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March 20, 2060
  
“Missiles incoming!” the remote pilot said, his hands frantically working the controls to prepare the cutter’s defensive systems.
“I guess that’s a no, people,” Minsk said, seated in the captain’s chair of the Orion, the flagship of the Star Force fleet, while he watched from afar the confrontation with the Chinese warship. “Take them out.”
There was a few seconds delay, but not from the signal lag, for the battle was taking place only a few thousand miles away, before the cutter launched a small stream of its own missiles in a parabolic trajectory. The furious key strikes on behalf of the pilot had been setting up the warship’s defensive apparatus, which began picking off the swarm of incoming Chinese missiles a few seconds later at range with the ship’s pair of anti-missile laser cupolas. 
The delay was the result of having to reprogram their own missiles to fly wide and then come in on the much larger Chinese warship from an angle that would keep them clear of the enemy missiles and not get in the way of the defensive countermeasures. On the Orion’s display screen Minsk and the bridge crew watched as the tiny dots that represented the enemy missiles began to wink out one at a time while the cutter’s missiles, which appeared as a small school of fish swimming the distance between ships, took the long way around. 
Once the laser defenses had chewed nearly 2/3rds of the enemy missiles apart the cutter began shooting off smaller missiles to intercept the remainders. The ‘intercepts’ skirted across the screen at much greater speed, meeting up and cancelling out the rest of the incoming dots. 
Minsk nodded approvingly and watched the offensive missiles track towards their target…an elongated Chinese destroyer shaped similar to a submarine without the dorsal tower. Instead there were two symmetrical appendages running the length of the smooth port and starboard hulls that contained missile boxes, which even now sprouted more plumes, indicating the launch of a second, much larger wave of missiles. 
As they launched, an anti-missile Gatling gun mounted on the bow of the Chinese destroyer took aim at the incoming missiles, firing a slew of bullets in their general direction. Computer controlled, it tracked and targeted the Star Force missiles via radar and took out four of the 16 before they hit the hull, cracking the bow of the ship open to space in a series of explosions followed by a rush of atmosphere that propelled additional debris away from the wounded vessel. 
While the ship suffered through its death throes the Star Force cutter began backing away, creating more distance and rate between the ships to slow the relative approach of the missiles while the lasers trimmed down their numbers. More than 50 had been launched, and there were only so many the two cupolas could track and destroy in the handful of seconds before impact.
Just when it looked like the cutter was going to be overwhelmed its missile racks sent a flurry of intercepts out, looking like a crazed swarm of bees on the radar display, as the computer-controlled attack selected individual missile targets for each intercept at a speed no pilot could hope to match. Within four seconds the fireless fireworks display ended with all enemy missiles destroyed and a cloud of debris surrounding and bouncing off the cutter, but leaving its remaining intercept count dangerously low. 
With that knowledge, the pilot switched the power source charging the laser cupolas over to recharging the capacitor for the medium laser. Once it was charged he targeted the Chinese destroyer’s missile racks and blew a hole in the port side near the back, with a secondary internal explosion multiplying the damage tenfold. He repeated the attack several times, running the length of the long box and destroying the missiles inside, along with a small portion of the hull on that side of the ship, which now looked like a cigar with the front end cut off.
After several minutes of inactivity from the destroyer the radar screen lit up with new contacts and the pilot’s control board flashed multiple warnings as whoever was left alive on the warship launched ALL of the missiles on the starboard side…
“Damn it,” the pilot said loud enough for the entire bridge crew to hear as he kicked the engines into maximum thrust and tried to futilely outrun the missiles as he switched the laser power back over to the cupolas and primed the remaining intercepts. 
“Finish off the destroyer,” Minsk ordered, seeing the writing on the wall.
“Aye,” the pilot confirmed, switching his attention to the offensive missiles and launching his remaining count seconds before the enemy wave arrived. The Star Force missiles launched up from the ‘rear’ of the ship and arced lazily overhead as they streaked towards the destroyer while the cutter was hit below. The tiny warship took the first few hits on its armor successfully, but the following cascade of more than 200 missiles punched through the weakened plates and into the interior, repeatedly blasting apart the sturdy craft like a jackhammer. 
The control and visual feeds went dark, with the only remaining active battle display on the bridge belonging to a distant Cyclops station, which had the Chinese ship centered in its high powered telescope. Minsk watched the cutter’s missiles thoroughly rip apart the destroyer, leaving a more or less intact corpse of a ship, but with so much hull damage that he doubted any pressurized sections remained. 
“Tag the location for cleanup,” the Captain ordered, “with priority on picking up our debris. We can’t afford anyone getting their hands on the armor fragments and reverse engineering the Herculium…or anything else for that matter. What’s the status on the other target?”
“Intercept ETA at 42 minutes,” another remote pilot answered.
“Stay on your toes,” Minsk warned, leaning back in his chair and turning his attention to his personal display screens and controls. He hadn’t expected to lose the cutter, but then again this was their first engagement against the Chinese line warships, which were designed a bit more robustly than their ‘pirate’ fleet had been. With an entirely missile-based offense, each ship contained an intimidating amount of firepower and their destroyers were certainly capable of living up to their class namesake, but missile for missile Star Force’s were more powerful, had longer range, better guidance systems, and faster attack speeds.
Same went for the ships’ armor, engines, navigation, missile defense…everything Star Force had was superior in design, so the idea of a cutter taking on a destroyer wasn’t so farfetched. 
Minsk mentally started calculating the mistakes/disadvantages they’d encountered, with the first being the mandatory offer of surrender. The Archons had ordered it so, but it meant that the Chinese had been able to launch the first strike. 
The second had been having the cutter move in so close to the destroyer. Star Force had a missile range advantage…it wasn’t much more than 25% by their estimates, but the next time they approached to issue the ultimatum they would stay outside of the enemy’s effective range while just edging inside of theirs.
Third, he wouldn’t discount their practice of an all-out missile launch. True, this ship was already dying and had nothing to lose from launching all their missiles simultaneously, but given that the Chinese offense was entirely missile-based, conventional wisdom would have them launch small segments of their arsenal at intervals, for if they expended all of their ordinance on one target it would leave them unarmed. If the results of this battle made their way back to the Chinese, then they might very well consider using such a massive attack at the outset of the next engagement. 
Minsk frowned, then turned to his comm officer. “Check the logs and see if there was any comm traffic coming from the enemy during the battle.”
The women nodded and worked her terminal for a long moment, then nodded an affirmative. “Two signals. A lengthy one at the outset, then a brief one at the end.”
“Then they know we’re after them,” Minsk said for all to hear.
“Captain, incoming signal from the Turok.”
“Put it through here,” he said, toggling a small side screen near his command chair. A moment later his fellow Captain’s face appeared.
“I was watching your feeds,” Voss explained, “congratulation on the kill.”
“They got one too, unfortunately.”
“Yes, a bit of luck on their part. That first attack should have incapacitated them and didn’t. Makes me wonder exactly where the bridge is on their ships.”
“Any further contacts?” Minsk asked.
“We picked up a blip in zone 6 that we’re tracking down, but no radar contact yet.”
Minsk nodded, knowing that was at least something to go on. Ever since the Chinese fleet had gone dark they’d been like ghosts, with only a few errant passes through Star Force radar detection zones. The Archons had a number of their civilian ships passing through dark areas with active radar to keep the Chinese from having a static detection map to work around and they’d come up with several hits, but most of them were the Chinese cargo fleet. 
The ship he’d just destroyed had cut through low orbit on a high speed redirection angle, thinking perhaps that Star Force didn’t have any ships fast enough to intercept before it escaped radar range…but thanks to a little mathematical calculation and naval extrapolation they were able to find the ship again and were in the process of hunting it down, but the real question running through Minsk’s mind was what it had been doing coming out of ‘cover’ in the first place. 
If the Chinese were simply evading the Star Force fleet then running through low orbit literally waving their hands for all to see was the last thing they should be doing. If they were intent on resupplying and supporting their troops on Luna then they’d likewise take the backdoor approach to the moon and stay out of radar contact as long as possible…but if they had some other agenda, such as targeting Star Force orbital facilities, then he, Voss, and Harper were going to have a serious problem on their hands.
“Any word from Luna?”
“I’ve got it buttoned up tight,” Voss said confidently. “The Chinese haven’t brought a ship within detection range yet and the ones that were here are long gone.”
“What about the fight on the surface?”
“I spoke with Paul an hour ago. He wanted to make sure the Chinese didn’t have any support ships nearby. They’re beginning their assault on the Chinese territorial zones as we speak.”
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With a subtle bang the dropship landed on the rough lunar surface, its landing legs sinking into the soil and stabilizing the giant golf ball before the cargo bay door opened up and a ramp extended down, revealing a narrow portion the starlit sky and dim surface to Paul as he looked outside.
“Let’s go,” Jason said, rolling his mongoose out of the bay and down the ramp, momentarily disappearing in front of Paul then reappearing in the distance as he wasted no time milling about the landing site. Randy followed him out, then Jack and Megan, leaving the otherwise empty bay with Paul as its only occupant. He gave Megan a two second head start then accelerated out of the bay, dropping off sharply down the ramp and jamming his armored body against the seat as the four wheeler bottomed out on the sandy surface.
Paul hit the accelerator and took off, following the single file line of mongooses as Jason led them across the airless lunar surface in one of the 14 Chinese territorial zones towards their regional base of operations. Aside from a scattering of remote sites, the Chinese had only colonized three of the zones, with the bulk of their infrastructure being piecemealed purchased units connected by a spider web of buried tunnels into functional, yet awkward cities. 
The nearest of which lay 52 kilometers distant and was defended by three SAM turrets that prevented the Star Force dropships from approaching any closer. As it was, the pilot had had to skim the surface in a fuel guzzling hover to get them in this close, with the rest of their prepped dropships passing by overhead in parking orbits, waiting for the all clear signal to begin their assault in force.
The other half of the 2s were landing at a different spot on the perimeter, tasked with taking out a different surface to air missile launcher, while Sara and a group of 1s took out the third. Simultaneously the other teams were making landings around the perimeters of the other two Chinese cities in prep for the coordinated assault. According to orbital surveillance, the SAMs were the only defensive weapons present at the sites, which meant after they were taken down the Star Force troops should have little trouble taking the territorial zones.
Meanwhile, Alpha, Beta, and Gamma teams had been dispatched to search, capture, and clear the disconnected Chinese sites of personnel, most of which were assumed to be unmanned at present, but they still needed to be secured. All of those sites were reachable only by dropship, too far away from the Chinese rovers to reach and without any surface or subsurface rail line connections…which meant they were also far enough away from the Chinese cities to be outside of the defensive sphere afforded by the SAM launchers.
Paul doubted the newbs would have any trouble, but giving them the first shot at it not only provided them with some more unsupervised combat experience, but it freed up the trailblazers from the monotony of having to clear each and every one of the hundreds of Chinese sites so that Star Force’s army of engineers could come in and start cataloging, dismantling, and scrubbing the surface of the moon clean of any trace of the Chinese presence. 
The bulk of the fighting was over, he assumed, given the lack of security they’d observed from orbit. Most of the structures within the city were small, meaning even if they’d wanted to, the Chinese couldn’t mass a large number of troops to throw at them…which also meant whatever fighting was to come would be close quarters in confined hallways, most of which were of Star Force manufacture. The Chinese had purchased hundreds of the prefab units, but had insisted on installing them themselves, so the exact layout of the cities was guesswork, based on orbital analysis.
The largest structures were prefab domes made by Udaris Industries. They contained an interior atmosphere the size of a football stadium and could house regular ‘buildings’ inside. The city the 2s were roaring across the lunar landscape towards contained four of the large domes, connected through dozens of access tubes to the smaller Star Force structures, with a scattering of other corporate purchases mixed in between.
Paul twisted the handlebars on his mongoose slightly to the right as the Archon line swung around a house-sized boulder and down into a shallow crater. He saw Jason ramp up into a bit of hang time on the far side, then disappear over the rim as he followed Megan down into the center. She swerved a bit to avoid a cluster of rocks that had rolled down, skidding through the dirt as she did and making a small dust cloud that hung in the ‘air’ briefly behind her.
Paul punched through the cloud, trying to match her tracks as he climbed up the far side of the crater, goosing the throttle to keep his momentum as his wheels began to break traction. A moment later he came up over the rim and likewise caught some air, then landed heavily on the four wheeler’s ample shocks and skidded a bit as he rebalanced his weight and followed the others off across the relatively flat landscape.
He saw the others shrinking a bit and accelerated, trying to keep pace. Jason was keeping them moving fast, but Paul noticed that the speed was just below the mongoose’s maximum, giving him a little throttle to work with to catch back up, and once he was tucked in neatly 12 meters behind Megan he took the opportunity to look around a bit as he followed in her tracks, trusting Jason to navigate for them. 
This portion of the moon was currently in shadow, but the ‘night’ was brighter than he expected, given that the Earth was glowing brightly just over the horizon, giving them more than enough illumination to travel by. All around them were small rocks littering the sandy landscape, and their route to the Chinese city wavered here and there as they avoided some of the larger ones, but they more or less held a straight line trajectory across the bleak, waterless landscape. Nothing living was present, and aside from the vibration felt through his seat and handlebars there was no sound, making their journey across Luna’s surface both eerie and awe inspiring.
After several kilometers Jason finally broke radio silence, jolting Paul a bit after having spent so much time in silence.
“Crack ahead. Make ready to jump.”
Paul tightened his grip on the mongoose’s handlebars and looked ahead, trying to spot the fissure. Nothing was visible save for a wash of gravel. They’d passed out of the thicker sand areas and had been traveling on what would have been hard packed dirt back on Earth, but the lunar version was more rocky. Never the less it was diminishing their drag and travel time, with Paul pegging out at 42 mph in the smoothest areas.
Up ahead he saw Jason’s red helmet bob up into the air, then drop back down just before Randy did the same. Paul still couldn’t see the crack, but then again they were traveling down a shallow depression, looking like a dry creek bed, and Megan was blocking part of his view directly ahead.
Just before she jumped he spotted it…a sharp drop off cutting into the lunar surface. He had only a few seconds to react at the speed they were traveling, but it was more than enough. Just before he hit the precipice he jabbed the ‘jump’ button on his left handlebar and triggered the hydraulic lifts in each of the wheels that ‘bumped’ the mongoose up in the air a few inches…except that in 1/6th gravity those few inches became a few feet, launching Paul up into the air as he sailed over the two meter wide crack in the rocky surface.
As he drifted over it in mid ‘air’ he glanced to his left, seeing the crack trace off a good 100 meters or more before it disappeared into the sand. What had made it he didn’t know, but given the dim light he couldn’t see the bottom and was glad that Star Force’s engineers had given the mongooses the jump ability. He’d figured it was more for urban settings and sidewalk lips, but it worked quite well for the Lunar cross country trek, vaulting him well over the gap and dropping him on all fours in the tracks of the others with him barely losing a mph as the Archons continued on silently across the desolate terrain. 
“Target in sight,” Jason noted some time later.
Paul swung out of line slightly to get a better view and noticed four tiny bumps on the horizon…the tops of the Udaris domes. They were still several kilometers away, but Paul felt his body stiffen slightly. The enemy city was now in sight, and before long they’d be back in the thick of it again.
They’d had 3 days to rest, refuel, and regroup after the nasty fighting in the spaceports, and to a lesser effect in the auxiliary sites, some of which the Chinese had tried extra hard to hang onto. During that break they’d also had the chance to study the Chinese territorial zones and plan out their assault while Star Force reinforcements began to flow into the lease zones, replacing the personnel that had been killed and quickly repairing the damage the fighting had caused to the infrastructure. 
With security maintaining a partial lockdown until the Chinese presence on the moon had been permanently dealt with, the trailblazers had relinquished their posts and moved on, transitioning to the sectors bordering the Chinese territorial zone, in which all 14 of their sectors resided. Other countries had split theirs up, spacing them around the planet as they tried to grab the most valuable regions in the first 10-year allotment, but the Chinese had preferred to carve out their own little niche of the moon, which ironically made containing them all the easier, now that Star Force had the advantage.
With no rail line connections to the outside, the only way the enemy had to assault Star Force’s holdings now was by dropship lift…which the orbital naval presence was not going to allow…or by surface attack, and while the Chinese maintained a large number of transport rovers, the distance to the nearest spaceport was too far for any reasonable assault, giving that Star Force would see them coming hours in advance from orbit and could prepare accordingly. 
How many troops they had left to oppose them with was a question mark at this point, but Paul didn’t figure that they would have held too many back, and those that they’d used in the attack didn’t deploy from here. The ones they’d been fighting had been surreptitiously delivered via civilian berths initially, followed up by ‘cargo’ containers reconfigured into troop transports for the final surge. 
Their handiwork, along with personnel transfer records, had been captured along with the rest of the Chinese possessions within their former lease zones…all of which indicated that they believed they could launch a lightning fast strike and seize a significant portion, if not all, of Star Force’s sectors before their war fleet could respond, at which point they’d hold onto the surface of Luna at all costs and weather whatever orbital reprisals would ensue, figuring that in the long run so long as they held onto their foothold they would be able to maneuver or negotiate their way into a position of power, checking Star Force and elevating themselves into the preeminent space nation.
Based on the captured reports, as well as the initial debriefing of some of the English-speaking prisoners, the Chinese had not counted on Star Force’s rapid response to their invasion, nor had they known that the space corporation maintained an army of supersoldiers to supplement their naval fleet. They’d believed that the visible security forces were all that Star Force had available to oppose them with, meaning that the likelihood of the Chinese having a strong defense force waiting for them in the city ahead was unlikely, but without eyes on the inside Paul wasn’t sure what exactly to expect…which meant the trailblazers went in first and sized up the situation before calling in the newbs and Knights for backup.
As they continued to zip their way across the barren landscape the domes rose continually higher, until a myriad of smaller buildings manifested themselves around them, stretching out more than 3 kilometers in diameter.
“Looks bigger from down here,” Randy commented.
“Too much for us to secure on our own,” Megan added. “And we have no idea how many people they have in there. Even if they’re all unarmed we’re going to have a logistical mess securing the place.”
“That’s what we’re here for,” Jason reminded them. “Take it one step at a time. SAMs first. Entry second. Foothold third. Then we can pass the tedious work off to the newbs.”
Paul took a hand off the handlebars and adjusted his comm settings via a panel on his left wrist. “Emily, Sara…either of you copy?”
“Barely,” Sara responded, her voice scratchy. “Where are you?”
“We’re still several kilometers out, but we’re getting one hell of a view of the city.”
“Same here, but we’ve got that ridgeline in front of us so we can’t see anything yet. How’s it look?”
“Wide…and a lot of ground to cover.”
“Have you spotted the SAM yet?”
“No, we’re too far away. I think it’s hiding behind one of the outer buildings. What’s your ETA?”
“GPS says 23 minutes.”
“Good, looks like we’re going to beat you,” Paul said playfully.
“You don’t have this many rocks to dodge,” Sara argued. “Save me somebody to shoot.”
“No promises,” Paul said, readjusting to his team’s frequency. “Sara’s group is 23 minutes out. No word on Emily’s yet.”
“Are we in radio range yet?” Jason asked.
“Barely.”
“23 minutes huh?” Jason said, studying his own GPS. “We’re ahead of them.”
“Let’s keep it that way,” Randy prompted, closing up on Jason’s mongoose a bit, with the others following suit. Jason responded wordlessly, eeking another mph out of the gravely surface as they sped towards the mismatched construction of the Chinese city. 
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“Found it,” Jason announced as they closed within a kilometer of the city’s perimeter. “Far left.”
“I see it,” Randy confirmed as the SAM site became partially visible behind one of the buildings with the tip of the missile box extending above the low roof.
Jason eyeballed the nearest gap in the building cluster and steered their 5-man line of mongooses towards it. They crossed the open plain without incident, decelerating on the outskirts and pulling up short of a small rise where a submerged tunnel was buried connecting the two closest buildings.
Paul pulled up last and slid off the mongoose’s seat a few seconds after the others, disconnecting the tether running from his armor’s oxygen intake port to the tank attached to the back of the four wheeler. He pulled a much smaller version out of the cargo compartment and clicked it in place on the back of his neck, then retrieved his equipment pack along with his stinger rifle and joined the others as they hiked up and over the meter high dirt rise.
Randy and Jack had their rifles slung over their backs, attached to the frame on their equipment packs, as they each carried a rocket launcher in their hands. After a short jog across an open area, then two more hops over tunnel bumps, they arrived in a wide gap between buildings that gave the SAM launcher a decent field of fire.
Jack took a knee just past the last tunnel bump and aimed carefully, knowing that a miss would probably hit the buildings behind, depressurizing and killing those inside. Also, he had only one shot to work with. Randy had a backup shot, though today it wasn’t going be necessary. Jack’s rocket fired off true to its mark and soundlessly streaked a fiery line directly into the SAM’s missile box. 
The tip penetrated briefly, then the whole assembly blew apart, enhanced by the missiles’ fuel loads’ secondary detonations. Debris from the pieces scattered everywhere, some of which arced up high enough to fall down on the surrounding buildings, but none appeared to break through the rooftops…at least not from Paul’s vantage point.
“Nice,” he commented.
“This way,” Jason said, wanting to get inside and back into atmosphere as soon as possible. He led his fellow Archons a short distance through the city until they reached one of the larger Star Force manufactured buildings that contained an exterior airlock. 
Like all Star Force designs, the airlock had no actual lock on the outside, just a trigger mechanism that opened up the Chinese base to the invaders. Jack and Randy left their launchers outside, propped up against the side of the building, and pulled their rifles off their clasps, ready to get into the action again.
Megan went in first, carrying a personal shield and pistol, cycling through the small airlock by herself with the others waiting outside. Given the smaller confines of these modular habitats and their recent combat experience against the Chinese troops, they knew it was unlikely that they would have much opportunity to duck, dodge, or hide behind cover during this assault, meaning they would probably be walking into oncoming fire more than their armor alone could stand up to. 
So for this mission Megan was the designated blocker, with the other four being the shooters. When the hiss of the incoming air sounded through her helmet’s external audio and the inside door ground open she stepped out into the face of...nothing, just a blank wall and a clear hallway. 
Megan held position and a few moments later Jason cycled through the airlock and stepped out behind her, with both of them shifting positions to cover alternate directions, taking a few steps forward to make room for the others to come in behind them. As they waited, Jason pulled out a small, compact beacon from his pack and hit the activation button, sending the ‘all clear’ signal up to the dropships waiting in orbit. 
Once all three teams signaled that their target SAMs had been destroyed the full assault would begin…until then it was up to them to cause whatever havoc they could. The room by room sweeps were going to have to wait for the others, given the size and complexity of the prefab labyrinth that the Chinese had put together.
When Paul finally came through Megan stood up and began to slowly walk down the hall towards the closed door at the end. She reached a hand around the side of her shield and pulled the slide lever on the wall that activated the powered door, which slid aside revealing a small lab filled with ore samples, chemistry equipment, and two scientists.
Megan walked in and stepped aside, letting Randy shoot both men unconscious. They fell slowly to the floor in the low gravity, knocking a few beakers aside in the process, but otherwise leaving the cluttered lab just as it was.
Jack and Jason came forward and bound the hands of each scientist behind his back, then the team moved on to the next room, which was an empty storage area, before eventually emerging into a slightly larger central hallway that connected to the underground tunnels heading out at all four compass points to the nearby buildings. The Archon team shot a few more scattered personnel on the way down to the small center square where they hung a right and ran across a few more, all unarmed. 
The 2s dispatched them without trouble, but stopped restraining their targets after the first dozen or so, opting to keep on the move through the smaller prefab structures towards the center of the city before their presence was widely known so they could get to the more strategic positions with some measure of surprise still intact. 
Without eyes on the inside, and only satellite reconnaissance to work with, they really didn’t know what they’d come up against inside the city. Where were the barracks? The security stations? Armories? Control centers? Security doors? Or was this entire base purely civilian in nature. Paul didn’t figure it would be the later, but so far they hadn’t encountered a single armed enemy. 
“Anyone else get the feeling that they didn’t expect we were coming...at all?” Randy asked over their helmet to helmet comm.
“I wouldn’t count on that just yet,” Jason cautioned. “Let’s see what they’ve got in those big domes.”
“I thought we were heading to the landing pads?” Paul asked, still bring up the rear of their short formation.
“That depends on who’s closer,” Jason said, trying his comm again. “Emily, Sara? Are your teams in yet?”
“Not yet,” Sara answered, the static gone from her voice. “We’re just pulling up to the perimeter. I assume that explosion was your handiwork?”
“Nope, that was us,” Emily cut in. “We’re approaching the airlock now, be inside in three minutes. Any resistance?”
“Not yet,” Jason answered. “We’re trying to figure out who’s closer to the landing pads.”
In response to his question, a tracking marker lit up on his helmet’s internal display, set against the orbital snapshot of the base.
“Looks like you’re a hair closer,” Jason measured. “You guys secure the LZ while we check out those domes?”
“Deal,” Emily answered eagerly.
“Don’t leave us out of the party,” Sara interrupted.
“Just get that SAM down or there won’t be a party,” Jason reminded her.
“We’ll get it, then see if we can flush out some opposition and draw attention away from the pads.”
 “Sounds good. Let us know if you find anything interesting.”
“Will do,” Sara echoed.
“See you in a bit,” Emily said, signing off.
Megan pulled open the door on a non Star Force module, tipping her head down slightly as she walked through the smaller opening and into a long barracks with thirty or so bunk beds and a scattering of half dressed personnel. 
She immediately broke right and started firing with her pistol down the row at the people standing or sitting next to their bunks while Jason went left, taking the other aisle. Both of them walked forward quickly, but purposefully, splattering the conscious men and women with paint and returning them to sleep. One of a pair of women chatting quietly between two bunks screamed a warning and suddenly many more bodies manifested themselves from beneath blankets and began to spill into the walkways.
Jack closed up quickly behind Megan and tapped her on the shoulder twice. She responded by bolting down the aisle in a heavily forward leaning run, trying to gain as much traction as she could in the low gravity. 
She bounced one man aside with her shield and shot another still sitting in his bunk, then pulled her gun arm in and just smashed through and over the others now littering the narrow walkway in a state of panic. Jack followed up behind her, shooting the people she knocked down and quickly cleared each of the bunks. Paul followed up behind them, making sure they didn’t miss any, and met up with the other four at the far end of the crowded building, stepping over a pile of unconscious Chinese to get to the door…none of which had been armed.
The five of them moved on into the short connecting tunnel and then the next module, working their way in towards the larger buildings, with one of the domes some seven structures away. They encountered a myriad of personnel, some of which seemed to already have been on alert, but they didn’t draw any fire until they crossed the connecting tunnel and opened the door that led into the first dome.
Megan took several hits against her shield and instinctively curled backwards around the corner while her teammates disappeared against the walls and out of the doorway.
“So much for the easy part,” Jack commented. 
“Anyone get a good look?” Jason asked.
“Barricade a few meters ahead,” Randy reported. “Open air, looks like room to move around. At least three tangos behind cover.”
“Probably more than that,” Paul reminded them, ducking his head into the doorway to take a peek…and drawing five more shots through the aperture. He reached back over his shoulder and dug into his equipment pack, drawing out a stinger grenade.
“Pop and push,” Jason said, guessing what Paul was thinking.
“Ready when you are,” Megan said, knowing that she was the pusher.
Paul pressed in the button on the grenade and held it motionless for a second, letting the paint soak up the stun charge and triggering the built in timer function to truncate the delay down to 1.5 seconds. When he was sure he’d waited long enough he leaned out into the doorway and side-armed the grenade through as fast as he could throw it, exposing him to some fire in the process. 
A bullet bounced off his right pectoral, then the grenade exploded and sent a few splatters back his way. He felt a hint of the cool numbness hit his chest, but it disappeared as soon as it began. The tiny bits of paint didn’t hold much energy, and his armor had blocked most of it from getting through anyway, then ate up the last bits, soaking it back out of his body.
The rest of the grenade’s spray flew into the barricade, propelled by the small explosive charge and the momentum Paul’s throw had added. Before he could see how many tangos had gone down, Megan’s armored body eclipsed the doorway and she charged forward, with the others jumping in right behind her and spreading out once they hit the other side. 
Paul followed them through, looking for targets. He found several off to his left, firing from behind a lateral bunker. Two of them went down from Jack’s shots, but Paul managed to get to the third before the others did and took him out with a precise shot to the forehead. The Archon flipped around, looking for others, but none remained standing.
With no nearby threats, Paul’s mind opened up and he took in the geography. They were standing underneath the curved edge of the dome, which was visible several meters over their heads as the wall curved slightly to end up at a smooth peak capping several small skyscrapers that looked like they’d been plucked out of a city on Earth. 
In fact, all the buildings Paul could see inside the dome were traditional Earth manufacture, right down to the cement sidewalks and landscaping. Several trees lined the small streets, over which the buildings towered…but the biggest impression on Paul was the amount of atmosphere the dome contained, which rid the feeling of claustrophobia that rest of the tight city confines had impressed on him. 
“Where do you want to start?” Paul asked.
“Let’s find the checkpoints. I doubt they knew we’d come in through here, so they’ve probably got at least a few others set up.”
“These streets are the right size for those mini-tanks too,” Randy pointed out as they began to move together in a tight formation, Megan still in the lead.
“Should have held onto that other rocket,” Paul commented.
“If there is one, let’s find it before the others get here,” Jason suggested as they came up to a five-way intersection. He fired off a quick pair of shots at a nearby pedestrian, dropping him to the ground with two chest hits while Randy tagged another on the left. 
“This way,” Megan said, leading them upper right down a short alley.
  
Emily jumped over a computer terminal row and kicked the man reaching for his sidearm in the chest, knocking him backwards onto the ground. Her body slid across the console and she landed feet first on top of his abdomen, firing four shots directly into his sternum. The pistol fell out of the unconscious man’s grip and Emily kicked it aside, raising her rifle to shoulder level and scanning the area, finding that her team had already taken out the few Chinese manning the docking station on the number 3 pad. 
From here they could extend the docking umbilical when their dropship arrived and make for a smooth transition for their reinforcements. Two other landing pads were adjacent to this facility, but they each had their own terminals, meaning that her team was going to have to secure them all with five men.
“Brian, you’ve got this one,” she said, stepping off the unconscious man and heading for the perimeter tunnel that connected to the other two stations.
“On it,” he said, picking the best defensible position on the far side of the control station, with his back to the tunnel his teammates were heading down, giving him a good field of fire on the far side tunnel as well as the entryway into the rest of the city.
Ivan, Dan, and Kip followed Emily around the long, curved tunnel in a staggered line, loping oddly to keep from bouncing too high when they ran. Their legs gave quite a bit with each step, making them look like they were running through sand in order to keep a good cadence. When the curve of the tunnel finally cracked a peek at the next terminal, Emily saw that there were a good more number of personnel on station, with several being assault rifle bearing soldiers. 
“Heads up,” she said, taking aim and firing off several distance shots. The Chinese were becoming aware of their presence and starting to redeploy their security forces…maybe they’d even detected the approaching dropships from orbit and had come down to secure the landing pads? Either way, they had to clear and hold this area. One pad would have done, but there were six dropships of reinforcements coming their way, and the more offloading positions they could take, the faster this invasion would proceed.
Kip fired off several rounds as well, running just beside Emily’s left shoulder and a step behind. His stingers passing within inches of her shoulder didn’t concern her. She’d been fighting next to Kip and the other 2s for more than a decade and they knew each other’s movements and habits well enough that a few inches of firing clearance was more than they needed for a ‘safe’ shot. 
Both Archons took a few rounds on their armor before the shooters went down, then several more came out from behind the corner to respond to the attack…but by that time the attackers were at the station, jump kicking or punching the soldiers off their feet while the following pair stun the downed men into unconsciousness.
The entrance into the city was a set of wide open double doors with three more soldiers milling about, seemingly shocked at the presence of the red armored attackers. Their hesitation was rewarded with green paint splatters across the chests of their dull brown uniforms. They dropped to the ground almost in unison, revealing a clear hallway behind them that led into another cargo module.
“I’ve got this one,” Ivan called, kicking a body aside as he picked up the rifle pinned beneath the man’s arm as his teammates moved on. He continued to clean up the loose weapons, keeping an eye on the three attack angles around him, then bound the hands of the unconscious men. He stacked the bodies up against the side of the left tunnel wall, out of the way of any potential weapons fire coming from within the city.
“Station secured,” he heard Emily report over the comm. “Dropships, you’re clear to land on all three pads. We’re holding the door open for you.” 
“We copy,” Sam’s voice said from the dropship containing his 9s along with other reinforcements and supplies. “ETA 18 minutes.”
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Paul and Jason passed by the elevator on level 6 of the Chinese building and climbed the stairs up to level 7 while Megan and Randy continued up behind them to take level 8. As soon as Jason opened the door onto the level of the mini skyscraper he walked ahead, covering Paul as he opened the first side door and scouted out the inside. 
Jason waited a meter past the door in the hallway as he heard his teammate fire off several puffs to the screams of the people inside, then switched with him when he came back out. Paul held position in the hallway while Jason took the door on the other side of the hall. He forced his way in quickly, banging the door aside and immediately taking fire from a man with a sidearm hiding behind a conference room table.
A single shot from his stinger rifle splattered on the tabletop just short of the man’s face and sprayed him with numbing specks. The man blinked and shuttered, not understanding why his left eyelid wouldn’t fully open and he couldn’t feel his lower lip. A second shot from Jason nailed him in the forehead and he went down hard, banging his head on the edge of the table and cutting a nasty gash on his chin before falling to the floor.
Jason shot three other people hiding in various nooks and crannies around the room, then did a quick circular sweep to make sure he didn’t miss anyone and that the ones he’d shot were truly unconscious, then he left the prisoners for the bagging team that was following them up the building.
He swapped back again with Paul and covered the hallway as he cleared the next room, making sure nobody switched rooms while they weren’t looking. They proceeded across the entire level, some 22 rooms in total, then made their way back to the staircase.
“Level 7 clear,” Jason reported over his comm. “Proceeding to level 9.”
“Copy that,” Harrison-167 reported. Archon Epsilon team were backing up the 2s foursome while they cleared the building, restraining and collecting the Chinese prisoners that the trailblazers were efficiently racking up. As it was, they were having a hard time keeping up, even with there being a full 10 of them with Knight backup to handle the transfer of prisoners to the makeshift detention area in one of the smaller perimeter buildings where the dome wasn’t as tall.
Paul and Jason moved up and pacified level 9, then took the top level while their counterparts were finishing up 10. Most of the upper level was a luxury suite that had several chambers, designed to house a family by the looks of it, but for whatever reason it was uninhabited at the moment, giving the Archon pair an easy finish to an overwhelmingly easy assault on this particular dome. 
Reports from the other teams were coming in with similar results. The Chinese were throwing very little resistance at them, which made Jason think that they hadn’t planned on Star Force getting this far. They probably hadn’t thought past their assault on the spaceports, figuring that they’d be safely in hand by now with Luna becoming defacto Chinese territory.
Jason was happy they’d caught the enemy off guard, but for some reason it seemed a little too easy. Too anticlimactic. 
“Level 10 clear,” Randy reported.
“11 is empty,” Jason added. “Move on to the next.”
“Copy that, we’ll take 1,” Randy said as he and Megan headed back down stairs.
Paul peeked out one of the wide windows that afforded a good view of the top of the dome and the shorter buildings to the north of the main tower…though there was another just as tall to the northwest and south, both of which they’d be taking momentarily. “Wouldn’t want to be in here if a meteor hit.”
“I know,” Jason echoed. “That dome is just asking to be breached,” he said as they paid the window one last glance then headed back to the staircase and down to the entrance where they passed the other red-armored Archons carrying prisoners by the twos, one over each shoulder, out of the building and off to the left in a stretched out line, making them look like worker ants.
They passed by one of the white-armored giants at the entrance of the building, standing guard to make sure the building stayed secured and no one slipped in or out until the dome was completely cleared. Jason nodded to the man as he transitioned into a run and gestured to another as he and Paul headed over to the next skyscraper, seeing their cohorts just entering the building down the narrow road. 
The other Knight followed them, his long strides eating up the ground as he dragged his large shield over his right shoulder. When Paul and Jason entered the building he stayed behind, guarding the entrance and acting as liaison to the other personnel that would be coming over soon to deal with the new prisoners.
The four Archons made their way up through the levels without serious incident. A few armed denizens were encountered, but not so much as one properly armed soldier. All were rendered unconscious and bagged by the recovery team, then eventually transferred out through the secured portions of the city to the dropship pads, where they were loaded up and flown over to a nearby spaceport, allowing the Star Force troops to slowly clear and evacuate the entire Chinese city.
The 1s and 9s were also working on their own sections of the city and making good time at it…as it was there was always a line of prisoners waiting for transport near the landing pads, with the dropships running nonstop to absorb the load. 
It took more than 2 days for the city to be completely cleared of enemy personnel, after which an army of Star Force techs and engineers came in to appraise and catalog everything. Very little damage had occurred to the city, but as usual Star Force was going to be methodical and assess every inch of the interconnected facilities, after which the Archons and/or Davis would decide what to do with the place.
Same went for the auxiliary sites within the Chinese territorial zones, and the zones themselves. Star Force was washing away any claim the belligerent nation had on Luna, including future zone allotments. As soon as the last of the prisoners were removed, what once belonged to the Chinese would become Star Force property, no matter how much they or anyone else diplomatically complained about it.
Most of the Archons left the cities along with the last prisoners, transferring back over to Star Force spaceports while a few remained behind just in case the civilians ran into anything unusual while cataloging and mapping out the cities. Secondary or hidden chambers weren’t entirely out of the question, and until they had documented every square inch of the place they weren’t going to leave the civilians by themselves…at least not until additional security forces arrived, which were in short order these days with so many having been killed and the replacements that were incoming being devoted to replenishing the existing sector security teams.
Paul was not one of those staying behind, nor was Jason. Both immediately transferred up from the spaceport to a ship waiting for them in orbit. Once onboard the Cougar the pair raced back down to low Earth orbit while the rest of the Archons waited for redeployed cargo haulers for a lift back down to one of the starports where they’d hop an Earth dropship and return to Atlantis at a much slower pace.
The reason for the dedicated Cougar and quick transit for Paul and Jason was that the pair weren’t going to Earth, rather they were transferring to the Orion to take command of the ongoing naval war against the Chinese fleet. While it was true that they could have directed the efforts from the Archon sanctum or Atlantis, Paul didn’t want to waste the additional hours it would take to get there, so when the small starship pulled up next to the mammoth command ship a small shuttle was immediately sent over to retrieve the two military commanders.
It docked with the Cougar then hurried back over to the Orion’s hangar bay, with the Archon pair heading straight through the ship to the bridge, not even bothering to stop off and change out of their armor.
“Report,” Paul demanded when he hit the bridge, eliciting mildly shocked reactions from the crew.
“Four kills, with a fifth imminent,” Minsk said, not missing a beat. “We’ve identified the location of the Chinese carrier in a holding position in zone 6, with most of their fleet having gathered around it. A few other ships are scattered about, but most of their firepower is right there,” the Captain said, pointing to a position on the orbital map.
“Any further losses on our part?” Jason asked.
“No, we learned our lesson and have been attacking from range. They haven’t so much as scratched us since.”
“No surrenders?” Paul asked.
“We’ve been offering prior to combat, per your orders, but there has been no response.”
“Do we have all their ships accounted for?”
“17 of the 18,” Minsk said, running his finger in a circle around a particular position on the map. “There’s a frigate somewhere in this area, but we haven’t been able to pin it down just yet. We should have the location in a day or two, and neutralized not long after that.”
“Have they made any aggressive moves against our stations?” Jason asked.
“Fortunately no, we’ve pretty much had them on the run ever since you let us off the leash, though they could have done a hell of a lot of damage if they were of a mind to. 90% of our infrastructure is still on the waiting list for the basic defense packages to be installed.”
“What about the rest of the fleets?”
“The other nations are keeping their warships at home. Those that were on patrol were pulled back as soon as the fireworks began. My guess is they don’t want to get caught up in the fighting and are waiting to see how this plays out.”
“At least they’re showing some sense,” Jason commented, still perturbed that the Chinese really thought they could get away with this despite Star Force having informed them of just how strong their fleet was. 
“Where are we at?” Paul asked, looking for their own warship icons on the extensive tabletop map.
“The Turok is gathering our assault fleet here,” Minsk said, pointing at a position in zone five just ‘below’ the Chinese fleet but above one of the major inhabited orbital regions. “The Mjolnir is enroute on the other side of the planet while I’m coordinating the hunt for the remaining strays. If the Chinese battle fleet stays put, we’ll be ready to engage them inside of 3 days, 4 at the most, depending on how fast Harper chooses to get in position. He’s been complaining about having to be married to the tanker fleet just to be able to move around, which I can empathize.”
“Prototypes,” Paul reminded him, “are always slow. The important thing is we’re faster than the Chinese. We’ve got engine upgrades coming down the pipe and new systems on the drawing board. From here on out you’ll see a steady flow of improvements, but for now this is what we’ve got to work with.”
“You don’t mind playing moon, now do ya?” Jason asked sarcastically.
“Not with the firepower I’ve got to hide behind,” Minsk responded. “And she’s still faster than a station.”
“That’s the spirit, Captain,” Jason said, mirthfully. 
“What have you been able to find with regards to the Chinese civilian fleet?” Paul asked.
“They’re still running without transponders, and seem to be keeping away from non-Chinese installations. Other than that they’re ghosts.”
“Let me see the sensor records you’ve got…”
  
After Paul and Jason finished on the bridge and made sure everything was set in motion they retreated back into the upper section of the armored ‘needle’ that housed the gravity cylinders at the heart of the command ship. They moved up through the ring-like levels until they came to a large door, code locked, that was off limits to the crew and even the Captain.
“Are we the first ones to go in?” Jason asked as Paul input the Archon code.
“Unless someone has snuck onboard without me knowing, yes,” he confirmed as the thick doors slid apart, allowing them access to the Archon sanctum. When they entered the doors closed behind them, locking once again and giving them the privacy their rank afforded.
The sanctum was a tiny version of the main facility situated alongside Atlantis beneath the Pacific Ocean. It contained all the necessary equipment for their core workouts, along with some auxiliary training devices, ambrosia stores, weapons, spare armor components, uniforms, and everything else they required. The cafeteria was still located with the crew, but other than that it was a home away from home for the Archons who gladly shed their armor and dressed out in training gear, then headed over to the private track that ran the perimeter of the gravity cylinder.
It’d been days since they’d had a workout, and while combat had its own training effect, they knew it was necessary to get back into the traditional training groove as soon as possible. The moment they hit the track Paul immediately felt awkward, but accelerated up to his required pace, following the moving guide lights in the floor.
“Ouch,” Jason said, finding himself sore from having been loping around in 1/6th gravity for days.
“Best thing to do is flush it out,” Paul reminded him.
“I know. Let’s keep it short…5k?”
“Deal,” Paul said, finding it difficult to maintain pace. He too was feeling the transitional effects from the low gravity. 
“Damn Chinese,” Jason said, focusing on relearning how to run a normal stride.
Paul didn’t say anything, but he agreed. Messing with an Archon’s workouts was a surefire way to piss them off.
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March 26, 2060
  
Before the Star Force fleet could fully assemble, the Chinese warships sensed the threat and moved to intercept. The Mjolnir, a pair of cutters, and a destroyer had yet to arrive within weapons range, but all were close. The rest of the 23 ships were milling about in a holding formation, spread wide with the Turok in formation center.
The Chinese had 10 escort ships surrounding their large carrier, with a group of 2 cutters and 3 corvettes driving hard to get out ahead of the rest of their fleet as they sped towards the Star Force ships…aimed not at the gigantic battleship, but one of the destroyers situated on the forward starboard edge of the formation.
A warning hail went out, advising the Chinese to stand down and surrender, but like all those previous it didn’t draw a response and when the first of the enemy warships crossed into weapons range the Star Force destroyer took aim with its heavy lasers and blew two small holes in the hull of one of the cutters.
The ship immediately depressurized, given that its armor was paper thin to maximize weight to speed ratios. Inner bulkheads had already been closed prior to battle, so only the crew in that particular section of the ship were killed, leaving the bridge and other compartments intact and the cutter burning hard to close the range with the Star Force fleet, hoping to pounce on the momentarily isolated ship before the rest of the group could coalesce into weapons range.
The destroyer repeated the twin blasts again, knocking another couple of fist blows against the hull, then launched a salvo of long range missiles on fuel delay towards the other cutter, which was outpacing the corvettes along with its twin. 25 missiles leapt up out of the racks and arced over as they accelerated in a blink of the eye towards the distant enemy…then their fiery tails went out as they coasted on their momentum closer to their target.
A small anti-missile chain gun opened fire on the undamaged cutter…the other had lost their defensive weapon from one of the laser hits…and started spraying a hail of tiny bullets in the path of the missiles which weren’t yet within effective range. The waste of ammunition missed them completely, and it wasn’t until the missiles closed within a predetermined distance and relit their rocket engines did the Gatling gun succeed in hitting one of them.
The other 24 adjusted their trajectory to the new position of the ship and hammered its hull, ripping apart the small ship and taking it out of the fight.
The destroyer launched another salvo of missiles as its forward engines flared, pushing it backwards and away from the approaching ships, buying a little more time before they got within their own weapons range as well as bringing the destroyer closer to the rest of the Star Force fleet.
The second salvo of missiles entered their coast phase briefly, but as they relit and angled in towards the surviving cutter, the Chinese ship launched all of its 48 missiles, just getting them out of the tubes and enroute before the Star Force missiles arrived and diminished the Chinese ship count down to 9.
The twin heavy lasers on the destroyer fired off their shots at one of the trailing corvettes, then switched their recharging power flow over to the 4 anti-missile cupolas as it prepared to defend itself against the incoming Chinese missiles. 
Meanwhile one of the nearest Star Force cutters enroute launched its own missile salvo, with the 15 warheads streaking out on a vector into the gap between the Chinese corvettes and the destroyer, entering their coast phase and disappearing from view…save for on radar, which gave Captain Voss their exact position.
He nodded distractedly, approving of the pilot’s tactic. Instead of firing at where the enemy ships were and having the missiles fly in an arc to intercept the targets, he had fired at where they would be, allowing them to travel in a more or less straight line. The captain of the Turok watched the engagement unfold as he leaned to the side towards his first officer.
“Status on the carrier?”
“Still buttoned up and thrusting hard.”
“If you get a kill shot at range, take it,” he ordered his bridge crew. The rest of his fleet ‘controllers’ were situated in their stations at the fore end of the bridge in front of him, but those stations in between housed the people flying, and soon to be fighting from, the battleship.
“Yes, sir,” the female gunner said, a sly smile worming its way onto her face. Ever since she’d been giving control of the Turok’s primary weapon she’d been itching to fire the big gun.
On the radar Voss saw the Chinese missiles start to wink out as they came within laser range, then a host of new contacts blossomed from the destroyer as it fired off its intercepts. 
On another display screen each of his fleet’s ships was lined up in virtual rows according to their tonnage. Voss tapped the touch screen image of the destroyer and it enlarged into a 3d diagram of the ship. He glanced it over, seeing no damage indicators, meaning all of the missiles had been successfully intercepted.
The Captain returned the image to its smaller form and studied the battle map, seeing that the Chinese ships weren’t decelerating or cutting thrust…meaning they intended to overshoot or ram the Star Force vessels.
“All ships,” he said aloud, the cue for the remote pilots to listen. “Maneuver around their trajectory lines…I don’t want any collisions with them or their debris.”
A slew of nods confirmed his order, but no voices responded. All of the pilots were intently focused on their screens and controls, now that the fighting had actually begun. Those not already within weapons range were trying to eek as much thrust and appropriate angles out of their ships as they could, wanting to get in position to back up the others.
As soon as the missile maelstrom abated a metallic slug shot out from the destroyer’s rail gun and tracked across the radar screen, impacting the middle corvette, then exiting out the other side at a slower, but considerable speed, traveling back towards the other Chinese warships and incidentally passing within 500 meters of the carrier, which was now beginning to launch the first of its fighters.
The Chinese corvette, elongated like the rest of their warship designs, was cored on the prominent bow and gutted along the length of the slender ship, exiting out the starboard aft quarter, cutting a line almost parallel to the ship’s hull. An atmospheric plume washed out of both holes, draining the interior sections and pulling debris out with them. The engine bank in the rear was clipped, knocking the starboard engines offline with the ship immediately curving to the right as the thrust was unbalanced.
The ship arced lazily, cutting across the path of the missile-damaged corvette, nearly clipping it but missing cleanly, though both ships were already severely damaged, but not entirely out of the fight, with the cored corvette firing off a salvo of missiles that were apparently still operational.
By this time a frigate had caught up to the Star Force destroyer and passed it by while starting to reverse thrust to decelerate and fall back into position alongside it. When the corvette’s missiles angled in towards the destroyer the Star Force frigate launched a salvo of intercepts, taking down half of the attack with the destroyer’s diminishing reserve of the effective anti-missile missiles neutralizing the rest.
Meanwhile the five escort ships surrounding the carrier suddenly diverted and headed straight for the Turok…though still some distance away. The fighters, now numbering 14 in flight with a few more still waiting to come out of the bays, split up into two groups, one of which was also heading for the Star Force battleship, but at a ponderously slow speed, pacing the capital ships.
The other group of 6 tore away in formation and caught up to the three corvettes, only one of which was still fully operational. Just before the intercept occurred, all three Chinese ships launched missiles on the destroyer simultaneously, with the fighters following behind the segmented salvo. 
The intact corvette launched all of its missiles in a long train, with a lesser number coming in two small groups from the others just before the starboard most Chinese corvette blew apart from a second missile attack from the Star Force cutter closing on the flank and breaking hard so as to not overshoot, placing itself directly in the gap between the two fleets, seemingly unafraid of the larger ships.
Invisible laser fire broke out as the destroyer and its pacing frigate began to shoot down the 284 incoming missiles, with the pair of ship’s popping intercepts a few seconds later to counter the rest while bracing for the impact of any that got through. Behind the fireworks the 6 Chinese fighters targeted the destroyer and frigate, launching their own missiles, two apiece, following the hoard.
The four that went towards the frigate were shot down by laser fire, but two managed to get through to the destroyer a handful of seconds after three other missiles hit the hull, damaging the armor plating in different locations, none of which punctured all the way through, though visible, cracked craters manifested themselves at the impact points.
When the fighters’ missiles hit, one was already damage by a few laser hits, but not enough to destroy it before impact. The trigger mechanism, however, did not fire, having been melted away, with the missile ramming and crumpling against the hull…only to be vaporized a moment later as the other one hit, detonating the 125 kiloton nuclear warhead it contained.
The rectangular cube that was the destroyer vanished from the radar screen, with the frigate flashing damage warnings along its port side, conceivably from debris impacts as a deep scowl dug its way into Voss’s forehead.
“What the hell was that?”
“Rad signature,” his first officer reported. “I think that was a nuke.”
“From where?” he insisted. All of their missiles couldn’t be carrying nukes.
“Check the fighters,” the remote pilot flying the frigate half yelled in suggestion.
Voss’s eye line darted to the Chinese fighters pacing their capital ships heading for the Turok, realizing now why they were laying back. They couldn’t fire their nukes straight on because the anti-missile systems would take them down easily…unless they overwhelmed the defenses with a convention missile attack en mass.
“All engines full reverse!” he ordered, realizing the threat they posed to his ship. They’d lost an unmanned destroyer, but he and his entire fleet’s crew were aboard the Turok. Take the battleship out and the drone ships would fall dead…at least until the Mjolnir, Orion, or Atlantis assumed control, though at that point he wouldn’t care because he’d be dead. 
“Cutters, move ahead and engage those fighters before they get within firing range. Main battery, co-op with the helm and get me a firing solution on that Chinese cruiser. I want it dead before it can launch missiles.”
“We’ll need to cancel thrust to fire, Captain,” the gunner reminded him.
“Helm, get it done, now!”
“Ten seconds,” the pilot of the lumbering battleship said as he moved the knife-like bow of the Turok up and to starboard with maneuvering engines, then thrusters, getting it within the narrow targeting window that the main rail gun could micro-adjust within. The entire assembly was designed to move within the ship over a 2.4 degree arc, meaning the helmsman had to do the primary aiming, with the gunner then fine tuning the shot. “Engines…offline. Thrusters stabilizing.”
“I have a shot,” the gunner said, her voice rising slightly as she saw the targeting reticule pass onto the hull of the largest warship the Chinese had, after their carrier.
“Fire,” Voss ordered.
“Firing!”
The star destroyer-esk battleship launched a bobsled-sized metallic slug out the 600 meter long barrel faster than the eye could see, with the projectile popping up on radar briefly as it travelled the distance between ships before hitting the port side of the cruiser at a shallow angle, but it didn’t deflect. Instead it dug into the aft quarter, carving a furrow into the side before boring all the way in and exiting through the engine bank…and yanking a chunk of the ship free in the process.
The torsion of the impact also spun the ship about, bringing the submarine-like nose around to port slowly, setting the ship aspin as it no longer had any primary engine thrust to correct with and thrusters alone wouldn’t be able to settle the ship for some time.
“Hit it again!” Voss yelled.
“Reload complete, capacitors charging.”
On the visual displays Voss saw the first missile plumes coming from the Chinese as they counterattacked the cutters zipping forward into their lines, targeting the fighters in rear with their lasers. Intercepts puffed out from the ships like a bear swatting at a bee hive as one of the fighter icons disappeared in back from the concentrated, point to point instantaneous laser fire.
A small blob of radar contact remained where the fighter had been destroyed, but the ship’s computer no longer tagged the debris as a target…either due to the breakup of the signal or because one of his crew had manually removed the tag. Either way, it was down thanks to the 6 cutters.
Another smaller rail gun slug shot out from one of the other two Star Force destroyers…this one flanking the Turok on the port side and easing ahead of it as the battleship’s backward momentum effectively moved the Star Force lines ‘forward.’ The slug hit the Chinese cruiser in the bow, tearing a monster hole in the hull, but failing to penetrate all the way through. Before Voss could figure out why it hadn’t, his gunner fired off another super-sized round.
This one hit square in the center of the ship, thanks to the spin that brought the starboard side around into plain view, making for one big lateral target. The round crumpled the ship along the vertical centerline, pulling the hull in around the impact hole and making the once straight line of a ship now look like a shallow arrow, pointing back at the carrier it was defending. 
Subsequent explosions marked the cruiser’s hull as it was bombarded by long distance laser strikes as the Turok’s gunners opened up on the nearly dead ship, wanting to make sure it couldn’t launch a last second missile strike. The heavy destroyer sitting underneath the Turok contributed a medium-sized rail gun slug of its own, along with additional laser blasts. Between the two heaviest Star Force ships in the fight, they ripped apart what was left of the cruiser while the rest of the fleet switched to other targets.
As the other four Chinese ships continued to accelerate and left the corpse of the cruiser behind, the ranges between the fleets shrank dramatically fast, bringing the enemy inside missile range only a few seconds after the Star Force ships entered theirs and launched a salvo of over 1000 missiles at the dwindling Chinese fleet. 
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The Chinese ships returned the gesture with a salvo of their own as their momentum carried them quickly towards the Star Force ships. The two groups of missiles crossed paths with only three collisions out of the 1400 involved, then travelled towards their designated targets, splitting into various groups tracking towards individual ships.
Every Star Force ship within range let loose with their point defense lasers and started picking the missiles out of the black sky while the Chinese ships attempted no defense, instead launching a continuous second salvo of missiles, emptying each box on the ships as fast as they could, sensing their impending deaths and wanting to do as much damage as possible before they died.
Intercepts began popping from the Turok and the nearby destroyers as the remaining Chinese missiles came within final defense range in a last ditch effort to get them all. Voss let his gunners handle the task while he monitored the position of the fighters approaching behind the first missile salvo, now being overtaken by the leading elements of the second, mixing them into the flow and making them easy to miss.
The speed tags on the fighters relative to the Turok were high…too high for a long engagement window. With their kinetic speeds factored in, their effective missile range was stretched out, meaning they could launch before the laser gunners had decent sized targets to shoot at. So far, however, they hadn’t fired a missile, according to Voss’s keen eye, meaning they were waiting for what they thought would be the opportune moment.
With his left hand the Captain toggled the orders panel and tagged the 6 corvettes mixed in between and around his larger capital ships. He typed out a quick message using the shorthand commands preprogrammed into the panel then submitted the batch orders…which went directly to the consoles of the remote pilots just a few meters ahead of him on the bridge.
He could have shouted out the orders, but with things becoming so intense and chaotic, some things were best left on the quiet side. 
With his eyes still on the approaching fighters behind the missile storm, he noticed that all six corvettes immediately began to move backwards as they began gathering speed to intercept the Chinese warships that were soon going to overshoot their lines. Even if they’d wanted to, their ships had gathered so much momentum that even a linear flip and full engine thrust couldn’t have bled off a tenth of their speed before crossing.
Voss hit another button and the trajectory tracks for each ship appeared. Several of the Chinese ships were going to pass close to the Turok, but none were actually going to collide, assuming they didn’t change course…with every passing moment making that more unlikely as mathematical uncertainty diminished. The rest of his fleet’s ships also appeared to be clear of potential collisions, which meant the primary threat now was the nukes and the conventional missiles.
Voss continued to watch the fighters, his hand held over the tagging button in anticipation. 
There! he thought, seeing a radar image appear to come out of the blip that was one of the fighters. Pushing the primary target button and tapping the icon on the touch screen, the battleship’s targeting system immediately highlighted the location on every gunner’s screen.
A few seconds later the nuke disappeared, hit by several pinpoint laser strikes…but more began launching and Voss hastily tagged as many as he could, with his 1st officer grabbing the rest. The next set of intercepts launched were all cued for the fighters’ missiles, with the rest of the convention ones nearly being ignored. Some of them got through to the Turok’s hull, but barely damaged its thick armor. It was the nukes that were the real threat, and the tradeoff was absolutely necessary, as every gunner knew.
Suddenly the hulks of the three Chinese destroyers and frigate passed by the outer cameras on the battleship in a blink of an eye, with the dead cruiser drifting by moments later. Voss took a moment to get his bearings…everything had happened too fast.
“No nukes hit,” his 1st officer reported. 
“Where are the rest of the fighters?” he asked while searching the displays himself.
“Past us now…wait! Four more alongside the carrier.”
Voss’s eyes moved back to the massive ship and almost missed it, because it was nearly on top of them. Just ahead of it the fighters launched their missiles.
Voss punched his buttons hard, tagging the nukes, but he needn’t had bothered. With the conventional missile storm already having abated every gunner on the ship was free to scan the area and picked up on the launches the moment he did. Every one was shot down, as well as the fighters, but the carrier got by with only a few small hull punctures due to laser impacts.
“Corvettes, get after it!” Voss ordered aloud. “How many cutters are operational?”
Over the din he heard the shouts of 3 of the cutter pilots, though all seven were still showing on his control board, the rest with varying degrees of damage.
“Get moving, best speed to intercept. I don’t want anything getting away, not even the debris until we’re sure it’s completely dead. There could still be live weapons even if the ships are immobile.”
“It’s going to take time,” the helmsman pointed out. “You want us following them?”
Voss glanced at his control boards, finding the long range map. 
“No, take us here,” he said, tagging an orbital facility. “The destroyers and frigates come with us. The rest keep after the carrier. Drop a marker beacon for our damaged ships and destroyer debris, then get us moving…and get me a comm channel to the Orion and Mjolnir.”
  
It took a long time for the corvettes to match speed with the Chinese carrier, then there was the matter of eating up the distance in between without overshooting themselves. As they patiently pursued, the lighter cutters began to catch up, but they were also a great distance behind, with the navigational calculations suggesting the corvettes would catch up first if the carrier didn’t add any more thrust into the mix.
It didn’t, which was odd to Voss. Either the ship had expended all of its fuel or it didn’t think that it could escape the pursuit…which it couldn’t, but if you were going to be killed wouldn’t you want to stretch out your remaining time left?
The Turok’s captain got his answer just before the first of the corvettes came within weapons range in the form of a text transmission from the carrier, in English, signaling their surrender.
Voss raised an eyebrow. “Reopen the comm line to the Orion.”
A few moments later Captain Minsk’s face appeared on Voss’s communication screen. “Yes, Captain?”
“Is Paul still there? I need a quick answer.”
“I’m here,” the Archon replied, appearing behind Minsk on the screen. The captain moved aside to give him his seat.
“We just received a transmission from the carrier, signaling their surrender,” Voss reported. “What are your orders?”
“Accept. I’ll get a cargo ship with security on an intercept course. Request they slow down with whatever fuel they have left.”
“You’re sending one of our ships to pick them up?” Voss asked. His prior orders had been to have the Chinese civilian fleet pick up their own people.
“I don’t want to wait for them,” Paul said resolutely. “I want that ship disposed of as soon as possible.”
“Define ‘disposed of.’”
Paul chewed on his lower lip as he thought. “No need to make another mess of debris. I think we’ve done enough of that to send the proper message. I’ll send a recovery crew to bring it into one of our shipyards for dismantling.”
“So we just have to babysit and wait for reinforcements?” Voss asked, wanting to clarify.
“Pretty much. Three ships should do it,” he answered, guessing to the Captain’s line of thought. “We’ll give you a reprised target list later, depending on how we plan to proceed. Until then, redeploy what you need for the shipyard and scatter the rest in standard patrol routes.”
“And the Mjolnir?”
“Split deployments. We shouldn’t need a combined force again for some time.”
“Yes, sir,” Voss acknowledged with a satisfied nod. “Then I’m guessing Harper will be wanting his ships back.”
“Take what you need, then reshuffle the rest. You’ve got mission priority,” Paul ordered just before disappearing from the screen.
Voss leaned back in his chair, studying his navigational, ship, and radar screens, getting a feel for the position of everything in orbit. With the Chinese military fleet now out of the picture one might have thought that they had the situation under control, but Voss knew better. The Chinese civilian fleet was still running dark, and with their nuclear arsenal all it would take was one missile launch out of a retrofitted cargo bay to destroy one of their orbital facilities. 
As it was, Star Force engineers were equipping them with light defense packages, suitable for shooting down a handful of missiles or running off any unarmed ship attempting to board, but there were so many Star Force stations now that it was going to take more than a year to get to them all, meaning they were still vulnerable should China wish to continue pushing the conflict.
He expected that hunting orders for the civilian ships would be coming down soon, but for the moment the Chinese shipyard responsible for making all their warships was their sole target…along with the partially completed ships housed within its berths.
This wasn’t going to be a simple ‘shoot and destroy’ mission…his orders involved co-oping with a boarding party that was already enroute, with the backup plan being a naval bombardment of the facility if the capture of the station became unfeasible. Also, some of the partial ships could have active weapon systems onboard, which Voss would have to find and disable before the SR could close to deliver the boarding party.
“Get me all recent surveillance on and around the shipyard,” Voss ordered. “And stay on your toes…with nukes in play one sneak shot will be all it takes to cause us a world of hurt.”
  
When Paul switched off the comm from Captain Voss the feed immediately switched to Greg’s face, who’d been waiting throughout most of the conversation. “What’s up?”
“Confab with Davis. Where are we at with the Chinese civilian fleet?”
“They’re still running dark. Until they show themselves again they’re a threat, especially with the Chinese using nukes…and even if they play nice, I want every ship that delivered troops to Luna seized.”
“So we’re not kicking them back dirtside?” Greg asked.
“Personally, I can go either way with that, but if we do it’s going to involve a lot more work up here.”
“I hear that, but we really need to make sure they feel the pain on this one. I doubt they really care about losing a few ships and people, so the penalties need to affect the government.”
“No weapons, for starters.”
“No Lunar territories either, now or in the future. Same goes for other territory?”
Paul hesitated. “Through us, no. On their own…I don’t know. Work it out with Davis. Just let him know that if we let them pursue civilian colonization I’m keeping them on a very short leash up here. He can decide where we tether it.”
“That’s what I needed to know,” Greg said. “Have we got their carrier yet?”
“It just surrendered.”
“Surrendered? Really. That’s a change.”
“They were about to get blown to bits with nothing to shoot back with…not all that surprising.”
“True,” Greg conceded. “We have a clean slate then?”
Paul nodded. “All known military assets have been neutralized, and I’ve got the Turok headed in to deal with the shipyard that made them. Unless they’ve got some trick up their sleeve, or someone else wants to jump in the fight, things should be deescalating pretty soon.”
“And cue the political reprisals,” Greg added dramatically. 
“That’s Davis’s problem,” Paul gladly deferred. He didn’t have the patience required to deal with their stupidity short of physical contact.
“I’ll get him up to speed and an update back to you within an hour or two,” Greg promised.
“Sounds good. Enjoy the real gravity down there. I’ll be back to kicking your butt on the track in a few weeks. Make the most of the advantage while you’ve got it,” Paul prodded.
“We’ll see,” Greg said, wryly smiling as he signed off.
“What’s the difference?” Minsk asked as Paul returned his seat to him.
“With what?”
“The gravity,” the Captain said.
Paul did a double take. “Are you serious?”
“Yes.”
“Wow,” Paul said, trying to figure out how to explain it. “How long has it been since you were planetside?”
“A little over two years.”
“After this mess is over, take a week’s leave and head down to Atlantis. Your body will explain better than I can.”
“I think I’ll take you up on that,” Minsk said, curious. The Orion had become his home, and now that Paul had mentioned it, he wondered how much of a difference there really was between AG and the real thing.
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March 28, 2060
  
A salvo of defensive missiles leapt out from a small launcher attached to the Chinese shipyard towards the lone Star Force destroyer encroaching on its perimeter, but the anti-laser systems ate them up before they even got within intercept launch range. Another salvo followed with similar results, then a large laser shot from the destroyer melted/exploded the base of the launcher, disconnecting the missile box from its power and control lines. The few missiles left inside ceased to be a threat as they floated away from the station, twisting around in a chaotic list. 
The destroyer continued to move in towards the octagonal station, coming into range of another launcher and quickly dispatching it as well. The center of the zero gravity station was a large block, with eight berths radiating out from the sides. Unlike a more traditional construction ‘slip’ the berths were entirely self contained and pressurized, allowing the workers a shirtsleeve environment to construct the gigantic ships. Six of the berths were closed, but two were open to space with nearly complete warships showing, docked via umbilicals so workers could continue the internal construction.
From one of those two a small stream of bullets flew out towards the destroyer as it made a close flyby over top. The small Gatling gun was designed for anti-missile work, but apparently whoever was inside the docked ship decided to try and poke a few holes in the attacking destroyer. Most of the rounds simply deflected off the Herculium armor, though a few did manage to put a few scratches on it.
The small gun quickly blew apart from a pinpoint laser strike, ending the brief and wholly one-sided space battle. The missile boxes on the Chinese frigate were unloaded, and the nearby destroyer had no operational weapon systems. Both ships were forced to sit in their berths, exposed to space, but powerless to do anything about the Star Force destroyer making a long loop around the station, searching for any more hidden weapon systems or surprises.
Several hundred kilometers away sat an SR with the boarding party, as well as two cargo ships full of support personnel and security. Once the destroyer signaled that the station was disarmed Voss ordered the ships in to take possession of the shipyard.
Meanwhile, the Turok and the other larger Star Force ships in Voss’s small armada were still several hours away, enroute after rendezvousing with a refueling ship. The destroyer they’d sent on ahead had been almost fully fueled at the time of the battle, while the other ships had had to travel longer distances to get there, eating through their massive reserves of liquid hydrogen. 
The refueling ship was a converted Leo, with the cargo bays having been retrofitted into holding tanks. During mid flight…which in space was the same as standing still…it had connected to the Turok and other ships in turn via a long, flexible umbilical into their shielded refueling ports after the armor slabs slid out and away to expose the connections. 
The battleship had three such ports on the starboard side, and the refueler connected to all three simultaneously, two with liquid hydrogen lines, the other with liquid oxygen. Most of the tanker’s supply was hydrogen, given that that was what the plasma engines on all of Star Force’s ships used to create the plasma. Heavier elements were used in the competition’s engines, but none could match the thrust or efficiency levels of the Star Force designs.
The reason for using hydrogen only was twofold. First, hydrogen was the most abundant element in the known universe. Second, Star Force engine design ‘efficiency’ was laughable compared to the most primitive designs recovered from the V’kit’no’sat pyramid in Antarctica. Most of the technology in the database was so far above the engineers’ heads that Davis had told them to focus on one thing and try and push that single technological vector as far up the rankings as they could, hoping to break through to enough discoveries that would allow them to begin to ‘mine’ the scientific knowledge that they’d stumbled upon. 
That single vector, as far as engine designs were concerned, was hydrogen-based plasma engines. 
In addition, the electrical power that ran the starships was produced by fuel cell engines that also ran off of liquid hydrogen combined with the liquid oxygen, producing water as a byproduct. That excess water was then returned to the refueler, which would carry it back to either a storage depot or one of the fuel production facilities in orbit that collected solar energy and stored it in the form of hydrogen and oxygen, using the immediate electric current collected to execute hydrolysis on the water, splitting it apart into its constituent hydrogen and oxygen atoms. 
All Star Force technology operated off of this simple process, eschewing nuclear reactors in favor of continuously upgrading the fuel cell technology until Star Force could master the more basic power generating systems noted in the pyramid database, the closest of which involved using metallic hydrogen…something that Star Force had only recently been able to create in minute quantities for a brief period of time. The pressures required were immense, something only naturally seen within stars and larger planets, such as Jupiter and Saturn.
Which meant that for the time being Star Force was going to have to make do with the simple technologies at its disposal, though fortunately those were far more advanced than their competition had access to. 
The SR and cargo ships thrusted their way in towards the shipyard with controlled bursts from their plasma engines, breaking with the same as they neared, then maneuvering about with thrusters based on the same design. The SR deployed shuttles to dock with the station, delivering their boarding parties led by Jason and Alpha team, which quickly began spreading out and neutralizing all of the shipyard’s work crew.
  
Nathan Hampton was sitting strapped into his zero gravity work chair when the alarm sounded, bolting him out of his thought-induced coma staring at the technical specifications for the next generation of warship Solaris Industries was planning to build for the Chinese. He and the other Solaris personnel on the station were hired contractors, borrowing construction berth space in a contract arrangement designed to save the nation a considerable amount of currency on their purchases…and to give the Chinese total oversight on the project.
“What is that?” one of the other Solaris engineers asked.
“I don’t know,” Nathan said, unstrapping and floating up until he grabbed one of the handholds on the low ceiling. He hand-walked over to the open doorway leading out into the hall and poked his head out, seeing several other people doing the same and conversing in a smattering of Chinese he couldn’t fully understand. His knowledge of the language was workable, but he was by no means fluent enough to pick apart multiple conversations overlapping on top of one another.
“Something’s up for sure,” he said, ducking back inside along with the other two Solaris engineers on station in the small design room. Most of their staff was located in the fabrication areas, leaving no one nearby to fill them in on what was going on.
“What can we do other than sit it out?” Ric asked, seeming not to worry.
“And if it’s a hull breach? Nathan pointed out.
“If it was a hull breach,” he countered, “we’d either be dead or in a secure…”
A scream from outside cut him off, with Nathan bouncing off the ceiling as he reflexively turned his head towards the sound and sent his body twisting erratically. He grabbed hold of another edge and righted himself as more screams and small puffs were audible from outside.
One Chinese man floated past the door in a hurry, followed by two more scrambling to get down the zero g hallway away from something. A few moments later a large white-armored figure passed by the doorway, apparently in pursuit.
Nathan and the others shrank back into the room as far as they could go, with Ric hiding behind one of the chairs. None of them said a word, willing themselves to sink into the walls.
Suddenly the entryway filled with a smaller, yet equally terrifying red-armored soldier hoisting a rifle. It shot Ric in the head as he panickly jumped across the room trying to run to who knew where. There was only one entry/exit and the soldier was blocking it.
The other engineer went down next, leaving Nathan just enough time to blurt out a few words.
“Wait! We’re not Chinese, we’re Solaris…” he shouted, but the red soldier didn’t care and shot him in the chest. 
Nathan’s vision went blurry and he felt a sense of disconnection from his body a moment before a second caused him to black out completely.
  
With a violent twitch Nathan banged his head on a very solid floor as he woke, sending waves of pain throughout his body. 
“Ouch,” he moaned, finding his head pounding from more than the bump. He instinctively tried to sit up and felt a pair of hands come in to assist, pushing against his back.
“Easy,” someone said as Nathan blinked away his sleep-induced haze. He raised a heavy arm and rubbed away at his eyes, belatedly realizing why he felt so heavy…gravity.
“Where am I?” he asked, seeing a few familiar faces standing/sitting around him, with a host of Chinese filling the rest of the large room.
“Some kind of holding cell,” Ric said from his left. 
“We’re guessing Star Force, but nobody knows for sure,” Karen added from behind, connected to the hands holding his back up. Nathan’s body was not liking the transition back to gravity after spending so many months on the zero g shipyard…that and he was both hungry and insanely thirsty.
“Holding cell?” he repeated. “We’re not military!”
“Try telling that to him,” Ric said, pointing across his chest to the far end of the room.
“Who?” Nathan asked when he didn’t notice anyone in particular.
“Big guy, just outside that door with a sword. Not much of a conversationalist.”
“One of the Chinese started arguing with him,” Karen said, “and he knocked him out with one whack. I don’t think the man’s woken up yet.”
Nathan felt around his chest for bullet holes, but found nothing other than a slightly squishy chest and dried paint. “What did they shoot me with?” he asked, noticing the others also had paint  marks on their uniforms.
“Some kind of non-lethal weapon,” Ric guessed as Karen handed him a small bottle of water. 
“They’re paintballs,” another engineer added. “I saw Mandy get shot before they hit me.”
“Do paintballs usually knock you unconscious?” Nathan asked, half serious as he guzzled the bottle. He’d never had any experience with the toys.
“No, they don’t. Something must have been added to them.”
“At least they took us prisoner,” Karen pointed out. “I’d much rather get hit with paint than bullets.”
“Point taken,” Nathan agreed. “What are they going to do with us?”
“They haven’t said yet,” Ric answered. “At least not since I woke up.”
Nathan got his feet underneath him and struggled to stand up. The gravity felt like 5 times Earth norm. 
“Take it slow,” Karen suggested, handing him some type of energy bar.
“We’re still in space,” Nathan said, noticing the slight curve to the floor as he bit into the bar. He could have sworn they were back on Earth. 
“Brilliant deduction, Sherlock.”
Nathan glared at Ric. “Ship or station?”
“Take your best guess,” the engineer said as the small door on the far side of the room opened.
“Somebody’s coming,” Karen said, pointing through the wall of bodies now standing up en mass to get a better view. Suddenly there was some sort of scuffle near the door, but after several loud thumps it stopped and the Chinese workers scurried back from the man walking across the hold, revealing three downed and apparently injured men behind him on the floor while a giant of a man stood guard at the door, dressed from the neck down in white armor.
“He’s coming over here,” Ric pointed out, standing up from his sitting position against the wall. The man walked towards them calmly, wearing a white Star Force uniform, similar in design to what Nathan had seen before in promos, but never one in this color.
As he came closer Nathan realized that he was about the same height and probably a few kilograms lighter…a stark contrast to the guard at the door.
“Solaris?” the man asked, coming to a halt in front of the small group.
“Yes,” Karen answered, timidly, though it was a superficial question. All of them were wearing the company uniform.
“Come with me,” the man said, turning about and heading back to the door.
Nathan exchanged a ‘you don’t have to tell me twice’ look with Ric as both scrambled to catch up. 
As they approached the door the guard stepped further in and pointed a thick finger towards the surrounding Chinese. 
“Back!” he ordered, grabbing the hilt of his round sword with his other hand. 
The prisoners took heed to his warning and stepped back, allowing the man and the Solaris prisoners to pass through without incident.
Nathan followed the group of 18 out of what appeared to be a cargo bay and into the bright white lights of a ship’s interior. They made their way quietly through the corridors until they came to a zero g transition point, with Nathan’s body relishing the relief from the pressure as he floated through the small opening at the center of the spinning disc and down a connecting tunnel to more corridors, save for these had handholds to move around with.
The man stopped short of an open airlock and gestured with a hand palm up for the others to halt and listen. When they had all caught up he nodded to a second man that had been quietly trailing the group, apparently to insure that no one tried to run off, dismissing him.
“Through this umbilical is a Solaris starship that we’ve allowed to come pick you up. Given that you were not actively engaged in the in the war we’ve agreed to let you go, but you will not be returning to the Chinese shipyard. It has been seized by Star Force, along with all the warships contained within. China has been slapped with disarmament protocols, forbidding them to build, own, or operate any weapon systems above Earth’s atmosphere. If Solaris continues to do business with the Chinese, you will be held accountable to this ban as well.”
Liam pointed into the umbilical connecting ship to ship. “Go.”
Eager to get away, the first of the Solaris personnel pulled their way forward via the ceiling holds and ducked into the umbilical, scooting across to a corporate rep ‘standing’ on the other side of the connection along with several other recovery personnel. They counted, cataloged, and assessed the physical health of each prisoner being returned in precise fashion, making sure that Star Force didn’t hold any back. 
As Nathan progressed up the line towards the umbilical he couldn’t help his curiosity and pulled aside just before he got to the man letting them go. “What war are you talking about?”
Liam starred him down for a moment, then realized that word of the fighting might not have been as widespread as he assumed it would be, especially for engineers working in a foreign facility.
“Your employers launched an attack on our Lunar zones,” Liam said as two others engineers lingered behind to hear his answer. “We neutralized them and their fleet, then we came to take the station that built the warships. All caught up?” he said with a trace of anger.
Nathan swallowed hard, realizing that they’d been caught up in a mess without even knowing about it…and also realizing how fortunate they were that Star Force was letting them go.
“We didn’t know,” he said apologetically as the other two engineers scurried ahead, wanting to get off the ship as soon as possible. 
“I suggest you find some new customers,” Liam said, pulling him forward by the collar and pushing him into the umbilical, but holding him at the entrance for one last word of advice, whispered into his ear.
“If I were you, I wouldn’t accept any more contractor assignments.”
Nathan looked over at the man’s chiseled face, mere inches away. “I think you’re right about that.”
Liam stared back expressionless and shoved the man down the umbilical with decent accuracy, delivering him to the other side without bouncing him off any of the walls. He closed their side of the airlock, undoing the double door override and sealing off the ship from the Solaris personnel.
Nathan caught himself on the other end, with the female Solaris rep pulling him inside and into the hands of a medic while another employee shut their side of the connection. Nathan felt a considerable amount of relief when the door closed and the umbilical retracted back into the other ship.
“Are you alright?” the medic asked, looking at his flushed face. “Did they hurt you?”
“Just my pride,” Nathan admitted, holding a hand to his head. The transition back into zero g had left him with a headache. He looked over at the rep. “Why weren’t we pulled out when the fighting started? Or at least warned?”
“I don’t have an answer to that,” she said honestly. “I’m just here to make sure you were all returned safe and sound.”
“You’re the last one,” the head counter said from behind the rep. “238/238.”
“Then we’re done here,” the rep said with finality, floating past Nathan. 
“Come with me,” the medic insisted, leading him back into the ship to an analysis and treatment area. “Even if you’re alright, we have to do a standard physical on everyone.” 
“Ok,” Nathan said as his mind wandered. As he pulled his way across handhold after handhold he got the distinct feeling that he’d dodged a bullet and was happy to just be alive. 
Several meters down the hall that ran along the edge of the Solaris-manufactured starship he crossed by a small window, pausing to look outside as the Star Force Jaguar-class cargo ship pulled away underneath them, with the gravity disc already having passed by. He waited and watched as the cargo compartments transitioned through to the engine banks and marveled at the sheer size and power the ship possessed…far above and beyond anything Solaris could presently manufacture.
“We need to move,” the medic urged after giving him a long moment to reflect.
Nathan nodded and pried himself away from the window, making a silent resolution to resubmit his engineering application to Star Force. 
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April 6, 2060
  
“I’d heard you’d arrived in the city,” Davis said from behind his desk as a man walked up into his panoramic office, “without the typical fanfare. I take it you’re here on clandestine business.”
“Clandestine…interesting word choice,” President Jamison noted as he walked up and stood behind one of Davis’s guest chairs, placing his hands on the shoulder rest. “I felt it best if we talked face to face without making a political scene.”
“What do you want?” Davis asked the US President amicably, but with a hint of disinterest.
“To be of assistance in ending this conflict,” Jamison said bluntly.
“How do you figure you can do that?” Davis asked, putting down his touch pen and leaning back in his chair to listen to the American’s proposal.
“The Chinese are a proud people. They don’t take defeat well.”
“I think you’re confusing me with someone who cares,” Davis replied icily.
Jamison conceded the point with a nod. “I can understand that, and given what they’ve done I privately agree with your sentiment, but the situation still remains that you’re in a de facto state of war with China, and they’re not inclined to publically surrender. I’m offering to arbitrate an armistice agreement, behind the scenes, to put this to an end.”
“We are in a state of war with China,” Davis corrected him, “and have been ever since they attacked and killed my people on Luna. And whether they choose to surrender or not, this conflict will be coming to an end shortly.”
“I heard you’re seizing their civilian ships now?”
“They’re still running without active transponders, making them a menace to navigation. Until they choose to turn them back on we’ll keep taking their ships until we’ve eliminated the threat.”
“And if they did turn them back on?” Jamison hinted.
“They will still suffer a permanent ban from all Star Force related activities, and must voluntarily comply with full disarmament…not that we’ve left them with anything to shoot at us with, but we’re not going to let them rearm, even for defensive purposes.”
“So…you’re still open to letting them retain orbital installations and ships?”
“If they comply with disarmament, yes.”
“And if they don’t?”
Davis stared him in the eye. “We kick them back dirtside, permanently,” he said, borrowing the metaphor from Greg.
“That could cause more political trouble than it’s worth,” Jamison warned.
“What’s the worst they can do? Start a war? They already did that and got their asses kicked, so what exactly are you so afraid of?”
Jamison took the criticism without so much as a twitch. “You defeated them in space. That’s not the same as a surface war…and I needn’t remind you that mainland China isn’t that far away from Atlantis.”
“Appeasement encourages wars, Mr. Jamison. The Chinese are going to be held accountable for their actions regardless of how big a fit they throw over it. And don’t concern yourself with Atlantis’s safety, we’re prepared to defense ourselves from a naval or air attack.”
The President raised an eyebrow at that caveat. He hadn’t been aware that the city was also armed…and by the Star Force standards recently displayed in orbit he doubted that Davis’s definition of ‘prepared’ was anything less than considerable firepower. 
“None the less, we have to live with the Chinese down here. Do what you think you have to with regards to them, but if the U.S. is in a position to…alleviate some of the conflict, we’re prepared to do so.”
“I take it you’ve already spoken to them?”
“Discussions only. Our current policy is to not get involved unless our assets, or those of our allies, become targets.”
“And the so called ‘pirate attacks’ don’t qualify?”
“As long as Star Force was doing the fighting for us, it was better to take a seat and watch how things played out.”
“An honest answer, I’ll give you that,” Davis offered. “Now you want in on the politics post conflict, after we saved you from potentially having to fight World War 3.”
“That point has been brought to my attention,” the President noted gratefully, finally sitting down in the chair he’d been holding onto. “Let us help repay the favor now.”
“You’ve obviously got an idea…let’s hear it.”
“Allow them to stay in the game, otherwise they’ll try to disrupt it for the rest of us. You’ve already stated that they can retain their space interests if they concede disarmament. Does that go for their Lunar territories…not the ones they leased, but the ones they owned?”
“No,” Davis said flatly. “Their attacks forfeited those territories, along with all future allotments.”
“Some would argue that Star Force doesn’t have the authority to strip China of territorial holdings.”
“Out of curiosity only, mind telling me who does?”
“The international community, through the UN.”
“If a nation is subservient to the international community, then there is no longer any concept of national sovereignty,” Davis argued.
Jamison smiled. “A fair point, that.”
“Also, Star Force doesn’t answer to the international community, or the UN, of which China is a founding member and holds veto power, so no resolution to punish them would ever see daylight there.”
“So we’re left with what then, if there is no law. Rule of the jungle?”
 “Star Force represents civilization, not the jungle,” Davis lectured. “And at the end of the day, the law is nothing more than ink on paper. It’s those who have the means that dictate the course of history.”
“You’re dating yourself with that analogy, you know.”
“Perhaps,” Davis admitted, losing a touch of his animosity.
“And you intend to dictate the course of events by making an example out of the Chinese?”
“Their fate may serve as an example to others, but we are not inflicting any punishment that they don’t deserve. They brought this on themselves and we’re not going to let them wiggle out of it.”
“And if the international community decides otherwise?”
“Then we’re back to the point of my not caring.”
Jamison leaned back in his chair, obviously relieved. “That’s what I was hoping to hear from you.”
Now it was Davis that raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”
“China needs a political beatdown, but no nation is in a position to do so without potentially starting a much bigger war. You’re in a slightly different position, not having any real presence on the surface. You beat the Chinese militarily in space…and yet down here people look at it like it’s one big game. From a sociopolitical standpoint space has become a separate entity, with events up there not automatically triggering a response down here.”
“And you’d like to maintain that separation by allowing the Chinese a foothold up there?” Davis surmised. 
“Not a gimme. That too would send the wrong signal. But if they had to sacrifice a great deal to stay in the game, then yes, I think letting them maintain that foothold would stabilize the political situation greatly.”
“And you think you can get them to accept terms?”
“I think they’ll be more applicable to a neutral party than to dealing with you directly…especially since you kicked out their diplomatic delegation, apparently never to return?”
“I did.”
“That’s what I like about you. I envy your ability to make decisions with such finality. As President I can’t do that. Everything is fluid with regards to the future, so we have to keep our options open as much as possible. The Chinese know that and have been kicking us under the table with it for decades. You seem to have them pegged down, and we’d like to contribute to the effort, while maintaining public deniability.”
“Have you discussed terms with them?”
“We broached the issue.”
“And?”
“They want their ships back.”
Davis shook his head firmly. “Not happening.”
“What about the rest of their civilian fleet that you haven’t captured yet?”
“If they turn their transponders back on before we get to them, they can keep them…save for the ships that participated in the attack on Luna by ferrying troops down to the surface via dropship. There are still two that we haven’t caught up with. Those must be turned over to us.”
“As penalty for their participation in the invasion,” Jamison thought aloud. “Fair enough…and with you scooping up more and more as time goes on there’s pressure on them to make a quick decision. I think we can work with that. Is your intention to deny them access to the Moon forever? What if they purchased or leased territory from another nation?”
Davis considered that for a moment, with his eyes glassing over as he thought. “Are you considering offering them some of yours?”
“No, but it’s possible that others might, so I’m asking now to avoid a future confrontation.”
“I’ll say no to purchases, but we’ll consider leases to be the private business of the territorial owners…and will hold them accountable for anything the Chinese do under their watch, but no military assets will be allowed, and no Chinese personnel will be allowed into Star Force leased zones, regardless of the other nations leasing them.”
“Workable. What about Mars, if and when you get there?”
“China is banned from all Star Force business, which includes territorial allotments. However, I won’t expand the ban on purchasing territory from other nations past Luna. That’s where their invasion occurred, and that penalty will only apply there.”
“What if they land on Mars first? Claim territorial rights as we did, or as far as you’re counting them. We never made an official claim.”
“They won’t get there first,” Davis said dismissively.
“So you are planning another expansion, and soon?”
“Soon enough…and no, they can’t hitch a ride there with someone else to plant a flag.”
“That’s one caveat I hadn’t considered. I could see them pulling something like that. If they do accept having to buy territory, we could see them forming an alliance or coalition with other nations to exert their space based power in the future…even militarily if they use puppet nations?” Jamison asked with a glance at Davis.
“Name changes won’t fly, but if they want to ‘borrow’ another nation’s military assets, then we’re going to hold that nation responsible. They’re not going to be able to cheat their way around the ban.”
“Name changes?”
“Say a province of China suddenly gains its independence and starts building a space-based military…or a governmental coup claiming that the old regime is gone and the ban only applied to them.”
“What if there was a legitimate breakup, like Baja seceding from Mexico? Would you still apply the ban to the original geographic boundaries?”
“If it’s a true breakaway, we might offer a penance agreement to recover some, potentially all privileges and status. If it’s a breakup, then all the pieces will retain the same ban…and a coup is little more than a name change. Same country, same ban.”
“No wiggle room. I like it,” Jamison said approvingly. “Now that we’ve got that covered, I hear you’ve taken some Chinese troops prisoner, along with the inhabitants of their territorial zones on Luna? What do you plan to do with them?”
“Actually, we captured more than 90% of their troops and are in the process of moving them down to lower orbit, or perhaps here. We don’t have prison facilities, so I’d planned on letting them go at some point. There’s nothing to be gained by us hanging onto them.”
“Generous of you. If you like, we can arrange to transfer them back to China?”
“That would be helpful…after China agrees to terms.”
“I think they will. Their plans backfired on them, and I think they want a way out without completely losing face. Give them a road ahead, no matter how narrow, and they’ll jump on it…all the while planning to stab you in the back later on.”
“I expect nothing less,” Davis confirmed. “And make sure they understand that this is their last chance. Any future misbehavior and we ban them from all space travel.”
“I’ll underscore that point. How well they’ll listen is anyone’s guess…but now at least they know you’re not going to be a pushover. I think that will give them pause enough to play things safe for a while. Regardless, we’ve got your back if things go south again, though at this point it looks like you don’t need our help militarily.”
“I suppose you’re also interested in acquiring the Chinese facilities we captured for a moderate price?”
Jamison hesitated, clearly caught by surprise. “I wasn’t going to mention it, but yes we are, if you’re selling.”
Davis finally cracked an ironic smile. “The Russians made a similar inquiry yesterday.”
“And your answer was?”
“We’re open to the idea, but no promises.”
“First things first?” the President guessed.
“Something like that. Have your ambassador inquire after the Chinese are dealt with.”
“If it’s alright with you, I’d like to establish a more direct communications link between the White House and Atlantis, so that we could discuss matters in person rather than having to go through the State Department.”
Davis extended his hand across his desk. “Done.”
Jamison accepted the gesture. “I think we’re on the same page now.”
“We are,” Davis confirmed, releasing the man’s firm grip. “Glad to have the help.”
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April 18, 2060
  
The first of the dropships landed on the runway at the Star Force spaceport in Phoenix, Arizona, touching down at considerable speed but making contact with the ground smoothly before slowly bleeding off speed down the long runway. By the time it had passed General Akerson and was about to pull a u-turn off to the left and circle back on an auxiliary taxiway that paralleled the main track, a second dropship became visible on the other end, dropping from the sky to deliver more of the Chinese prisoners into American military hands.
More and more dropships came down in precision intervals and eventually made their way to a closed down terminal where Akerson and his troops were waiting for the handover. The General and his senior staff were standing on the observation platform, watching the landings when the first gangway connection began spilling out people one level below. Several Star Force personnel were the first ones out, followed by a line of handcuffed prisoners dressed in an assortment of civilian clothes.
One of the Star Force reps was directed up the stairs to the open air platform by an American officer on the deck, and soon the thin man was standing before Akerson.
“General,” he greeted with a nod and a data chip. “Here’s the head count.”
“And you are?” Akerson asked as one of his subordinates stepped forward and took the chip.
“Greg.”
“Just Greg?” 
“Greg-073,” the trailblazer clarified.
“What’s that, a Star Force service number?” he asked, curious to see what Star Force’s idea of a military really was.
“Something like that,” Greg answered.
The Major standing to Akerson’s left frowned as he stared at the man, then his eyes widened. “You’re an Archon?”
Greg turned his head and stared at the man for a long second. “Kudos to your intelligence service. I didn’t think word would get around this fast.”
“Apparently not fast enough,” Akerson said, a bit miffed. “What are you talking about?” 
“Sorry, sir. There was a report from civilian survivors of the Lunar attack that there were some sort of super-soldiers that had saved them from the Chinese. One of them dropped the name Archon, but we haven’t gotten any confirmation past that.”
“Then let me save you some time,” Greg offered. “The Archons are Star Force’s military commanders. When the Chinese overwhelmed out security forces we went in and repelled them personally, myself included. And I am more than happy to get this scum off our hands,” he said, referring to the prisoners that were being corralled into groups waiting for processing before being led out of the building under guard to waiting buses that would ferry them off into the city, and from there to wherever the Americans had planned for their eventual trip back to China.
Akerson sized the shorter man up. He guessed he weighed about 175 lbs and stood just over 6 foot tall, but his build was deceptively small. Underneath the man’s red striped white uniform he could see several pressure points that indicated a muscular physique without the bulk of a body builder…and based on the way he leapt up the stairs the General imagined his speed was abnormally high, but super-soldier was stretching it. He doubted the man was anything more than a special forces caliber soldier, and nothing the Army’s own Delta Force couldn’t handle.
“That’s what we’re here for,” Akerson said. “Tell me, how bad was the fighting up there? We haven’t heard much, but it looks like the Chinese hit you pretty hard.”
“It was a serious attempt to seize the moon, and a lot of people were killed in the first few hours,” Greg explained, “Star Force personnel and tourists. They did a lot of damage until we got there, then it took a while to push them back. All of it was indoors, so I’m not sure how high that rates on your scale of heavy action.”
“How many did you lose?”
“4,219 dead, counting tourists.”
“That’s worse than I heard,” the General admitted. “How many from your unit?”
“None.”
“None?” Akerson asked, not believing it. 
“No Archons died in the fighting,” Greg clarified, “but we did lose a lot of security personnel.”
“Forgive me for being curious, but when you say you were in the fighting, do you mean personally, hand to hand, or leading the fight from a command post?”
“Hand to hand.”
Akerson eyed him again. “You must be a lot stronger than you look, son.”
“I am,” Greg said evenly. 
The General’s throat caught for a moment, unsure what to say. “How many of you are there?”
“Several hundred,” Greg answered without giving specifics. “Are you going to have enough cars for all of them, or do we need to establish a holding area?”
“The buses will run a continuous circuit until all the prisoners are relocated. We were told to expect 8,000. Is that number accurate?”
“8,507…including the nonmilitary personnel from their Lunar cities.”
“We shouldn’t have a problem then. Tell me, how did you manage to take so many prisoner? How many did they hit you with?”
Greg smiled. “Professional secret. I’ll let your intelligence division earn their pay on that one. As for how many they hit us with, there were less than 100 Chinese casualties on the ground, we took almost all of them prisoner. The number of those killed in space is impossible to determine.”
“Not sure I would have been so forgiving if our situations were reversed.”
“We went there to neutralize the threat,” Greg explained, “not to take prisoners. This is just the way it worked out.”
“Space combat is new to us, but my urban fighting experience suggests a high casualty count where resistance is heavy.”
“Less streets, more hallways,” Greg offered as the second dropship connected to the terminal and began offloading personnel as the first one was just finishing up.
Suddenly the American troops waiting at the entryway tensed, half raising their weapons at something underneath the General’s and Greg’s feet, down where they couldn’t see, given that the gangway was situated directly underneath them. 
Akerson frowned and walked forward to the railing, glancing down at another line of prisoners dressed in civilian clothes…and a huge figure dressed in all white armor, complete with helmet and sword. “Good Lord, is that one of your men?”
“We wanted a guard on each dropship, to discourage trouble.”
“You use full body armor?”
“Yes…we don’t trust the enemy to shoot where we want them to.”
“Can I assume that’s a criticism of our vests?”
“What if they shoot you in the face?” Greg answered pithily.
Akerson tore his eye line away from the Knight and looked squarely at Greg. “His visor is bulletproof?”
“Against a few small rounds, yes.”
“Must be damn expensive.”
“That’s not a problem for us.”
Akerson grunted in appreciation. “I hear Star Force’s GDP rivals that of Russia now?”
“Not yet, but we’ll get there eventually.”
“You wear the same armor in combat?”
“Mine’s a bit smaller than his.”
“How much does it slow you down?”
“They double as spacesuits until they’re hit, which gives you more mobility in certain situations, but as far as reflex speed, the dip is significant but worth the payoff.”
“They have an air tank?” the General asked, looking down on the Knight as he watched the passing prisoners motionlessly, ready to snap into action at the first sign of trouble. After their earlier experience with the Knights, the prisoners knew better than to try anything and quietly allowed themselves to be corralled, cataloged, and escorted out of the building now free of their shackles.
“A small internal unit, good for a few minutes. Means that if a section depressurizes we’re not killed instantly.”
“Hmmn, not something that we have to worry about down here, but I imagine it’s a constant concern in space.”
“Depends how sturdy you build your infrastructure.”
Akerson turned to his aid. “Major, where are we?”
“272 processed. All match with ids supplied by the Chinese,” he said, monitoring the cataloging occurring on the deck via a handheld computer giving him a running tally on the transfer.
“Ah, we’re going to be here a while then. Somebody grab me a coffee. Would you like anything?” 
“Never touch the stuff,” Greg said, patiently watching the prisoners over the railing where they were being filed through 8 checkpoints. Once on the other side they were technically in American hands, though still inside a Star Force spaceport. 
He and the Knights stayed until all of the prisoners and American troops were off Star Force property, just in case something got out of hand, though no problems occurred. The handover went smoothly, with no press coverage and a minimal impact on the spaceport. When the closed terminal was reopened some 7 hours later, it officially put an end to the brief conflict between China and Star Force that became known in media circles as the Lunar War. 
China bore its Star Force ban with disinterest, redoubling its orbital expenditures to the delight of rival corporations who had seen anemic earnings given Davis’s virtual monopoly over the orbital economy. With the influx of revenue those rivals would triple in number and skill, creating the first true corporate opposition over the coming years, but in volume only. Star Force had an ever increasing technology gap that bore no heed to patent limitations, and continually turned a blind eye to all lawsuits attempting to force them to turn over technology for public use, reiterating their independent status which bore heed to no nation’s laws.
Given that Star Force was so large and powerful…and contingent to the varying nations’ colonization plans…no serious attempts at forcing their hand manifested themselves outside of the impotent courts. 
China held itself to the disarmament dictate, sensing that Davis’s threat to deny them any and all space travel was legitimate, but toed the line skillfully, pressing civilian expansion hard and carving out a niche in Earth’s orbital economy in an attempt to reassert its power through the social, political, and corporate angles, conceding the military dynamic. It was a new approach for the belligerent nation, and spawned a new divide in the geopolitic. 
Together with Sudan, North Korea, and Pakistan, China forged an economic alliance that sought to take a bite out of Star Force’s monopoly, though their allies still did business with the mega corporation and fielded their own militaries, which were encouraged to beef up to sufficient levels to protect the Chinese via alliance if any fleet other than Star Force’s sought to press their advantage. 
Dancing around the ban artfully, the alliance coalesced into the focal point for all those opposed to Star Force’s dominance, with the exiled Chinese pulling as much influence and resources away from them as they could. It was a futile effort, if it was devised to hurt Star Force’s financial situation, but it did offer the first viable path in competition to what Davis had laid out for the planet to follow, which was socially significant.
Though China had lost the Lunar War, and lost it badly, historians would point to this loss as the birth of the Star Force opposition movement, which would result in an even greater diplomatic largess for China in the coming years. 
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November 5, 2061
  
The luminous sign over the boarding gate switched off the red ‘closed’ marker and transformed into the brightly lit green ‘boarding’ status, with dozens of surrounding people beginning to move in response, floating out of their seats and slowly making their way toward the docked starship.
One of his coworkers pointed back over Terry Anderson’s shoulder and the engineer turned to follow the prompt. 
“That’s us,” he announced to the dark green uniformed foursome seated in one of the starport’s hanging tables, midway up the gigantic, cube-like receiving area. He reached down and undid the latch across his legs and released himself to free float along with the others, then grabbed the nearest handhold and pulled himself ‘down’ towards the gate, though in the zero g room there was really no up or down, save for the orientation of the display screens.
Every single person in the room made their way across what was essentially an empty receiving area and headed into the transition terminal, then across a short umbilical into the waiting starship. The starport was so new that it hadn’t been opened to the public yet, and without the throngs of civilians going every which way with hundreds of different agendas, the grandiose architecture of the Star Force installation seemed eerily silent.
Terry and the rest of the engineers tagged as the primary excursion team for the upcoming mission had also been prime team on the construction of this starport’s twin…situated 180 degrees around the orbital track and sitting on a straight line that passed through Earth, with the small planet blocking line of sight communications, though with the ever growing Star Force communications infrastructure that was never conceivably going to be a problem.
Star Force on a whole was growing exponentially, with the nations of Earth following suit, albeit at a much slower pace. The inner orbital tracks were filling up with installations quickly, with only Star Force’s enforced placement mandates keeping the whole mess from becoming a navigational hazard. As engine capabilities improved and more and more stations were needing to be constructed, the range of Earth’s colonization efforts began to stretch out, with the need for an external starport arising, given that maneuvering all the way down to low orbit was fast becoming a tedious and time consuming endeavor.
The two brand new inter-planetary starports had been placed on opposite sides of zone 13, at 675,000 km and the nearest zone of high orbit. Star Force marked Earth’s micro-system in 15 zones, ending at 1 million km, with a catchall zone 16 for everything beyond that. The clandestine military shipyard that had built Star Force’s military fleet sat at 650,000 km, previously making it the furthest reaching orbital installation, though now it was within the ‘civilian window’ and officially on the public charts.
Its existence was a moot point now, given that the existence of the fleet had been revealed and all of Star Force’s shipyards were now able to visibly construct warships. The command slip hadn’t been replicated, but to date the second gigantic starship under construction was being held up in anticipation of a new breakthrough in plasma engine research, so little work was being done there, though the nearby regular shipyard was still cranking out warships as fast as it could get the resources allocated.
 Star Force had plans for more clandestine facilities, but they were going to have to be built elsewhere, as the public awareness began to push further and further out from Earth. Construction in the higher orbits wasn’t off the table, but it was time for Star Force to push its boundaries again…before the colonization creep filled in what had once been considered the ‘frontier.’
To that end the inter-planetary starports had been built, in part to denote an outer boundary to Earth’s orbital colonization efforts, as well as to facilitate the transit from one planet to another. The reason for having two was that any ship arriving to Earth wouldn’t have to cut across the orbital traffic of the lower zones to get to the starport currently on the other side of the planet during its 63 day orbit. With two spaced directly opposite each other, at least one would always be within line of sight, allowing for high speed decelerations directly up to the star-shaped starport.
The space station was the largest constructed yet…not counting the Orion. It had a massive flat disc at the center housing two opposite rotating gravity sections, circled by a ring of zero gravity levels, then six massive pylons stretching out to create the sunburst motif. Each pylon held an enormous amount of cargo storage, with some bays large enough to accommodate small starships, as well as the docking mechanisms for multiple attachments. 
Currently all six of the pylons were in use, connected to the six inter-planetary starships readying to depart. A cluster of smaller starships were docked nearby, offloading cargo into the station before making runs back down the orbital ladder to pick up additional loads and bring them back out, ferrying supplies…and eventually people…out to the starport, establishing the facility’s link to the Star Force transportation grid.
When Terry and the others passed into the zero gravity section of the Cobra-class starship they were met by a dark blue uniformed rep and led down a series of halls until they came to the central column of the ship and were handed off to other ship’s personnel that took the passengers out through the sides of the column and into the massive gravity cylinders where they were given small, individual cabins for their longer than usual trip.
All together, the inside of the ship reminded Terry of the passenger transports that Star Force used to move personnel around, save for the lack of seats. Normally there would be large, theater like seats supported by auxiliary areas for the multi-hour trips, but this ship had been designed with longer transits in mind, meaning that Terry had a small bunk, video screen, desk, and closet to himself, with dozens of identical rooms packed alongside each other around the circumference of the cylinder.
When he got inside cabin 58 he saw that his luggage had already been delivered, resting inside his duffel on top of his bed. There was about 3 square meters of floor space running along the length of the bed, with the TV imbedded into the opposite wall. Terry sat down and leaned back, finding a backrest across the bunk, meaning that it was designed with the dual purpose of sleeping and functioning as a chair. 
The engineer quickly discovered the pull down armrests, with the screen remote built in. He experimented with the device, looking through the available menus and finding a library of movies and TV series that he could watch, along with the time-stamped news broadcasts coming out from Earth in packet form, due to the signal lag. The ship’s computer would record and store the data stream as it came in, then make it available a few seconds later through ‘delayed broadcast’ or store it away for passengers to look through later, making for a visual newspaper of daily events.
After two minutes of exploring the limited living space, Terry walked out the lockless door and headed for one of the commons areas, which included restroom/shower facilities, cafeteria, a series of small lounges and game rooms, and a physical training area. Terry opted to head over to the cafeteria to grab a bite to eat, finding a few dozen of his fellow engineering team and ship’s crew had the same idea, but otherwise the massive commons area was empty, much as the starport had been.
Terry lingered there for the better part of an hour before a warning klaxon sounded, with the cafeteria workers springing into action to lock down the food serving areas and get everything secure. Retractable panels started to come down, closing kiosk after kiosk, and those remaining ship’s personnel began to walk out, while the engineers looked about quizzically.
“Acceleration warning,” a purple uniformed female officer offered as she walked by. “Commons areas are going to be locked down for a while. Best place to ride it out is your cabin or one of the lounges.”
“Are the restrooms going to be locked down?” someone beside Terry asked.
The woman half laughed. “Out of necessity, no, but unless you really have to go I wouldn’t recommend trying it,” she said, walking off. 
Terry noted that a countdown clock had manifested itself at various places around the room, with just under 5 minutes till completion. 
Taking the woman’s advice, Terry headed back to his cabin, making one quick stop in the restroom on the way, and slid into his chair with just under a minute remaining, as noted on another clock just above his video screen. He flipped on the TV and selected a movie to watch, noting when the countdown expired.
A moment later he felt a sudden lurch, with his body being pressed back into his seat as if he was sitting in a car accelerating down the road. Fortunately his chair was aligned with the axis of thrust, so it caused him little discomfort, though the sensation didn’t abate. It felt like the gravitational plane had shifted, and his body quickly adjusted to the difference. In fact, he eventually forgot about it entirely…until he tried to stand up after the movie was over and fell sideways onto his bed, rolling partway up the wall.
“Right,” he said, reminding himself to be more aware. He got an arm under him and pushed off, then rolled out of bed and stood up, leaning heavily towards the video screen. Wanting to stretch his legs a bit, Terry opened his door and walked outside, grabbing a useful handrail imbedded in a shallow cavity inside the wall so as not to protrude into the walkway. 
Leaning forward comically he walked a bit, establishing a rhythm and cadence that was functional as he climbed ‘uphill’ until he eventually came to a cross hallway that had a 45 degree angle at the intersection of wall and floor that allowed him to walk almost normally…though he was stuck out sideways as far as the orientation of the corridor was concerned. 
Terry made several laps, getting the feel for fighting the acceleration and exploring the dynamics of it from an engineer’s point of view until he eventually ended up at one of the lounges.
“Nice acceleration she’s got,” one of his colleagues commented as Terry walked inside, looking for all the world like he was leaning into a stiff wind.
“Tolerable,” he declared before grabbing an open chair, which thankfully was bolted into the floor.
“I don’t know, I’m starting to get a headache,” another engineer said, squeezing his eyes in obvious discomfort.
One of the ship’s crew nearby overhead the comment and gestured to another in an aqua-colored uniform. The man pointed to the reclining engineer and the other nodded in confirmation.
“Having some trouble?” the man asked, sliding over and down to a knee next to the man with the headache.
“A little,” he admitted. “I think the angle is throwing me off.”
“What’s your name?” the medic asked.
“Preston Cooper.”
“Well, Preston. If you’re up for a little walk, I think I can help you out. You’re not the first person to have acceleration sickness, and won’t be the last.”
“How?”
“Follow me and I’ll show you,” he urged, standing up and walking sideways to the nearest door.
“Come on,” Terry said, offering Preston his hand. “I’ll go with you.”
“Alright…but be warned, my stomach doesn’t feel too stable.”
“Slow steps,” the medic suggested, waiting patiently. When the two engineers finally got to him and left the lounge, he led them down into the central column, only to find that it was blocked off by security doors. 
“Down here,” the medic said, showing them to another door that opened into a small elevator car. “During acceleration the hallway would be a death trap, so we’ve got this elevator to use,” he said, clicking one of the level buttons.
“I’m starting to feel better already,” Preston commented as the door closed, then thought better about having made the comment as the elevator seemed to drop out beneath his feet. The sensation only lasted a few seconds, then the door opened up again, revealing the slowly rotating access point into the zero gravity section of the ship.
Terry walked across the small circular floor to the hole in the center, where he found a slowly revolving ladder with hazard lights on top. The medic went down feet first, then waited for them some four meters below.
“There now, you should be able to get your feet under you. We have a small room down there for those who can’t handle the binary gravity. You’ve only got about half a g to worry about down here, and from one constant angle,” he explained as they walked to the nearby lounge, which was completely empty, though designed to hold upwards of 30 occupants.
Preston walked over to one of the lounge chairs and sat down, feeling his head buzz, but it was a good buzz, and within a few minutes of reaching equilibrium he was back to feeling normal. 
“You’re probably wondering why we don’t halt the gravity spin altogether?” the medic asked as the three of them began watching packeted newscasts. 
“We know why,” Terry commented, tugging at the dark green fabric of his uniform.
The medic inclined his chin. “Ah, techs. Of course.”
“Engineers, actually,” Terry corrected him.
“What’s the difference?”
Terry pointed to the thin gold stripes running the length of his sleeves and legs. “Techs are trained to handle existing equipment within established parameters, kind of like maintenance personnel. Engineers build new equipment.”
“Or troubleshoot,” Preston added.
“Or troubleshoot,” Terry repeated. “We have to know what’s happening and why. Techs just have to follow instructions.”
“So that earns you the gold stripes,” the medic mused. With so many Star Force uniform varieties he’d never learned the intricacies of all of them. 
“One gold stripe. The other two we had to earn. The more stripes, the more experienced you are. Three denotes a prime crew.”
“Prime being what?”
“We build the important stuff,” Preston commented, his attention half on the conversation and half on the newsfeeds.
“We also get the prototypes, which is why we were assigned to this mission. Once we get the starport built, the lower level engineers can study our results and replicate the process.”
“First build away from Earth then?”
“Gotta make sure we get it right the first time,” Preston said, turning to face the medic. “Feeling much better, by the way. Thanks.”
“That’s why I’m posted here,” the man said with a casual smile. “You’ll get adjusted eventually if you keep spending small chunks of time in and out. I’ll even bet you’ll be acclimated by the end of the return trip.”
“Actually, we won’t be returning to Earth orbit any time soon,” Terry commented. “We’ve got a lot of building to do.”
“I imagine you do. In that case, find a ship’s medic on your return trip and they’ll show you how to get to one of these rooms until you do make the adjustment.”
  
Eleven days later the Cobra arrived in low Mars orbit along with 5 other inter-planetary starships, all flown by remote pilots onboard the personnel transport. All six ships were the same size, each a third larger than a Jaguar, with the difference being that only the personnel transport had the gravity cylinders, while the drone ships had additional zero g cargo bays to hold more than 3x the supplies onboard Terry’s ship, which looked like an elongated blockade runner from Star Wars with the two gravity cylinders stacked end on end in the middle/front of the ship behind a hammerhead zero g front portion.
The aft of the ship contained the cargo containers, ample fuel supply, and engine bank, which held a cluster of Star Force’s most powerful plasma engines, which were needed to get the inter-planetary starship up to sufficient speed to travel from one micro-system to another in a matter of days as opposed to the months it had taken the first American expedition to reach Mars.
The other four Cobra variants, designated as Cobra-B’s, had additional cargo compartments where the gravity cylinders were missing all the way up to the hammerhead forward module, which was covered in thick armor plating to catch or deflect small scale debris impacts resulting from the higher speeds of travel the ship was capable of. 
While from a mathematical perspective speed was technically a relative measurement, within the presence of a gravity well all matter tended to move within a certain range, with those traveling faster eventually leaving the orbital tracks and flying off into interstellar space while those moving slower would eventually be swallowed up by the well itself.
Most material in orbit around Sol was traveling in the same speed band, meaning that the faster the starships traveled, the greater the speed of collision with dust, sand, or even pebble-sized debris…which could do serious damage to the hull of a lightly armored ship. 
To diminish those odds, the hammerhead ‘plows’ had been created to take the brunt of the impacts, with no critical systems being built directly behind the armor. Instead there were only redundant systems, which the ship could afford to lose if the armor was breached, making the whole forward section of the ship expendable in order to protect the lighter armored sections further aft.
One drawback of the design was the fact that when arriving at a destination the ship had to flip over and face engine-first in order to decelerate. Because of this there was additional armor surrounding the engines, but it was impossible to cover the exhaust vents themselves, though it was theorized that exhaust plume would interfere with debris well ahead of the ship, given that it would expand out for hundreds, if not thousands, of kilometers with sufficient mass to impact and deflect potential debris away from the ship’s flight line. 
Given that was a best-case scenario, the Cobra-class ships were equipped with 18 plasma engines, ensuring that even if some became damaged, there would be others left operational to navigate with.
No such crippling incidents occurred on the journey out though, and Star Force made its first presence in Mars orbit an inspiring one. After having decelerated from their transit speeds at considerable time gaps between ships, all six rendezvoused together over the red planet and the engineers boarded small work craft and transitioned over to the drone ships to begin offloading prefab segments of what was going to be the first Martian starport.
A few of the engineering skiffs made their way over to the oddball of the drone ships, designated as a Cobra-C. Whereas its twins were full of cargo compartments, this inter-planetary starship had an empty section on the neck of the craft, just behind the protective hammerhead, where another pair of smaller starships had been attached.
Two unmanned Cougars were lashed onto the rigid frame of the Cobra and had ridden piggyback all the way to Mars to be used as orbital starships in Mars’s micro-system, rather than having to wait the agonizingly long time for a Martian shipyard to be constructed or attempt to send them on a slow trip between planets with low fuel reserves. To the Cobra, they were just more dead cargo weight, which its engines were more than able to haul about, allowing the smaller ships to leapfrog the inter-planetary doldrums and make the hop over to Mars in style.
Once the engineers had freed the Cougars from their shackles and powered up the ships, their naval crews transferred over and took command, then began assisting the engineers with the towing of the larger prefab facilities and components, arranging them into orbital slots for storage or use as the prime engineering team began assembling the pieces and having to construct other ones from raw materials shipped over, forging support beams in small orbital factories and cutting down others for the fits they needed.
All in all, the moment Star Force arrived at Mars it launched into a fury of activity…none of which so much as touched the thin atmosphere of the planet, let alone the surface. That would remain the case until the starport was fully constructed and the transportation link from Earth’s micro-system and Mars’s was established, with regular inter-planetary ferries brining in the people and materials needed.
That occurred some three and a half months later, with two Cobra-C’s hauling over a small fleet of Martian dropships, designed aerodynamically to fly through the planet’s atmosphere, which was 0.6% the density of Earth’s, but still far too thick for a zero atmosphere dropship like those used on Luna…and too thin for the short winged craft used on Earth.
The Martian dropships were designed as wide bodied wings, with a much higher surface area/weight ratio than Earth dropships. They had both air breathing and vacuum engines, but did not use a lift cradle for the initial liftoff from the surface, given that the planet’s gravity was .37 g. The giant ‘boomerangs’ did require runways to take off and land, though with modification could be configured for light cargo runs using vertical takeoff chemical engines, which were put into use for the first few landings until the engineers got the first makeshift runway constructed.
Once the dropship flow began, the construction of the first Martian spaceport followed, establishing a conduit to space on the red planet. After that point, with the surface of Earth and the surface of Mars accessible to each other via Star Force’s transportation network, all a person had to do was buy a ticket to travel to another world…opening up space travel to the public in a whole new dynamic.
  
The worldwide reception of Star Force’s expansion to Mars was met with mixed reviews. The anti-Star Force crowd used it as an example of the corporation’s already too powerful position growing by leaps and bounds, with renewed calls for international pressure to place all spaceborn operations under the UN’s mantle.
Star Force supporters hailed the milestone as an example of what Humanity was capable of, with great ambitions for the future colonization of the planet and the upcoming territorial allotments that Davis had promised would follow. 
Everyone though, sensed opportunity in the wings, and began positioning themselves to pursue their national or private agendas, with most of the players involved realizing that they relied too much on Star Force business to ever conceive of bringing the mega corporation to an end. Davis’s near monopoly had become a force of nature, something to work around, against, or with…but not something that could be lived without. Like it or not, Earth needed Star Force’s technology, experience, and funding to continue the colonization of space.
The calls for UN oversight eventually died out, and business continued on as usual.
The US Secretary of Defense was of a different mind, however, and continued to pressure President Jamison to legally prosecute the corporation for a myriad of American legal violations. The Star Force expansion to Mars resulted in a very heated debate in the oval office, with Jamison refusing to accede that Star Force denoted a clear and present danger to American sovereignty and security. The meeting ended with Mr. Mendez cursing him for being a sell out after he resigned his position and left the White House bellowing at whoever had the unfortunate timing to be in his way.
The following week Mendez filed with the opposition political party and announced that he would be making a run for the Presidency on an anti-Star Force platform in the next election, three years away.
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