knelt down on one knee, and extended a battlemeld link out
to everyone. While they all didn’t have the same psionics, especially the
rangers, they did all have the basic ability, which was one reason why they’d
been chosen for this mission.


Iden accepted the link from her and extended the
‘handshake’ to the others. Soon they were a 10-man mind with him having to numb
up his senses a bit to keep from overloading from all the shared stimuli. The rangers
had it worse than he did but this was something he’d practiced before, as most
of them had. Going beyond 10 was unusual, and holding a 10-man link for a long
period of time was just as rare.


They wouldn’t be needing it for long, Iden knew, with
him combining his Lachka with 6 of the others and using it to shove Chrissie
off the building as she ran up to the edge and jumped, using her pack, muscles,
and a repulsor conduit from Sonya to shoot her out
like a missile across the extra-long distance. Acting as one mind their timing
was perfect, and Sonya feathered the conduit enough to land her two meters
above the wall turret where she stuck on impact with her armor’s gloves and
boots, then she slid down a bit and began cutting into the weak armor around
the edges of the battery. 


Iden couldn’t feel what she was thinking, for they’d
thrown her beyond their battlemeld range…but not beyond Sonya’s. It was weird,
because even though his link to Chrissie was gone he could still get a few
snippets relayed from the mage’s mind. Whether that was intentional or not he
didn’t know, but as soon as Chrissie landed the rest of them started going
across one by one at slightly staggered intervals, with the two rangers going
next and leaving the most psionically capable Archons for last.


Iden went 7th in line, feeling the push from behind
but unable to create a repulsor conduit because he
hadn’t yet learned that ability. He compensated by goosing his jump pack to
maximum and floated across the gap until he smacked the edge of the tower,
bouncing off it and only grabbing on with one hand. There was no leverage
whatsoever, but his fingers stuck to the wall and he thumped against it as his
body finally bled off the momentum of the bounce.


Chrissie was below him and to the right, and he realized
she had a specialized cutting tool as their battlemeld links reformed that was
literally melting the plating away, with the pieces being held up in the air
nearby telekinetically by the others, with Iden also grabbing a piece to help
out so they wouldn’t fall to the street and alert anyone to their presence.
Before she could get them a man-sized hole, Chrissie paused what she was doing
and braced herself against the wall in a three point stance, then reached a hand
out toward Sonya, using a repulsor conduit to help
reel her in with no one left to push the mage across.


The set of dark blue armor smacked the wall three
meters to the right of Chrissie and more than a story below, bouncing off like
Iden had but holding both hands to the wall and keeping them there. Her legs
rebounded and flopped against the wall as Chrissie got back to work, soon
prying loose an entire section of the weapon and diving in head first, with
more parts coming back out as she dug like a gopher through the equipment with
her cutter leading the way.


Iden took a moment to look around. There were no
fighters nearby angling for them, and no one down on street level looking up.
In fact, there was no one down there on the plaza surrounding the tower, with
all the defensive troops tucked into overhangs that would protect them from
aerial bombardment…and fortunately now cutting off their lines of sight upward.


“I’m in,” Chrissie said over the comm
after cutting the battlemeld link. 


“Junk first,” Sonya reminded them, telepathically
steering a few floating pieces through the gap. Iden passed the two that he was
holding aloft and felt Chrissie take them, sucking them inside the hole along
with a steady flow of others. 


Sonya went in after the parts, then the
master/apprentice pair began clearing out the immediate area, putting lizards
to sleep from afar but finding only a few nearby as Iden and the rest of the
Archons slowly climbed inside. When he got to the opening he saw how tight a
fit it was, having to press his chest down as low as he could to keep from
snagging his weapons rack on bits of machinery. His Pefbar allowed him to see
it all so there were no unintentional snags, just a lot of slow, deliberate
movements up until he came to the proper wall and the hollow space inside. 


From there he slid along without broken components
trying to grab him until he came to another hole, this one cut by Chrissie that
led out into an internal hallway. As he ducked down to crawl out he felt a
telekinetic tug hasten his transit, with him throwing the ranger on the other
side a ‘thank you’ gesture with a wave of his free hand while he reached back
and took his rifle off the safety hook on his pack with the other.


He waited for the others to come through, then stepped
over the junk pile and followed Sonya’s waypoint, running to catch up to the
pair that had already moved three floors up and wasn’t slowing down.

















 


 

7



 


 

Iden dug through his pack, which he’d disconnected
from his armor and was now laying on the ground as he pulled out his portion of
the explosives all the Archons were carrying. They’d worked their way up to the
top of the tower, intent on scrapping the weapon itself rather than the power
supply. Conduits could always be replaced, but the actual array would be more
difficult to rebuild and so far none of the other colonies that had come under
attack had managed to replace theirs…though this one was going to be sitting
here for a long time, meaning they had to wreck it as much as possible.


They weren’t bringing down the tower. It was far too
big for that and the small amount of explosives they’d brought, plus the fact
that they were still inside. What they were aiming for was wrecked components,
with the fist-sized cubes Iden was pulling out and tossing into the center of
the small room he was crouched in being telekinetically caught by another
striker and pulled inside an open maintenance panel.


Four other Archons were doing likewise in the room,
with everyone feeding the explosives into the base of the main gun and the
Archon placing them inside at the most pesky spots. To date no one had gotten
inside one of these things to figure out how it worked, for all the other
towers were just being blasted from the outside, but placing explosives was more
about breaking things than understanding them on this trip, so anything that
looked fragile or combustible got a cube stuck to it.


Iden emptied his pack and tossed the last pair into
the air, seeing them disappear inside the open panel along with a stream of
others as he picked up and reattached the mostly empty pack to his armor. There
were still some foodstuffs and ammo left, but most of the bulk he’d been
hefting around was now gone and he felt noticeably lighter as he retrieved his
plasma rifle and stood guard until the other striker climbed back out of the
assembly.


“We’re good to go here,” he said, with Iden giving him
a moment to grab his pack before the group headed out. The others were split up
between defending their lower flank and placing explosives in other key areas
nearby, all of which would be on a countdown once triggered. 


A waypoint flashed on his HUD, indicating where Sonya
wanted them to come. As Iden and the others moved down through the defense
tower’s upper levels, which were mostly maintenance access, he saw a countdown
pop up at 15 minutes .There was still a ‘boom’ button that Sonya had, but
should they get out of range of the small transmitter the countdown would take
care of giving the final order on its own. 


Fifteen minutes though told Iden that they were going
to have to fight their way out, and as soon as he got within a level of where
Sonya and Chrissie were he sensed lizard minds coming up from below. Halfway
down the stairs he got a personal waypoint, along with seeing others popping up
as the mage told them where to go, spreading the group out across the level,
for the lizards were coming up at multiple stairwells.


The striker sprinted over to his position, relieving
Chrissie who headed off another direction. Iden stayed put and gun pointed down
his stairwell for several long seconds, staring at a pile of bodies below
before live ones began to crawl over them.


He fired two shots into the heads of the pair that
came into view, adding their corpses to the pile and caused those behind them
to stay behind the wall and not try to force their way up until they had
greater numbers. Iden could sense them pooling below him, then a plasma blast
zipped past his head from the flank and hit a lizard further down the hallway
on his level that had seemingly come out of nowhere.


Chrissie ran by him to deal with it and Iden turned
his attention back to his stairs just as the group behind the corner below
charged up and onto the pile of bodies, clawing their way over them and up the
incline towards him, eating his plasma streaks and dropping dead or injured to
trip up the others.


But as usual, the tactic was not completely suicidal.
The lizards up front acted as shields for those behind, gaining them a meter at
a time until the horde was almost within touching distance. Iden backed up a
step, continuing to fire down as the closest lizards reached the upper three
steps and began shooting back. The striker held his ground and killed two more,
taking a pink spurt of phaser into his shields before he stepped forward and
kicked one back into the group, causing a domino effect that knocked half a
dozen down before the kinetic momentum was bled off.


More from behind pushed those who had fallen back up
and onto their feet, with Iden going hand to hand and smacking the next closest
lizard with the butt of his rifle. A telekinetic push sent another on the
stairs tipping backwards. Flipping off his shields the striker tossed his rifle
aside on the floor of the hallway and tackled the next closest lizard, emitting
a Fornax field as he did so. The resistance in its limbs and those behind it
vanished, with him pushing the pile of them back down the stairs using his own
momentum and weight.


He kicked himself free and climbed back up the stairs
before he released the field, summoning his rifle back into his grip and using
it to shoot the stack of disoriented bodies below as he got a recall prompt and
new waypoint. A wide Fornax blast as a going away present covered his tracks as
Iden raced down the hallway to the left and joined up with two of the others as
all the Archons converged on Sonya’s position and pushed their way down a
single stairwell.


“We’re going out through the lobby, run and gun,” she
told them. “Stay behind me and Chrissie and shoot targets of opportunity, but
don’t break off. We’re going to have to hammer our way out.”


“What happened to the gun port?” Iden asked.


“I can feel wisps outside, so that’s a no go.”


“Looks like we got their attention,” one of the
rangers noted as Sonya/Chrissie threw up an invisible wall that shoved some 8
lizards back from the base of the stairs at the lower level and into the
hallway, clearing a path for the Archons to continue moving down. Iden snapped
off a pair of shots as he passed, hitting at least one lizard as the others did
the same, with the last man in line throwing Fornax blasts behind them to keep
their tracks clear.


Their route down through the tower was predictable,
with every level there being more and more opposition, but it wasn’t until they
hit the bottom third of the building did they run into the first physical
barricade blocking the stairs. Iden felt a battlemeld prompt and accepted, with
the Archons using Nemsa to create a joint telekinetic
push that dislodged the heavy canisters from where they sat, picking one up and
throwing it further down the stairwell where it bowled over or crushed numerous
lizards below. The others they moved into a side hallway one by one, with the
Archons without Nemsa using their Ikrid to disrupt
the lizards on the other side and throwing in a few Fornax blasts where they
had clean lines of sight so they wouldn’t hit the other Archons.


Iden had gotten his Nemsa
not through individual ascension, but from another Clan Jinx striker. Likewise
most of the other strikers had acquired a handful of battlemeld and tier 2
psionics in the same way, with Pren being the only
trigger that he’d found on his own. It added to his telekinetic power, which
was then multiplied many times over by combining it with the others’ power
levels. Adding theirs together not only gave them a sum total greater than what
any individual could produce, but by using multiple emitters they gained a
power boost from the overlap, and the more minds involved the larger the boost.


They could have lifted a small tank together if need
be, so they didn’t have trouble moving the makeshift barricades until they came
within 3 levels of the surface and found structural components welded across
the stairwell. Together they tried to dislodge them, with a few openings
sprouting a phaser blurp or two before the lizards on
the other side were psionically shut down through one means or another.


“Cover us,” Sonya said, disconnecting from the
battlemeld along with Chrissie. Iden and the others stayed linked, for it made
for precision Ikrid and Fornax attacks through the physical barricade without
them worrying about hitting each other, not to mention it allowed them to watch
their backs via the Archon there, for all could see/hear/feel what the others
did. Having the big two out of the link made it less stressful and Iden was
able to maintain the smaller group battlemeld without too much effort, even
managing a precision plasma shot back through one of the small peep holes in
the crisscrossed pile of trash blocking their way.


Both Sonya and Chrissie removed one of their armored
gloves, with the padawan grabbing Sonya’s wrist as the mage pressed two fingers
up against one of the weld points and held them there for several seconds
before the metal began to glow. Using the battlemeld Irod
ability, the two overlapped and strengthened their Rensiek fields and
concentrated their channeled body heat up to temperatures that neither could
have handled individually. It was slow going, but soon the first weld point
melted away and Sonya drew her fingers across it like she was smooshing aside sticky, glowing goo.


When they finished with that one they moved their
locked arms over to the next point, heating and dislodging it as Iden sensed
lizards massing above them and in the nearby halls, closing in on them from all
sides. 


Suddenly he turned, throwing a mutual telekinetic hold
on a lizard coming down the stairs from above them and stopping it dead in its
tracks. A moment later the det pack carrying lizard
started to fly back up the stairs, and apparently figuring this was as close as
it was going to get, hit the trigger half a level up, blowing itself and the
surrounding structure apart.


The concussion wave hit Iden and the others, taking
down his shields and piling him on top of Sonya below, with two more armored
bodies and bits of wall falling on top of him.


“What was that?” she asked, pushing the others off her
with Chrissie’s telekinetic help. “Damn it,” she added, sensing the pain in her
padawan.


“I’ll live,” the Archon said with a grimace,
referencing the charred hole in her hand where some of the molten metal had
dripped on her in the tumble.


“Det pack,” Iden informed
her, given that she hadn’t been linked into the battlemeld to see it coming.
“And we’ve got a hole,” he said, telepathically pointing to the outside wall
that was missing a huge chunk of structure, with a lot of the debris having
fallen through it down to the next level.


“Go,” Sonya said, still being on the bottom with
Chrissie. 


One of the rangers beat Iden to it, running up to and
jumping through the hole to fall several meters down to the next level. When
the striker came down there was a flurry of phaser blips crisscrossing the
area, and Iden’s weak shields went down after a few hits, having been drained
of power in the explosion. Adding his plasma fire and psionics to the ranger’s
they cleared out a perimeter around the hole and pushed the lizards back,
allowing the others to come down and form up, with a regauntleted
mage and padawan pushing into the lead and plowing through the sea of lizards pooling
around them.


They fought their way to the next stairwell, finding
no barricades on it and quickly making their way down to ground level. They
didn’t stop there, but went down further into the subsurface levels until they
got to the security checkpoints that they hadn’t wanted to fight their way
through to get in. Hitting them from the opposite side took some of the turrets
out of alignment, but there was an even larger sea of lizards waiting for them,
with plenty of room in the road-like hallways to stack their numbers and return
fire en mass.


“We’ve got the turrets,” Sonya told them as she and
Chrissie leapt ahead, falling into small craters of lizards as they made room
by emitting short range Fornax fields to allow them to leapfrog ahead into the
tightly packed masses. “Plow the road guys.”


Iden and the others knew what that meant and fired
into the lizards closest to them, using the distraction the other two were
making to their advantage but only killing or dislodging enough of the enemy
infantry to create a momentary corridor for them to move through. It felt like
him playing football all those years ago, with barely any gap gained, but even
a little bit was enough for the Archons to wedge themselves in and through,
then killing more just ahead as they turtled up into a group, allowing their
bodies and shields to cover each other’s flanks as they powered their way
through, with almost everyone having their shields at low to no power.


Their armor held though, and with so many bodies in
such a small space the lizards couldn’t get many shots off. They needed a bit
of air between them and their targets to really dish out the phaser blasts and
the Archons weren’t giving it to them. Like a pack of security guards escorting
a celebrity through an animated crowd, the 8 Archons pushed their way up to the
gap between the nearest two turrets that were now smoking with plasma damage. 


Both of the elite Archons were already ahead of them,
attacking the other turrets and killing their gunners as they tried to pivot
them around to shoot the opposite direction. They reminded Iden of grunt plasma
turrets from Halo and fired the same, for they oddly weren’t equipped with the
new phaser tech. 


Chrissie took one hit square on in midair, with the plasma
blooming to cover almost her entire body as she punched through the green
destructive cloud and landed on top of the turret, swinging her body around and
whipping her armored foot into the lizard’s head who was sitting behind the
protective blast plate. A few shots from her rifle into the control mechanisms
junked that turret, with her armor holding up against both that intense burst
of plasma as well as dozens of phaser hits.


Iden knew she and Sonya were wearing the heavy armor
varieties that their ranks afforded them, but they were still pushing the
limits in order to take out those big guns, which he knew the lizards wouldn’t
hesitate to fire into their own people in order to kill even one of the
Archons.


As that pair leapfrogged across the 7 turrets in total
Iden and the others pushed their way through, with a lot of the standard
variety lizards just jumping on them and grabbing for their weapons, arms,
legs, or whatever other handholds they could get to drag them to a stop so the
others could shoot them, but with the group battlemeld linked they could see it
all coming and used a lot of impressive hand to hand combos and their psionic
kin to intercept or knock away the grapples. Part way through they pushed out
their formation and formed a small opening inside that Sonya and Chrissie
jumped into, their armor ugly with melt marks and the padawan with a slight
catch in her left arm movement where the elbow joint was no longer swinging
smoothly.


With the turrets gone all that was left was a football
field-sized area full of lizard infantry. Getting beat up by the occasion
phaser hits and the physical contact draining shields whenever they started to
regenerate, the 10 man Archon team slugged their way across, killing a lot but
with even more lizards piling into the underground road behind them as they
came down from street level. This was the biggest spamming effort Iden had ever
personally seen, and he was glad they’d decided to bring a full 10 Archons, for
any less and he doubted they could have made their way across without enough
armored bodies to soak up all the incoming damage.


A telepathic signal from Sonya told them not to use
their Fornax, for the lizard bodies around them were also a shield against the
others, so Iden stopped throwing out any such attacks laterally and used his
Lachka and limbs to fight off those nearest him. All he had to worry about was
the two meters to his left, for he had an Archon in front of him, beside him on
the right, and one behind him, giving the striker the ability to focus on his
little part of the armored turtle and avoid taking hits from all around, though
is left arm and hip were getting pretty chewed up.


To counter that he switched with the striker to his
right in an awkward transition, but that left both of their highest damaged
areas facing each other and buying them more longevity throughout what felt
like an eternity of shuffled steps moving forward. Eventually Sonya gave them
the heads up and launched Chrissie forward like a bomb, with her landing in the
midst of those ahead and toppling them to the ground twitching from a Fornax
field.


As a group the other Archons ran over them, with
Chrissie and now Sonya throwing Fornax blasts out ahead to keep those lizards
down while avoiding disabling their own people. Iden and the others fanned out,
jumping over the tightly packed fallen bodies and throwing their own Fornax
blasts into them and helping each other with telekinetic lifts, including one
from Sonya that pulled Iden up midair into a hail of phaser fire and over the
last knot of them, but landed him on a small patch of clear tunnel ahead.


He twirled about, punching the nearest lizard to him
and shooting the next as the other Archons reached the semi-clear area and were
able to start fighting their way forward at a jog, doubling up on targets and
getting some momentum into their formation. Half a minute later they were all
but in the clear, with them all accelerating into a high run with the
master/apprentice pair taking the lead and scouting out any hazards while
planning their underground route back to the city perimeter.


All Iden had to do was keep up and follow the group,
while keeping an eye on their rear and the swarm of slower lizards trying to
chase after them.

















 


 

8



 


 

February 11, 2756


Pagaliss System
(lizard territory)


Varasiss



 

Karen shot through the air like a guided missile,
landing foot first into a lizard with a rocket launcher and knocking him back, throwing
off what would have been a shot into the cluster of Calavari going hand to hand
with a horde of lizards blocking the narrow gap in the rocky ridge. As soon as
the Archon’s body hit the ground the Bataf link to
Travis ended and she bounced on her hip, rolling to a knee and keeping some of
her momentum as she sprang to her feet in one fluid motion, detonating a Fornax
field that took down the other half dozen lizards around her with only one of
them managing to get a shot off into her black armor.


Her shields caught the pink blib
as she brought her rifle to bear and shot the downed lizards, then she reached
a hand back over the edge of the ridge and leaned the opposite direction,
reestablishing the Bataf and connecting herself to
her brother with another repulsor conduit, yanking
him up to her and getting both of them high above the battling armies throwing
down in the forest north of the current target colony.


Unlike previous assaults, the lizards hadn’t waited to
fight within the city boundaries, instead choosing to come out and into the
forest to fight Star Force as they began to hack away at the perimeter turrets.
A combination of tanks, wisps, and rocket carrying infantry had hurt the mechs
badly on the narrow, treeless approaches, forcing them back with only the six
hoths still in play at range, but even those were getting hit hard by wisp clouds that were funneling in from two other nearby
colonies. More than half the planet was now in Star Force hands, or rather had
been removed from lizard ownership as the invading forces hit and moved on, not
putting down any roots aside from a handful of firebases.


Deconstruction of those sites would occur later, with
the current priority being the removal of the enemy troops. Once again the
lizards were being devious, with the Calavari assaulting the colony having to
fight through the forest in order to get to the city’s edge, for it protected
them against tanks and aircraft alike, though on several occasions a rain of
phaser fire had punched through the canopy on precise locations, strafing the
Star Force troops before being beaten back, either by mobile anti-air units the
Calavari were carrying or a handful of mechs that were tromping their way
through the trees and making some very long roads to get in closer.


The wisp cloud defending the colony was keeping Star
Force air cover away, but it wasn’t so thick that they could be reckless with
their numbers. Aside from a few brave strafing runs on the infantry beneath the
green/black leafed trees they were staying back over their own buildings and
reaching out in several tendrils to hit the hoths that were continuing to snipe
the perimeter turrets from range, though they were having to find inventive
spots to establish line of sight given the hilly terrain.


With some of the turrets taken down already the
infantry had an open door to get into the buildings and return to the normal
street fighting that this invasion had grown accustomed to, but the lizards
weren’t going to have it and were saturating the hills with troops. Virtually
all of them were standard variants, for maulers were next to useless against
armored Calavari, but the one that Karen had just kicked out of firing its
rocket had been a mauler, with the muscular variant having been repurposed into
a heavy weapons carrier.


There were more of them popping up almost at random,
and while they were typically going after tanks or a lucky aircraft hit, they’d
begun using them to shoot clusters of infantry the past two days, with this
current pass through one jaggedly cut hillside seeing the most resistance of
any location. Karen knew there were tunnels carved into the hills, for she had
already spotted two entrances, suggesting that this hadn’t been a last gasp
effort on the part of the lizards to keep Star Force out. It was another
planned tactic, though this city did not have any boundary walls traps. That
said, the landscape worked almost as well to keep people in or out.


Until the wisp dome over the city was removed they had
to be careful not to get surrounded, for there was no way of knowing how many
of these small tunnels there were, or how far out they reached short of flying
a drone warship up and scanning the hills further. The one they’d sent to check
for a buried wall had had a hell of a time getting close enough without rising
up too high passing over the hills to come within range of the defense tower
that was still operational, not to mention those in the nearby colonies that
could double up firepower if a ship rose high enough.


With the initial Clan insertion having failed, the
main Calavari force had been brought up to join them in a more conventional
assault…that had turned unconventional quickly, forcing them to fight in these
hills with the lizards able to move around far more easily given their smaller
size and, mostly, because of their tunnels. The Calavari couldn’t fit inside
them, and from the reports going around in the other locations across the 12
mile wide front, the Clan infantry couldn’t either unless they got down and
crawled on their hands and knees.


Karen suspected that was deliberate, for the lizards
moved around on all fours as easily as they did biped, meaning they could
reposition across the battlefield far easier than even she and her brother
could, allowing them to flank and ambush to their hearts’ content, which was
making this battle such a pain in the ass that an Arc Knight team had been sent
in to assist, with Karen and Travis coming with.


Those six Knights were down below, split up into
threes and both working their way towards the choke point, cleaning out the
flanks on the Star Force side from where they knew there were concealed tunnel
entrances. They’d help the Calavari secure the area and press on through, but
it was up to the twins to sniff out any surprises in the gap itself.


To that end they both ran through the trees along the top
edge of the ridge, making sure not to fall off the corroded hillside that was
already giving way. The portion exposed to sunlight was full of bushes and
other plants eating up every available ray, and inside of that there were
multiple lizards sniping down on the Calavari or waiting to do so when they had
an opportunity. The trees below offered some cover, but there were plenty of
deadfalls that Karen would have bet the lizards had cut down previously to give
them firing lines on anyone approaching the gap.


With their greeting party now dead, the two strikers
ran together along the edge using their psionics to detect the lizard minds
hidden in the brush even before their Pefbar could make them out amongst all
the jumble of branches and vines. Battlemeld linked, the pair had no trouble
picking them up one by one and chucking them over the side. Whether they died
on impact or were merely wounded upon landing they didn’t care. They were
getting them out of sniping position and giving the Calavari some easy kills
while keeping their own noise to a minimum as they made their way towards their
mission objective.


They’d come up the hillside/cliff pretty far away,
giving them some cover while the lizard units were split between the gap and
the creek bed further to the southeast. That was much heavier guarded, with
numerous concealed turrets to bust up mechs trying to use the waterway to walk
through. A fight was going on there, but a cautious one, with several Clan teams
trying to pick off the turrets to allow their mechs and the Calavari’s
to get through once they got up to them. Any on approach within 5 kilometers
were getting a wisp greeting, so the fighting was designed to take down the
ground defenses before they sent the mechs into harm’s way.


There were over a dozen other locations that the
Calavari and Clans were trying to make their way through, with this gash being
the smallest. Some loner units had scaled the hillside already and were making
light probes into the area beyond the lizard defensive line, but those were
quickly being forced back through sheer numbers of infantry. Each of those
forays did get a little bit more battlemap information for the entire army to
use, with one tunnel location ahead having been spotted previously and marked
for the twins to avoid.


They could feel minds moving around deep underground,
but how many was unknown due to the depth involved. Putting a few to sleep just
to mess with them, Karen and Travis swung wide of the tunnel entrance, sensing
a few waiting there in the bushes to secure the location and ambush anyone who
came close…which would then be followed up by a flood of the scaly infantry
spilling out. 


They didn’t want that now, so they bypassed them by
jumping up into the trees and going the slow route, branch to branch.
Fortunately the forest was large enough to get them up more than 10 meters, and
it was the thick upper branches that were protecting them from aerial fire that
also allowed them to hop between trees, made all the easier with their
psionics. A combination of climbing, jumping, and lifting each other got the
pair past the tunnel entrance, then they dropped back down to the forest floor
and kept moving cautiously but at speed, knowing the Arc Knights would add that
extra something special to break through the bottleneck below in short order.


It didn’t take long to get within Ikrid range of the
lizards lining the gap, and there were hundreds of them spread out along either
side up top and even more within what were probably carved out hideaways within
the narrow V-shaped crack that ran probably better than 300 meters at its steepest,
but with nearly a half mile of full stretch from flat forest floor to the same
on the other side.


It was a kill zone for sure, but it wasn’t the lizards
that the twins were looking for.


They crept as close as they could get before there
were too many minds around them, so they jumped back up into the trees and
gradually got their Pefbar range close enough to see their half of the gap, or
at least their piece of their half. 


Damn it,
Travis told his sister telepathically as they both crouched on separate
branches emanating from the same two meter wide trunk, they do have explosives.


And plenty of
live bait to conceal them, she added, seeing the boxes buried just inside
the dirt/stone on the inner edge of the ‘V’ in a way that they could bury
anyone passing through. I don’t see any
landlines. Must be remote activated. 


That’s bad.


When in doubt,
ask for help, Karen said, using both her and her brother’s psionic strength
in unison through their battlemeld to access the lizard minds nearest them and
start rifling them for information. The first 20 or so didn’t have any
knowledge about the explosives buried beneath their feet, but finally they
found one that did, but he didn’t have the trigger.


Or… Travis
suggested, with her knowing exactly what he was thinking before he could say
it.


I don’t think
they have a detonate button on them, she said, bringing her Pefbar back to
the location of the meter-wide block buried about 80 meters ahead of them and
to the lower left, just shy of one of the concealed bunkers on the inside of
the gap, but with enough rock and soil around it to blow out like shrapnel when
it did go up.


If we get closer
maybe we can disable it and not worry about a trigger.


Good call,
Karen said, immediately beginning to hop to the next branch then, setting
herself, she lifted Travis telekinetically over to the nearby tree, adding a repulsor conduit to supplement her Lachka. Travis landed
across a fair sized gap then returned the favor, helping his sister across and
the two of them began moving slower and slower, keeping as quiet as they could
until they were directly over the heads of three lizards hunkered down behind
knee-high wall segments hidden within bushes that they could snipe from and
hide in when the Calavari eventually got to the trench below.


Travis kept a mental eye on their minds, ready to
freeze or distract them if necessary while Karen reached down into the ground with
her Pefbar getting a better view of the explosive and looking for something to
mess with. She took a moment to be careful and consider her options, but the
sounds of the firefight just a few hundred meters away and the lizard troops running back through the gap in retreat underscored
just how little time they had. 


Warn them off.
This is going to take some time, plus we don’t know how many of them there are,
she said, using her telekinesis to pull apart a wire from its connection on the
buried device.


She felt Travis smile, then abandoned her sabotage
effort as her brother jumped down from the tree and she followed, landing next
to the mind-frozen lizards as both of them abandoned their subtlety and
sprinted along the edge, drawing attention and numerous lizards out of their
hiding spots on the flats above the gap. One concealed tunnel entrance opened
up and a line of lizards began pouring out but the twins ignored them, heading
for a specific bunker on the other side of the gap and nearly a quarter mile
down it, almost dead center in the entire giant booby trap.


Going for pure speed, they didn’t fire any shots nor
bother to disrupt the lizards other than with a few hasty psionics. They were
standing on top of a giant minefield and had to get to the middle bunker now,
else risk the whole thing blowing up underneath them. They figured that
wouldn’t happen until the Calavari got at least partially inside, which was
prompting their recklessness. 


When they got down almost all the way to the target
they turned hard right and Karen launched her brother across the gap long jump
style, steering him to the wall niche a few meters below the edge that he
entered feet first, sliding into a short tunnel about Hobbit height. As soon as
he was inside he emitted a Fornax field and kept it up, sliding/crawling his
way into a connecting tunnel and dragging one twitching lizard out of his way,
kneeing him in the ribs as he pushed by him.


Maintaining the Fornax field at half his maximum
radius wasn’t hard, but the longer he kept at it the more stress his head would
feel, and like pulling on a rubber band, the further you stretched it the more
power it took to maintain the effort, meaning he was on the clock.


Scurrying his way through the small tunnels he pulled
a fishhook turn that led him back to a concealed bunker that had one-way view
panes into the gap, hidden behind a clever holographic camouflage screen of
leaves and sticks that were also transparent with barely an outline showing on
the wall of the little, traitorous den. There were three lizards inside, all
lying on the floor save for one, who was twitching uncontrollably in his seat
as Travis’s head began to complain from the sustained effort.


He pulled out a pistol from his back rack and shot
them all twice in the head, then pushed their bodies over the entrance and
stacked them up like lego bricks, blocking the
entrance.


“Got it,” he told Karen via comm,
now that she was running like crazy back through the forest to the Calavari with
an angry army of lizards following her and hopefully not noticing him. “Tell
them the trigger is secure and I’ll remain here to make sure it stays that
way.”


“You want me to double back and help?”


“No, just get clear. These tiny tunnels mean they
don’t have a chance of getting to me, and there’s a camouflaged window here I
can break out of if I have to, so I’m not pinned in.”


“They can break in too, you know.”


“I’m fine. Get the team up here and take out those
sniper positions before the Calavari start pouring through like big fat
targets.”


“Alright, see you after,” Karen said, with her soon
passing outside of his ability to mentally track. Their battlemeld and twin
link were broken, leaving Travis with only his own thoughts for a while, which
was odd considering how they did almost everything together. 


But then again this wasn’t the first time they’d split
up, and they had trained themselves accordingly so that it didn’t become a
weakness. Still, the sooner his sister was back inside his head again the
better. For now though, there were lizards scurrying about in the tunnels on
the other side of his meat blockade and he intended to gum up the tiny roads
with as many sleeping beauties as he could arrange.
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June 1, 2756


Pagaliss System
(lizard territory)


Varasiss



 

Liam returned to his command ship’s nexus, having
spent a very long couple of months groundside since
his last visit doing commando work and helping to take down key targets during
or in front of the massed assaults on the remaining lizard colonies. Now there
were only 7 remaining, spread out widely across the planet having been bypassed
by the Star Force troops because they were trap cities. Five of them still had
their orbital defense towers intact, but the trailblazers had decided not to
risk any more clandestine assault teams, for the last one that Morgan and Kara
had been on had turned into a wounded evacuation run.


It’d had five mages, three padawans, plus the two
trailblazers and hadn’t managed to kill the tower. After the three previous
successes and numerous other similar missions behind enemy lines in the less
defended colonies the lizards had enacted numerous new safeguards, some of
which had involved detonating entire buildings around the tower when security
breaches were noted. The team had been in one of them when it came down, but
fortunately the armor they were all wearing kept them alive, not to mention a
few hasty bioshields being thrown up in the process.


Six of them had been wounded to the point of limping,
with three having to be carried out and an air evac
being impossible. Kara had got them through it, going rogue and hunting the
lizards in the depths of their substructures to act as a diversion and to clear
passages, with a one-armed Morgan doing plenty of damage despite her left limb
having been broken and hanging limp inside her cracked armor. Others had been
more badly injured, but the few that had only a few dings in the chaotic
building collapse supported the trailblazer enough to get everyone out.


That was three months ago, and all the Archons in
questioned had long since returned to battle after regenerator treatments. The
V’kit’no’sat tech was still far ahead of Star Force medical devices and rebuilt
their bodies within hours, though all were weaker for it after the
fact…something that infuriated Morgan to no end because it could possibly see
her losing her top Archon status.


After that mess the trap cities had been ignored, with
assaults on the others continuing with less surprises but still an incredible
amount of heavy fighting. The lizards were no longer the soft targets they once
were, and it seemed like the entire point of their planetary defense being a
test of their new tech and tricks. The trap cities that remained would give the
lizards even more data to work with when Star Force hit them, and the
interstellar transmitters that each had were continually broadcasting signals
out to other lizard worlds when they came within line of sight during the
planet’s rotation, meaning that even if no lizard left the system alive their
empire would still gain from the knowledge of what had happened here.


And of what it took to stop or kill the Star Force
troops.


But with the rest of the colonies now destroyed the
amount of firepower a single, or two orbital guns could throw back at the fleet
was low. But then again their defense fleet was near to anemic, for the lizards
had been continually sending in relief fleets to whittle their drones down.
Star Force had been bringing in occasional jumpship fleets with replacement
warships but their hold on the planet was tenuous, though there was little
chance of the lizards actually retaking it with the two Sentinels in
orbit…short of yet another escalation that had Liam a bit concerned.


They needed to finish off Varasiss soon and start
fortifying it themselves, and to do that these last few colonies had to go.


Rather than waste more drones on an orbital assault,
or even use the command ships and see them potentially take more hull damage on
top of what they’d already racked up to date, Liam accessed the Sentinels and
had their limited engines begin altering their orbits to bring them down to a
very low altitude rendezvous point. He wanted both of them together to insure
that neither one lost shields, for to date they hadn’t been scratched and
letting the lizards get a few hits in now would have been beyond sloppy.


It took a great deal of time to get them together,
then as they lowered themselves with their anti-grav
running high to counteract the planet’s gravity they started taking fire from a
single phaser beam coming up from the surface. The pink energy tore through the
clouds and hit the starboard Sentinel’s shields, with them warding off the
attack with ease. Liam studied the data from the shield loss and ran through
the quick math, seeing that it would take more than 500 hits at present levels
to penetrate.


That wouldn’t take too long, for the recycle on the
lizard gun was only 1.7 seconds. Liam held off firing the Sentinels’ weapons
until both were in position, using the extra energy to supplement the gravity
drives and shields, then pulled power from the latter and engaged the heaviest
cleansing beams.


Six beams from each shot down their pale white lines
and hit the defense shield covering the lizard colony, with their recharge
rates linked together so they all hit simultaneously in an attempt to create a
momentary breach with the overload and sneak some damage through. The slugging
match that followed was mostly one sided, with the lizard colony’s shields
coming down within a minute and the defense tower another 20 seconds later.
That ended the orbital threat, for no missiles had been fired from the surface,
oddly enough, but then again the Sentinels had enough anti-air weapons to knock
them down with ease, so Liam wasn’t sure if this colony didn’t have them or
wasn’t choosing to waste them.


There were numerous defense turrets across the city,
but it was impossible to determine exactly what they all were when some were
buried beneath armor plating until they were revealed. At this point Liam
didn’t care, and quickly reset the power flow away from the shields and into
the weapons in order to give the Sentinels full firing capability. Targeting
the beams himself, he began to cut the colony’s buildings apart, starting first
with the defense turrets and hangars, then moving on to the other buildings
while the wisp cloud that had been hiding underneath the city shield began to
grow and disperse, running off to other locations around the planet.


There was no knowing how many other lizard bases were
concealed on Varasiss, and with some luck they might lead them to one. He
didn’t expect the enemy to be that sloppy, but you never knew.


The Star Force fighters patrolling the planet were
ordered to keep their distance and let the lizards run while the Sentinels
bombarded the colony, then moved on to the others. Once they had all of them
torn to shreds they’d begin hunting down the remaining units across the planet,
and there was no point in risking further engagements until that was completed.



After several hours of bombardment Liam redirected the
Sentinels to the pair of colonies remaining that had overlapping fields of
fire, knowing this would be the bigger test. Based on the data from the single
beam he knew there wouldn’t be a mathematical issue with taking them down, but
still there was always an opportunity for surprises, and with the pair of
phaser beams reaching up to strike back at the Sentinels came the missiles from
both colonies. 


Liam turtled up and deactivated the cleansing beam,
routing full power to the shields and point defense weapons, weathering the
missile storm until it eventually ran out and knocking down most of them before
they could hit. When they ceased and only the ongoing phaser strikes continued
he reengaged the cleansing beams and began hammering against one of the two
cities’ shield discs.


It took a while to knock it down, then the tower, then
he did the same to the second colony, but he managed it all without so much as
a shot hitting the hull of either defense station. Afterwards he turned the
firing control over to other gunners and let them methodically rip apart the
two cities while he left the nexus and headed to the command ship’s sanctum for
a good long run before catching a few hours of needed sleep and returning to
the bridge to oversee the next colony attack.


Meanwhile the ground troops were out and about in
numerous locations, hunting down and safing the
underground tunnels in the colonies that had already seen combat and were now
nominally in Star Force hands…though all that meant was a handful of scouts
looking for lingering enemies. The planet was huge and now full of ruins,
without enough troops to properly occupy each site. From the reports continuing
to come in there were still lots of pockets of small resistance everywhere,
with about half of them operating with cohesion rather than random, last ditch
attacks from survivors.


The other four trailblazers and Kara were down there
leading the efforts to eradicate them and locate what they thought were hidden
control centers. There were so many tunnels underground that a good portion of
their drone fleet was now floating over the surface doing intense scans to try
and locate them in an effort to identify potential traps before the Archons and
others started their expeditions into new areas. Morgan especially wanted to be
there running point to look for more detonation devices, and while they hadn’t
seen hardly any employed in such a manner during the length of the invasion,
the gradually increasing popularity of blowing up your own building to get the
enemies inside was alarming.


If that trend continued Star Force was going to have
to readjust their tactics when assaulting other lizard worlds, else risk losing
chunks of personnel with every structure they forced their way into. When you
didn’t care about dying and were just trying to achieve maximum damage to your
enemy you opened up a lot of darkside tactical
options that looked like they were uncounterable, but
Liam and the other trailblazers were notorious for finding ways to get around
the problem, though this one was going to be one of the worst to tackle to
date.



 

Kara flew across the sky a couple miles above the
surface of their recently reclaimed planet, traveling from one ruined colony to
another as she took a momentary break from tunnel diving and just did some
patrolling up top. There were no Star Force fighters in the area at the moment,
and the lizard survivors had a habit of moving from place to place so that when
you finally did fully clear out a city, if that was even confirmable, they
could move back in again coming over ground. The areas with wide plains were
easy to spot them on, but the forested areas not so much.


She didn’t expect to spot any lizards in the trees
from this altitude, but felt like snooping around a bit while another
subsurface assault team was getting prepped for her to lead. The Scionate she’d
been with had been recalled and a group of Calavari were coming in to replace
them, though they weren’t exactly the best at crawling around in small spaces.
Most of the lizard infrastructure underground was large enough to accommodate
them, but it was the small auxiliary tunnels that they couldn’t fit inside, nor
did Kara like the idea of crawling in there herself.


More than once she’d gotten a bit claustrophobic,
recognizing the fact that if she got pinned there it would be almost impossible
to dig her way out. It was worse for the others because they didn’t have her
Vorch’nas, and talk amongst the trailblazers was that some of these locations
would best be dug out from the top and simply removed from the surface in a
massive earth moving endeavor rather than trying to explore and safe them
manually. 


Some prototype AI drones were getting their evaluation
work in, with masses of the things being ordered up for production in the ADZ
and shipped out here, with the first load scheduled to arrive within the month.
They were all the size of a bowling ball or smaller, with interconnective
capability like the drone warships used but designed to operate almost
exclusively in blackout situations like, say, having tons of rock between you
and a transmitter.


They weren’t combat models, with Star Force not
trusting computer programming with weapons in an urban setting. There were too
many factors to preprogram for, and they didn’t want so much as one accidental
death because of a miscalibration. Artificial
intelligence was a myth, and a machine could only do what it was programmed to
do. Without someone at the controls that programming would always be limited
and unable to adapt to new situations, hence the little bug bots didn’t get
weapons.


What they were was surveillance and scouting
equipment, able to transmit to each other over short distances and extend a net
of comm and control lines down through tunnel
networks if placed appropriately and in large enough numbers. Right now the
bots they had were scouring the innards of one dead lizard colony, mapping it
out as they went and roaming where they chose underground. They’d discovered
three lizard hideouts so far, as well as constructing a battlemap of the lower
regions without any Archon or Regular having to hike down every corridor.


The prototypes were serving their purpose more here
than ever expected, for this was the largest subsurface infrastructure they’d
seen from the lizards to date and Kara expected jumpships full of the little
buggers to be roaming the planet for years to come as they slowly deconstructed
the mess. Everything Calavari had been eradicated by the lizards in their time
here, and Star Force was intending to return the favor, tearing out all the
lizard infrastructure rather than coopting any of it for their own use.


As Kara was approaching the edge of the colony ahead
she got a ‘request for assistance’ beacon on her battlemap. It was coming from
a city to her west that had Lacvamat patrolling from the air and they seemed to
have located a nest of lizard tanks operating in the rubble. They were making
strafing runs on them, but reported enough of an anti-air presence that they
couldn’t press the issue on their own and required assistance.


Kara banked to the left and picked up speed,
elongating her personal shields into a needlepoint above her head and cutting
through the air as aerodynamically as possible. There were several other units
responding to the call as well, with a squadron of Calavari Valeries closer
than she was, but there was only so much one could do from the air and the
Lacvamat had rightly called for what they referred to as ‘groundpounder’
backup.


Signaling that she was incoming, the honorary
trailblazer watched the landscape zip by underneath her during the long trip.
Fast as she was, there was only so many kilometers that she could eat up per
minute and the planet was, obviously, huge. When she eventually did reach the
location she zipped down from altitude and shot through the gaps in the
Lacvamat flocks, coming down to an altitude that they weren’t risking and
landing directly in the center of a formation of six tanks that were firing up
into the air trying to hit the Lacvamat and doing a bad job of it.


“Surrender and
I’ll let you live,” she said in their native language, broadcasting the
edict loudly from her armor’s external speakers as well as sending it over the
lizard comm channels. 


Kara just stood there in her red scales staring at
them from behind her head covering, which had no visor nor any other openings
to signify a face, just more red scales covering and protecting her eyes that
were seeing a camera image displayed before them. Even though she could see it
coming, the tank to her left swiveled around and fired a blast at her from less
than 50 meters away.


She didn’t dodge, but took the shot on her shields as
she stared it down, with the other lizard troops likewise turning towards her
and opening up with a lot of infantry weapons, for they were literally crawling
around in every nook and cranny she could see from street level, and it was
obvious that they had no intention of accepting her generous offer.


“Can’t say I didn’t try,” she said to herself, using
her anti-grav to juke her out of the way of the next
tank blast and transition into a flying run inches over the ground as she
summoned up an orb of green/white energy and delivered it to the closest tank
by hand. 
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May 1, 2762


Pagaliss System
(Calavari Region)


Varasiss



 

A part of the 22nd mainline Star Force fleet, some
twenty warships strong, entered planetary orbit around Varasiss and broke off
from the cargo convoy they were escorting, heading towards the large starport
in low orbit while the 226 fat transports began sending down dropships to the
surface as a flock of even more flew up to them to begin unloading the supplies
and personnel being brought in to the revived Calavari capitol. The warships
had convoyed out with the cargo jumpships as a matter of convenience, but they
would not be returning with them. Rather, they were here to use the Pagaliss System as a base of regional operations as they
contributed to the ongoing assaults on lizard worlds nearby. 


The starport they were rendezvousing at was Atlas-class, and more of a battle
station than commerce center. It was the size of two command ships and had
enough shields, armor, and weaponry to make it a strongpoint defense rather
than a helpless target that the fleets would have to guard, but its primary purpose
was still to facilitate traffic to and from the surface now that Varasiss was
linked into the Star Force transit grid. 


There were dozens of civilian ships too large for the
hangar bays docked with an outer ring around the disc-like station, but the
warships wouldn’t be availing themselves of that capability. They were sitting
themselves into nearby parking orbits and sending over dropships of their own,
knowing that they’d be waiting here for at least 2 weeks before joining up with
a H’kar raiding fleet and heading out. Giving the
troops and crew a chance to get off the warships and have some free time was
permissible given the secure nature of the system, with 16 Sentinels and
thousands of drones patrolling orbit as the surface of the planet was being
slowly reworked.


‘Slow’ was a point of view, and while visible from
orbit as small dots the actual construction on three different cities was
occurring at a blinding pace. Star Force had devoted an enormous amount of
resources to get the first city built to operational status within 15 months,
then using a combination of supplies shipped in from the ADZ and local
resources either harvested or recycled, they’d begun expanding on it rapidly
for another two years before now having branched out to another pair of
locations on the planet.


The original city was easily identifiable from orbit
as the dropships from the 22nd fleet crossed over to the starport, depositing
Bronsor and a number of other Knights and commandos onto the massive station.
They were most likely remaining there for their downtime and mingling with the
civilian population that was about half Calavari and half a mix of everything
else. The ADZ knew that Star Force had big plans for Varasiss going forward and
many people wanted in on the action, with a lot of entrepreneurs already having
set up shop on the starport while the surface cities were currently reserved
only for Calavari citizens and Star Force personnel.


Bronsor was rare in that he was a Calavari, but not
part of the Calavari faction within Star Force. He’d joined the mainline fleet
long ago and had never had cause to regret that decision. Virtually all of his
fellow soldiers were Humans and he had to live by their standards, which were
far harder than those the Calavari used because the smaller race was more agile
than them, hence they expected mobility that few Calavari could ever hope to
match. It had been a struggle for him, but gradually over the years he’d
developed enough speed in his big body to keep up with the Humans, to a degree,
which allowed his natural bulk to become an asset rather than a liability to
the assault teams he was deployed with.


The Knight left his fellow soldiers to their own
business and saw about arranging transport down to the surface, which his
position allowed. There was little in the way of entertainment facilities down
there, unlike the starport that had commerce as its number 1 priority, but Bronsor
wasn’t taking this trip to unwind. It was of a personal nature, for he hadn’t
set foot on the Calavari capitol for more than 300 years.


He was one of a rare few that still remained that
remembered the time before the Calavari had joined Star Force, with most of
their current population having been born after that fact. He regretted losing
so many friends and kin over the years since, but most of the losses were due
to lack of self-sufficiency and them simply choosing to wither away rather than
train. He wished that hadn’t been the case, but their choices were their own.
Nowadays self-sufficiency wasn’t such an outlandish concept, and any race that
was part of Star Force practically lived and breathed it, with those who chose
otherwise being the outcasts of society rather than the dominate drivers of it.


Not all Calavari, and not even all Humans, achieved
and maintained self-sufficiency, for it was a personal war that one had to
continually fight and for whatever reason people would find a reason to quit.
The stronger one was the more time they had to reconsider before they lost all
their strength, but Bronsor accepted that there would always be the cowardly
and the stupid in the galaxy. He just wished that more of his former kin had
lived in this era, for he was sure they would have made it had their old
culture not held them back from taking the Humans at their word in those early
years.


Bronsor was now amongst the oldest of the Calavari,
and was by far the strongest. His training had not only maintained his
self-sufficiency, but built on it, leveling him up at a modest pace over the
years with his Human peers pushing him in ways he’d never expected. A few other
Calavari had followed his example and worked their way into the mainline ranks,
but none of them could take him hand to hand. Some in the Calavari military had
tried, years ago when he’d had some downtime to spend helping to illuminate
them as to the greater potential they had, and only two had bested him.


Those two stood more than two feet taller than him and
had taken their training to heart. To his credit Bronsor beat both of them in a
rematch once he got used to dealing with their larger size, for fighting with
and against Humans required different movements, and he’d been momentarily
caught off guard in the transition. Credit was due to those who had temporarily
bested him though, but since that day he’d never let it happen again.


Bronsor eventually found his way onto a dropship
heading down to the original city, with him seeing that it now stretched out
across more than 50 miles with densely packed spires built in Calavari fashion.
Rather than blocks they were smooth lines with no sharp corners whatsoever, but
beyond that it was standard Star Force, with him knowing that those buildings
were packed with structural supports and space saving designs to maximize every
square mile of the landscape. The Calavari had a slightly different way of
doing things than the Mainline did, but they had learned quite a lot from the
Humans and assimilated a great deal of their architectural principles.


As the dropship headed for one of the spaceports he
could see the gigantic central spires that looked like they were literally
holding up the entire city. At present there were five of them, with one
located dead center and the other four spread out around it in compass points.
More would be added as the cityscape expanded, with Bronsor knowing that each
was a shield general/defense turret. If needed a very powerful defensive
barrier would go up over top of the city that could block a considerable amount
of orbital bombardment while the spires returned fire with the brand new Keema
weapons. 


Inefficient and power hungry as the prototypes were,
they offered so much range and firepower combined that they made the cleansing
beams look like toys in comparison. The energy was an exotic type, requiring
several rare arc elements to produce, but the result was a clear beam that
carried a slight visual distortion with it, making the energy conduit look like
glass even in the void of space. It didn’t have any special effects like the
Ta’lin’yi did when it hit matter, or the maulers with their shield disrupting
nature. No, the Keema were just a straight up, normal weapon that was simply
overpowering in intensity.


Each spire had one Keema atop, with lots of secondary
weapons, including cleansing beams so they could attack both starships in orbit
and troops or aircraft on the planet. So far this was the only location to have
any functioning Keema weapons, for the drone warships were too small to
accommodate the crude designs. Even Earth’s planetary defense hadn’t
constructed any, wanting to wait until better models reduced the size and
energy expenditure, but here, near lizard territory, the Calavari had wanted the
big guns immediately, just in case the lizards decided to try and retake the
planet before Star Force dug in deeper.


Right now the fighting was still going their way, but
the lizard worlds were getting harder to take. Bronsor and the others had their
work cut out for them in the coming years, but that was what they were here
for. This little trip down to the surface was an addendum, and had there not
been time nor the opportunity Bronsor wouldn’t have thought twice about it.


But so long as he was here, he was going to take the
moment to revisit the planet.


When the dropship landed in the city he exited it with
the other passengers then promptly let himself get lost in the cityscape and
just roam, tasting the distinctive air once again and having a flood of
memories rush back. The Calavari were better for the changes that had been made
to them, and eternal thanks to the Humans for that, but something had always
been missing for them, and standing on the surface of Varasiss again he now
understood what it was.


Legitimacy.


For three centuries they’d been refugees, despite the
numerous former Calavari worlds they’d already retaken and begun repopulating,
and even though Bronsor didn’t think of himself in that way, and hadn’t for a
very long time, something deep inside of him that had been buried came to the
surface with the taste of the planet’s atmosphere, prompting him to head for
the city’s perimeter and find his way out into the wilds surrounding the
construction sites.


It took him a while to pass through and around them,
for there were so many construction mechs working that it looked like the
planet belonged to a race of metallic giants, but eventually he found some
clear space and jogged off through the grassy plains on an impulsive workout
and just got some distance from himself and the city, feeling the natural
gravity of the planet that further brought out the old memories.


The sights, sounds, and smells of the grasslands were
the same as they had been when he’d first come here, so long ago. He hadn’t been
born on Varasiss, but he’d done his military training here and immediately
considered it to be home, as did virtually all Calavari. There was something
unique about the planet, and only now did he truly understand what it was after
all his training and experience gained with Star Force.


It was pride, and knowing that this was their home and
that they belonged here. Even now that his own pride was centered in the
mainline fleet and his acceptance by the Humans into their hallowed ranks, a
piece of him remembered that old pride and being back here, with the planet no
longer in enemy hands and rightfully returned to the Calavari, the long missing
piece in his buried psyche was finally unlocked and he could feel himself
healing the last of the lingering damage from the near destruction of his race.


And being here, now, made those memories feel as if
they’d just been yesterday, almost as if part of his brain had shut down during
all these years of service with Star Force and he was permitting it to finally
wake up. With it came the pain that would always be with him, for the losses
suffered were not something that one ever forgot. The memories could be set
aside, along with all others, until they became relevant again, but the key to
healing wasn’t in forgetting or forgiving, it was in getting oneself on the
proper path…and a hefty dose of payback.


The Calavari now had it. Varasiss was their capitol
again and millions of Calavari citizens were flocking back to their homeworld
as fast as the infrastructure expansion could accommodate them, but above and
beyond that Star Force was investing heavily in the system, intending to make
it one of the rare few cornerstones in the overall empire, or so the rumors
went. From the mass of construction already having occurred in a just a few
years, Bronsor didn’t have any doubts as to Star Force’s intent for the system.


With a lot of running and a loss of a sense of time,
the unarmored Calavari eventually made his way across the grasslands to a clump
of trees that created a little island in the otherwise flat and empty horizon
preceding the main forest still some 20 miles away. He decided to stop there,
slowing to a walk as he got to the edge and exploring the bit of untouched
countryside that was a rarity on the planet after two massive wars had been
fought on its surface. 


These trees were large and old, telling Bronsor that
they too had been here before the lizards had invaded. He walked over to one of
them and brushed his bare hand against the slick, smooth bark trying to soak in
as many sights and sensations as he could and reconnect. When he touched the
tree he let his hand linger, eventually closing his eyes and taking several
deep, slow breaths, then opening his eyes again.


What he saw was victory. After so many years and battles
and losses and horrors, the Calavari stood here victorious. The lizards were
being beaten back and the Nestafar were gone. Bronsor and only a few others
would truly appreciate this, and he felt both isolated and privileged to have
that unique perspective. He was one of the last survivors from that time
period, and now he stood here as a representative of all his kin that had
fallen.


“We won,” he
said, speaking to the dead. “We won.”



 

Several hours later Bronsor made his return run across
the grasslands, having put the last bits of unfinished business to rest in his
memories as his mind turned to the future as the horizon in front of him was
filled with the spires of the ever growing Calavari city. He felt so small
compared to them and the grandiose landscape he was in that it was both
humbling and exhilarating. He was a part of something so vast and complicated
that he could never hope to understand it all, but he didn’t have to. Star
Force had earned his trust long ago and never given him cause to second guess
them, and his people had assimilated to their way enough that they were now
equally Star Force and also deserving of that trust.


That meant Bronsor could revel in all that they’d
accomplished together without having to be responsible for anything other than
his tiny role in all of it…and he knew that’s the way it worked for everyone
else, even the trailblazers, for right now they had no idea he was out here
running across the wilds getting in a workout. That workout was his
responsibility and totally off their radar. He held up his end, they’d hold up
theirs. That was how Star Force worked and downright thrived, not through
forcing or constricting people into a philosophy and supplanting their own
judgement with an exterior edict, but in trusting each person to figure things
out on their own and do what was needed without monitoring or nudging.


The population in general would always have losers, in
various forms, but so long as enough people held true to their personal
responsibilities they could carry the rest of the living baggage with ease.
Bronsor was part of an empire that thrived on freedom and trust, giving people
time to experiment and learn and fail, then grow stronger from it if they
chose. Some wouldn’t, some would, but those that did would add to their ranks,
for they would never grow old and the longer Star Force remained in existence
the greater the numbers of the responsible ones would grow and overshadow the
losers.


Those would eventually die off from their own
stupidity and laziness, but Bronsor and the others would remain indefinitely,
continuing to grow and learn from each other, further strengthening the empire
in ways that the Calavari had never before dreamed possible. Bronsor was
literally living a dream right now, after having fought his way through a very
long gauntlet to earn it.


And him being here now wasn’t
just for himself, but in memory of all those who had fallen along the way. Not
in some misplaced sense of debt, but in the understanding that what Star Force
was had to be protected. It was too
valuable, too sacred to allow to be damaged, let alone destroyed, and being here,
now, with all of the past memories fresh in mind, he realized more than ever
that the galaxy and life itself was more than just chaos and death. There was
good and light to be found amongst the darkness, and he had finally come to it.


For the sake of the fallen, he would protect Star
Force in every facet to his dying breath, including himself. He was part of
Star Force, and his own body was a battleground that only he could fight on.
Saving and strengthening others was important, but it would never be more
important than the battle within. He was a piece of Star Force territory, no
matter what planet he was on or what circumstances he found himself in.
Maintaining that piece was his sole responsibility, and he’d never compromise
it.


Others would eventually tire of the training and
fighting, ‘retiring’ to civilian life and gradually losing their
self-sufficiency, perhaps to wake up and realize their mistake before it was
too late, perhaps not. He would never go down that road, for it would be a
betrayal of who and what he was, in addition to being a betrayal of all those
who had fallen and not lived to see this golden age. He would not die for Star
Force, he would fight until he was dead for it, always striving to survive,
persist, and overcome…but never sacrifice.


For sacrifice was the same as surrendering, and was a
betrayal of all that Star Force was. They didn’t stand for something, they were something. Something real and
tangible, not an idea or belief. Star Force was the literal light in the
galaxy, from every building to warship, every uniform to cookie, and every
Scionate to Human. They were all Star Force, but each with their own path and
purpose, right down to the shoes that were protecting his feet as he ran across
the grasslands.


Bronsor wasn’t just fighting for the light, he was the
light. And as such he could affect great things within the galaxy…or be
consumed by the forces of darkness, whether they be an invading army or the
insidious corruption of apathy and laziness. This was real, not academic, and
for the first time he truly understood how closed off he had been after the
fall of the old Calavari empire, with the parts of him that truly cared closing
themselves off in virtual denial of the horrors around him.


But turn away from it as he may have, he was never out
of the game. He was always live, and had found a way through it all, which is
why this victory now felt visceral, for the threats were still out there. He
wasn’t safe, Star Force wasn’t safe, and they never would be. Life was a fight,
one battle to the next with no guarantees, and if the light of the galaxy was
going to persist it had to earn its way forward, one day, one mission at a
time. There would never be a finish line. Battles would be won, but the war
would never end.


So what was the point of it all? Bronsor now knew,
both from what he had learned and the perspective he had given his age and all
he had witnessed. The purpose of life was to be the one in the right, to be the
light and fight the darkness, in all its forms. Now that he was here and he
knew what the light truly was he felt fulfilled, but not finished.
Never finished. He was complete but always with more work to do, more enemies
to fight, more workouts to complete.


Life was a neverending
story, and the ultimate victory lay in being the light, moment to moment. 


That is what Star Force was, and the transformative
cleansing that Varasiss had undergone stood as a testament to a vital fact that
Bronsor would never forget. 


He was Star
Force. 
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