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January 5, 2060
  
“Here you are, sir,” the dark blue uniformed Star Force attendant said, gesturing to the short staircase that led up into Davis’s office. “He’s waiting for you inside.”
“Thank you,” the Chinese ambassador said, hitting the stairs with even paced steps and circling his way up into the impressive panoramic tower office, giving him as good a view as any of the surface of Atlantis, stretching off into the horizon in every direction. 
Directly opposite the top stair was Davis, waiting behind his desk along with a trim individual standing nonchalantly off to the side, leaning against the crystal clear window that stretched around the entire perimeter of the office.
“Ambassador,” Davis greeted him from his chair, then pointed to the one across the desk from him, “have a seat.”
“I thought you had a press conference scheduled,” the slightly shorter man commented, sensing a sternness to the Director’s mood that typically wasn’t part of his demeanor. “I was headed there myself before your attendant intercepted me.”
“This won’t take long,” Davis assured him, “and you won’t be attending the press conference.”
The Chinese man raised an eyebrow. “May I ask why?”
“Because you will be the subject of said press conference…and because you’ll be busy relaying the bad news back home, I imagine. You see, we,” Davis said, gesturing to Paul on his right, “know who is responsible for the pirate attacks. We’re about to reveal the facts to the rest of the planet…here’s your copy.”
Davis threw a data chip into the ambassador’s lap in a symbolically undiplomatic fashion. 
“If you’re inferring that we had anything to do with…”
“I’m not inferring anything,” Davis said, his voice rising slightly. “The proof is there. While your warships were of an unrecognizable design and equipped with self-destruct devices so we couldn’t capture and interrogate the crews, the same can’t be said for your cargo ships, of which we now have several in our possession. Same goes for your illicit shipyard, which we captured intact, both the station, the crew…and your computer records for the entire operation.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” the ambassador protested, “and until we can review this so called evidence I can’t offer you anything more in way of a response.”
“I don’t think they told him,” Paul said, studying the man closely.
“I think you’re right,” Davis agreed. “If that’s the case I think we’ll have to postpone the beating.”
“Ah shucks,” Paul said, sounding genuinely disappointed as he cradled his left fist in his right hand and rubbed his knuckles distractedly.
The man’s eyes widened a hair. “You wouldn’t dare. I’m a representative of the People’s Republic of China.”
“You’re a representative from a country of murderers,” Paul growled. 
“As I’m about to explain in the aforementioned press conference,” Davis continued, “China is responsible for the attacks, and therefore will suffer a number of nonnegotiable penalties.”
“This is absurd!” the ambassador said, standing up in protest, subsequently dropping the data chip on the floor. “I will not sit here and be insulted. We had nothing to do with those pirates, and any attempt to pin this on the People’s Republic of China will be met with the sternest response.”
“Sit down,” Davis said, with Paul stepping forward a moment later when the ambassador didn’t budge. He grabbed the man by the shoulders and dragged him back into his seat with alarming strength.
“Stay put or I’ll knock you back down,” Paul warned.
“You will regret this. Mark my words, you will regret this.”
“Your penalties,” Davis said, ignoring his threats. “China is hereby banned from all Star Force services for a period of 50 years. Your leases are hereby nullified and you have 90 days to remove yourselves and all equipment from our facilities, including the Lunar zones. Anything remaining after that time period becomes our property. Furthermore, your ambassadorial credentials here are also revoked for the 50 year period. You have 48 hours to clean out your embassy and leave Atlantis, after which time the city will no longer accept Chinese governmental traffic.”
“We will not stand for this!” he said, standing again only to have Paul gently knock the wind out of him with a punch to his ample gut, whereupon he pushed the man back down in his seat.
“Our spaceport in China is also hereby closed. We’ve already evacuated our equipment and personnel, you’re welcome to what’s left. Your citizens will have to travel into space through one of Star Force’s other spaceports, the nearest being in Japan, India, or Kazakhstan…assuming those countries will allow it.”
“We’re not banning travel for anyone carrying a Chinese passport, but your bad behavior will cost them the convenience of launching from your own country, which will induce a sizeable economic drain. Travel permits for your government officials will be denied, of course. We appreciate the difference between the Chinese government and its citizenry…but the citizenry will bear part of the penalty, for putting up with corrupt leaders.”
“You physically assault me, now you insult our integrity,” the ambassador said, spitting on the floor to his right. “You are foolish to make an enemy of the People’s Republic of China.”
“No, Ambassador. We’d be foolish to let this incident pass, else it might encourage more. We are not denying you access to space, though we’re militarily equipped to do so if we chose. Though you may not believe this now, or perhaps ever, what we are doing is a matter of justice, not vengeance. Furthermore, we will not permit any other nation to engage in military action against China in space in retaliation for your pirate attacks, just as we won’t tolerate you doing the same. Star Force’s imperative is to keep space from becoming a war zone, and that’s what we’re going to do. How the other nations deal with you on the surface of the planet…is not our concern.”
“We hold veto power on the Security Council, the UN will not move against the People’s Republic of China. You are the only ones stupid enough to do so.”
 “You might think otherwise when you look at that data chip,” Paul said, standing behind the man. “We included a bit of information concerning our fleet, just so you don’t do something stupid out of ignorance. As far as we can tell your pirate ships didn’t transmit back anything when we either took them out or they self-destructed, so you may really not know how badly we kicked your ass. I made sure to include enough footage and analysis to alleviate that problem.”
“Move against our fleet if you want a swift death,” the ambassador warned. “We have more military assets in space than any other nation.”
“Wow, he is ignorant,” Paul commented to Davis.
“You may have more than any other nation,” Davis clarified, “but while Star Force is independent, we don’t technically count as a nation, and I can assure you that our fleet is far stronger than you can imagine, which the records on that chip will confirm. We’re giving the same data to all the countries present at the press conference so that everyone knows what we’re capable of, and that we’re serious about maintaining the peace in space.”
“Peace!” he objected. “You assault me and you have the gall to speak of peace.”
Paul leaned down next to his ear and whispered, but still loud enough for Davis to hear. “Believe me when I say, if I thought you were complicit in these attacks, you’d be leaving Atlantis via the hospital. China is responsible for the murder of 103 people. With that in mind, we’re being generously civil.”
The ambassador didn’t say anything, sensing the truth behind Paul’s threat. He thought for a moment, choosing his next words carefully.
“And when you realize the truth that you’ve falsely accused us?”
“When you review that data,” Davis said, leaning forward on his elbows, “you’ll see otherwise.”
“And if my government doesn’t?”
“The penalties stand regardless of your response. This is a notification, not a discussion. The ban is in effect as of now, will all current orders summarily cancelled and payments returned. Now…get out of my city,” Davis said, swiftly ending the conversation.
The ambassador glanced up at Paul to see if he was going to let him up. When it appeared that was the case he reached down and picked up the data chip then hesitantly stood, straightened his jacket, and glared down at Davis. “This won’t be forgotten,” he promised before turning about and hurrying off down the stairs.
“Strong enough?” Paul asked after he was gone.
“Yes, your performance was just what I wanted,” Davis confirmed. “Thank you.”
“Do you need me for the press conference?”
“No, I don’t think we need any of them beat up just yet,” the Director said, cracking a smile.
“How do you think they’re going to respond?” 
“I don’t know. Depends how much international pressure they receive in addition to our penalties. This is the first military loss for them since the Korean War, and admittedly that was a draw. They’re not used to having people stand up to them other than with meaningless rhetoric, so it makes it difficult to predict their reaction,” he said, standing up and abandoning his desk. 
“If there’s nothing else…” Paul asked.
“Go back to your training,” Davis said congenially as they walked down the stairs together and headed for a nearby elevator, “I can handle the others on my own.”
“Call me if you need anything,” Paul said, throwing him a quick two fingered salute before he walked off to find the nearby hidden entrance to the secure transport network that would take him down through the city and out underneath the seafloor back to the Archon sanctum.
Davis stepped into one of the waiting elevators and keyed for the terminal nearest the press conference location, held in the main amphitheatre that he used for nearly all such occasions. It was private yet large enough to accommodate all the invitees, which in this case included every spacefaring nation on the planet along with a hoard of media, all of which were begging/demanding to know what was going on with the pirate attacks and Star Force’s sudden revelation that it had a military branch, seemingly in contravention with the organization’s policy of an automatic decline to all requests for military orders.
When he exited the elevator it was a short walk to the entrance where his security personnel had to physically make a wedge through the crowd outside the meeting place to get him inside. For all the media passes he’d allowed, fifty times that number of requests had been declined, but it didn’t keep their reporters from camping out as close by as they could, hoping to grab an interview with him or the dignitaries present, with some heads of state or ministers replacing their ambassadors for the occasion.
After squeezing through the crowd and into the chamber, the doors were sealed behind Davis with a loud thunk of the locking mechanism as he strode down between the seated delegates and took the podium amidst a whirlwind of hushed conversation.
“I apologize for the delay,” he began, looking out at the eager, and mostly hostile, crowd, “but there were certain logistical matters that we had to attend to first. Among them was the compilation of a data package that will be distributed to each of you at the conclusion of this meeting. The subject matter of which concerns the pirate attacks, Star Force’s roll in eliminating the threat, and the subsequent penalties that we are handing down to those responsible.”
“Let me make one thing clear before we begin…and that being that Star Force is committed to ensuring the peaceful colonization of space, and that we will not tolerate any nation turning space into a war zone. Our fleet is now in place, as you have all witnessed, as a visible deterrent to maintain that peace.”
“We have held our military capability back from public knowledge because up until now it wasn’t needed, and had these pirate attacks not occurred we would have continued to keep it a secret, but the reckless destruction we’ve recently witnessed confirms the fact that Star Force must have the capability to defend both itself and the innocent against the aggression of others. Unfortunately, at this time our planet has shown once again that it isn’t capable of playing well with others.”
“History has taught us as much, but Star Force contends that dishonor is not inherent to Human nature and that we can be better than our ancestors…and we expect as much from you. For those nations, corporations, and individuals willing to walk the path of honor, you can breathe a sigh of relief when one of our warships is present, for you know it will protect you if you are in the right.”
“The reverse is also true, and those of you with plans of continual murder and conquest can and should fear any sign of our war fleet, because we will not stand for any misbehavior. When I say that our fleet serves as a deterrent, do not mistake that word for an empty threat. We will take military action when it is necessary, as we have done with the pirates, the footage of which you will see shortly.”
A murmur swept the crowd, but Davis didn’t pause for it to die down.
“We are defenders, not conquerors, and our record to date supports that, as do our current actions. For those of you counting countries, you will note that one has no representative at this meeting…and that is because their embassy staff are currently cleaning out their offices. As you are about to see the evidence of, this country is responsible for the so called ‘pirate’ attacks and the murder of 103 people.”
The murmur accelerated, with apparently some of those present already having taken a nose count.
“That nation is hereby struck with a 50 year penalty during which they shall conduct no business with Star Force. All their current leases are hereby cancelled, along with any current orders. For the next half century they are on Star Force’s black list, and will be denied any and all services save for search and rescue, which we continue to extend to anyone and everyone in need.”
“This penalty will not be renegotiated or mitigated. It is firm and done. Let this stand as both a warning and as an example of Star Force’s commitment to maintaining the peace, for any of you that should conduct yourselves in a manner similar to the Chinese will reap the same penalties.”
As soon as he mentioned their name the entire assembly erupted in various forms of outrage, some directed at Star Force and some at the Chinese, but most of it was an incoherent babble that did not abate for several long minutes, during which Davis waited patiently for them to vent as he brought up the first image of the Chinese ‘pirate’ ships on the large screen behind him.
The response was much as he had expected, and now came the delicate matter of dealing with the politics of the situation, which he’d just shattered…but that had been necessary in order to begin establishing a new standard, one of accountability and honor, in space-bound relations at least, for an international community stagnant with inaction and corruption.
Change was hard, he knew, but one way or another the status quo was going to change…it had to, if Earth was ever to stand a chance of survival against the V’kit’no’sat, pathetic as that notion seemed now.
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March 14, 2060
  
“Packing crew finally get here?” Harry asked.
“I hope so,” Mike said, watching the security cameras as a Chinese dropship began offloading containers on a small auxiliary landing pad at mining site 7 inside the Chinese-leased Lunar zone 217, “but it looks like more cargo containers.” 
“Yeah, but never this many. My money says they’re finally pulling out,” the Star Force security guard said, leaning back in his chair in the control room of the mining facility. Star Force had built the entire complex with the purpose of leasing it out, meaning that the top levels of the sprawling central residential section were separate from the lower levels, affording the Star Force overseers and the lease owners a bit of space from one another while the staff remotely monitored and maintained the facility from their perch atop the partially buried structure, as well as ran the transit hub that sat between the two levels and connected site 7 to site 8, site 9, and site 17 in addition to the central spaceport via buried monorail tracks. 
“Maybe they’re trying to take as much ore with them as they can,” Mike speculated as they watched spacesuited crews driving treaded surface haulers lift and carry the rectangular crates from the dropship’s bays over to the specialized docking ports into the mining facility. The haulers gently lowered the transport ‘bricks’ into fitted tracks, then pushed them up tight against the facility where they interfaced with automated docking systems that connected their pressurized interiors directly to the station where the cargo loading could take place in a shirtsleeve environment.
“You might be right,” Harry admitted. “I just hope they go with it so we don’t have to kick them out when the deadline passes.”
“You and me both,” Mike agreed as he walked around the control room, glancing at the empty stations to monitor for activity. The other two security staff, both technicians, were temporarily absent…one heading down a level to check on a mainframe glitch while the other was taking a restroom break down the hall. 
A muffled scream turned both men’s heads around to the open doorway behind them. Mike immediately walked over to the entrance, his long strides looking odd from his haste in the 1/6th gravity. He reached down out of reflex and flipped the charge button on his holstered pistol as he stepped outside and looked to the right, the direction that the scream had seemed to come from.
Down at the end of the long corridor he saw the female technician being held aloft with a hand held across her mouth belonging to a man standing behind her. When he dropped the woman she fell slowly, twisting around enough to reveal a black spot on the back of her dark green uniform…along with the knife in the man’s hand that had created the blood spot. Behind him were two more men, one of which fired a pistol at Mike.
The shot echoed loudly and was followed by two more misses as the security officer ducked back inside the control room as his counterpart jumped to his feet, drawing his own stinger pistol.
“Man down, three tangos,” Mike said, his jaw clenching with anger as he hid around the corner. 
“Firearms?” Harry asked, taking up position on the opposite side of the doorway.
“Small caliber. They got Michelle with a knife.”
The sound of approaching footsteps became audible and the two guards exchanged glances, then nods, after which Harry bent at the knee and jumped sideways into the hallway, firing off several charged stingers as soon as he cleared the doorjamb. 
Two splotches of energy-laced blue paint hit the knife-wielding man in the chest and knocked him unconscious, while three others shots hit the two men behind him, numbing body parts and causing one to drop his weapon while the other responded with a shot over Harry’s head that hit a console down the hall, shattering the viewscreen into dozens of slowly falling pieces.
Another two quick shots from Mike pin-wheeling around the doorjamb and into view finished off the wounded two, dropping them to the floor only to reveal the presence of several more Chinese men coming up the hallway behind them, who immediately started firing once their own men were down and no longer blocking their aim.
Harry scrambled back across the floor and inside the control room as Mike sent a few wild shots down the hallway to slow the approaching troops. He stayed there, ducking in and out of sight while Harry rushed across the small room to get to the comm panel.
“Hurry,” Mike said in between the echoing ‘booms’ of the gunfire. His return stinger shots made an inaudible ‘puff’ in response, taking down one more man before Mike caught a round in the shoulder, spinning his gun arm around and knocking him back into the room. His pistol flew from his grip and bounced against the doorjamb, ricocheting down beneath his feet.
“I’m hit!”
“Flag sent,” Harry said, grabbing the pistol from the floor and slipping it back into Mike’s other hand as he took up an ambush position. Mike pulled back as well, blood leaking from his shoulder and lips where he had accidentally bit his tongue when the round hit.
“As many as we can,” Mike instructed, his tone grim as he aimed at the open doorway from an angle off to the right.
Harry nodded from the left, taking his meaning as the intensity and number of approaching footsteps increased. As soon as he saw the first inkling of the dirt brown Chinese uniforms he started firing as fast as he could pull the trigger on his pistol…
  
“Commander, we have a code 0 flag!”
Sheridan’s head immediately came up and he tossed the datapad he’d been working on aside. “Where?”
“Sector 217, site 7…mining complex.”
“That’s Chinese,” one of the other control room staff commented.
The commander of Star Force security forces on Luna turned his head to face the communications officer. “Get me a comlink ASAP.”
“Got another! Same zone, site 4…no wait, make that three. Site 3 as well.”
“Get me sector command now!” Sheridan demanded, looking over the ops officer’s shoulder as more flags in zone 217 began popping up.
“Commander?” the man asked, pointing to a spot on the map that showed sector 205 with tiny flashing red dots beginning to appear also. 
“Damn it,” he said, returning to his seat when the comm officer pointed, indicating that the line was active.
“What’s going on?” he asked as soon as he slid back into his central station.
“I don’t know,” the sector security Chief said with a confused/worried look on his face. “We can’t reach any of the sites by comm, so we’re trying to…oh god,” he broke off, his face going white.
“What is it?”
“Security camera, one that’s still live from site 7.”
Sheridan snapped his fingers and one of his staffers pulled up an identical feed and shot it over to his auxiliary monitor inside of three seconds flat, where he was able to see the final seconds of combat as the two guards on station were defending the mining site’s control room as a wave of armed Chinese soldiers flooded inside, tripping over the bodies of their own as they overwhelmed the guards through sheer numbers. Both Star Force officers were shot at point blank range numerous times, then one of the soldiers lifted his pistol and shot out the camera.
“Where are they coming from?” Sheridan asked.
“I don’t know,” the Chief said, exasperated…then an alarm sounded somewhere in the 217 control room. “Lock it down, now!”
“Report!” Sheridan insisted, but he had to wait several more seconds as a flurry of activity was happening on the other side of the comm. 
“We have a security breach at the spaceport,” the Chief reported. “I think they came in through the tram. We’ve sealed off the upper levels and are deploying countering forces, but they’ve got numbers. How many I don’t know, but more than us,” he said, breaking off to give a few more hasty orders.
“Bunker up,” Sheridan ordered as soon as the Chief’s face returned to the screen. “We’ll get reinforcements to you as soon as we can. You have to hold out until then.”
The Chief shook his head. “You don’t understand. They’ve slipped an army in under our noses. I don’t think we’ve got enough security personnel on Luna to handle this,” he said, then his head suddenly turned to the side as he received another report. “Looks like they’re shooting everyone on sight, our people and the civilians…” he said as a muted explosion was audible in the distance behind him. “What was that?!”
“Lock yourselves in,” Sheridan suggested. “Buy me as much time as you can.”
“We’ll try, but they’ve got explosives. They just blew through a security door on level six. Sorry Commander, but I have to cut this conversation short. Monitor our feeds while you can,” the Chief said, disappearing from view.
Sheridan pounded the armrest of his chair then turned to his staff. “I want reports from every sector and put them all on alert and immediate lockdown until further notice!”
“Commander, all Chinese lease sectors are reporting flags now.”
“It’s a damn invasion,” he said angrily as he stood up. “Are we safe here?”
The local security Chief for sector 001 nodded, taking his eyes away from her terminal for a brief moment. “All points have reported in clear, and I’ve ordered additional men to the tram stations.”
“I need the barracks emptied,” Sheridan ordered. “Full combat gear, and get them moving out through secure sectors. We need to establish a containment perimeter and find out where the hell those troops are coming from.”
“Radar contacts are negative, only scheduled landings,” one of the staffers reported.
“Are there landings at all in the besieged sectors?”
“A few, but not all.”
Sheridan chewed on his lip as he thought hard. “Get a message to our warships in orbit, warn  them of trouble and see if they can shed any light on the source of these troops…then get me a comlink to Atlantis, Archon command.”
  
“I’m here, sir,” Marshal said, rubbing his bleary eyes at the 2am wakeup call. On the other end of the vidlink was Archon Jason-025’s face, the Knight’s most senior commander, so whatever this was about it had to be important. 
“I need you and your team to gear up immediately,” Jason said, his voice icily tight, which Marshal picked up on immediately. 
“What for?”
“Combat,” Jason said, letting the word hang in the air until Marshal was fully awake.
“What’s going on?” he asked, running possible scenarios through his mind as his adrenaline began to pump. He and five other Knights had been undergoing Lunar gravity training for the past month and were due for another two weeks before cycling back down to Earth. Given their position he didn’t see many possibilities for deployment, unless another ship had been attacked and they needed a boarding party to deal with the situation.
“Somehow the Chinese have smuggled an invasion force onto Luna. They’ve launched an attack on all their leased sectors, plus an additional two adjacent ones, moving through the tram system, we think. Our security forces have been overrun in most of the engagement zones. I need your team to assist in evac and containment until we can arrive with reinforcements from Earth. Slow them down and buy as much time for me as you can. Clear?”
“Crystal, sir.”
“Go.”
Marshal jumped up out of his seat and ran/lurched his way back to the barracks and whacked Henderson on the gut in bed, waking him up in a jolt. “Everyone up, now!”
  
Less than an hour after the initial call came through Paul and the others arrived back inside Atlantis in full armor through their private transit system, exiting back in their original quarters block which put them nearest the topside runways where four hastily prepped dropships waited, two the small-sized Sparrow-class and two the midsized Eagle-class. 
Davis, surprisingly, was waiting at the transit hub for them. “I know you’re in a rush, but fill me in,” he said as he began walking quickly alongside Paul and the other Archons, all wearing their red combat armor and making them appear every bit as powerful as the Director knew they were.
“Security forces have held several sectors long enough to redeploy forces from elsewhere to reinforce the lines, which have two major engagement zones as of 20 minutes ago. There are six Knights in play, but at best they can only delay the Chinese advance. Somehow they’ve managed to land hundreds of troops inside their lease zones and are pushing out from there. We’re headed up to deal with this personally.”
“How many are you taking?”
“All of us,” Paul said, passing through the doorway to the stairs and heading single file down to the block exit into the public areas of the city. 
“700?” Davis asked from behind him as he struggled to keep pace going down the steps.
“No, the newbs are staying here. We’re handling this with our original teams. We can’t afford any mistakes.”
“What do you need from me?”
“We’re making this up as we go…just get the civilians out of the way.”
Davis nodded. “Good luck,” he offered, stopping a few steps outside their quarters block as the line of armored superhumans marched single file through the city in full view of the milling civilians, who scattered like ants out of their way. Davis watched the broken line walk by, offering nods of support until all 100 of the trailblazers had passed, weapons and equipment sacks in hand, then he followed them as the ceremonial 101st member, grabbing the next available elevator after them and heading up to his office to start cancelling and redirecting the Lunar cruises and tourist traffic. 
By the time he got to his office the first of the dropships was taxiing onto the runway, which he was able to watch lift off into the sky like a giant insect…one of the Eagles, he guessed, based on the size. Three more followed in quick succession, then disappeared from view just as fast, climbing hard to reach maximum altitude as rapidly as possible before they released the spacecraft they carried which would carry his military commanders up to Star Force’s chain of starports ringing the planet in low orbit, from which he assumed they’d already commandeered waiting or nearby starships to ferry them out to the moon.
Speaking of which, he’d better check on those arrangements…and make new ones if they hadn’t already planned that far ahead. 
Davis spun his chair around and pulled up his network access and began tracking transponders in orbit and searching through deployment orders. Any time he could save the trailblazers would be of the utmost importance, because even at the best speeds it was going to take them hours to get to the fighting…and there was no knowing how the situation was going to develop in the interim.
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March 15, 2060
  
After a massive deceleration burn that left the Cougar-class starship’s fuel reserves near depletion, the Archons arrived at Lunar starport #3 in just over 10 hours after lifting off from Atlantis, whereupon they commandeered ten waiting dropships, seven of which had been redirected to the starport specifically for their use. 
Paul and the 2s boarded the 5th dropship and detached from the ‘Tie bomber’ style starport, with the pilot thrusting them away at maximum speed while avoiding the others as they hastily departed, each angling down to the moon for different landing zones. The 2s’ landing zone was the relatively secure sector 107, which was currently the front line in the invasion force moving out from the Chinese-leased and captured sector 109. At present, this particular part of the invasion force had secured four adjacent sectors and was working on 107 as their 5th, but the entrenched security forces in that sector’s spaceport were doing a good job of thwarting their advance past the tram station level.
As the 2s’ spherical dropship, reminiscent of the similarly named landing craft in Battletech, thrusted against the orbital drift and began dropping down to the airless surface of Luna their fellow Trailblazer teams were spreading out to 9 other sectors that were currently contested or adjacent to contested areas. The Chinese assault had begun in their 7 leased sectors and had expanded out to a total of 13 held with an additional 5 contested, all being assaulted through the tram system.
The surface of Luna began to grow fast, as evidenced from the viewscreens inside the dropship, with Paul and the others strapped into their seats in full gear, with their equipment packs likewise belted in to the seats adjacent to them. Given that they didn’t know how long this engagement was going to take or where they would eventually end up, they were bringing a full load of accessories ranging from explosives to foodstuffs so that they could remain mobile and move as fast and far as they could fight their way into enemy lines.
The view of the moon seemed as natural as ever, without so much as a single wink of light out of place…but Paul knew that was because all of the fighting was taking place indoors, connected through the spider web-like buried tunnels that were now just starting to become visible from their vantage point high above the surface. Each of the lines was a pair of half buried tubes, one stacked on top of the other and unpressurized, containing the monorail lines that spanned the dozens of kilometers between sites within each sector, radiating out like spokes on a wheel…as well as the hundreds of kilometers between each sector’s central spaceport.
Given the long travel distances between sites, the trams that ran through the tunnels were essentially small spaceships in that they contained their own magnetic propulsion units, continually recharged by power lines running the length of the tubes, but also capable of running on backup power sufficient enough to get them to their destination point before depletion.
At each terminal was an automated docking system that couldn’t be locked down, so as to not strand and potentially kill any travelers because of a computer glitch, power outage, or in this case a hostile takeover. The docking system operated inside the spaceport and was capable of switching a car from one track to another while operating on power solely supplied by the tram. Once inside the pressurized zone, there was a small foyer that led to each facility’s security doors, which is where the stoppage should have occurred when the Chinese attacked.
It was unclear how they had gained access to the spaceports prior to the simultaneous attacks, but the more recent expansion into the adjacent sectors was being accomplished through the use of cutting torches and explosives, which were able to bypass the security doors with a lot of effort and time, which has slowed the Chinese advance considerably without completely stopping it. Had the enemy only been equipped with handguns they never would have been able to gain any ground beyond those facilities taken during their surprise attack, but unfortunately they had come well prepared for the assault.
The 2s’ landing zone was going to be the main spaceport in sector 107, though there were a few auxiliaries at dedicated sites. Those were still secure, given that the Chinese had to go through the spaceport to access the secondary intra-sector tram lines, so Paul and the others were going to be put down as close to the front lines as possible, with the kick of the deceleration burn underscoring that fact as the spin of the surface on the viewscreens began to slow, with the first glimpse of their target spaceport coming into view over the horizon.
The pilot of the dropship made his approach at twice the normal speed, but had no trouble with the final braking maneuver, bringing the ship into a controlled hover over the spaceport before extending the landing gear and lowering down onto one of twelve pads, each of which was ringed by a support pylon from which extended one of several docking umbilicals that could reach any point on the circumference of the dropship. 
The closest one extended out, adjusted laterally a bit, then attached, matched atmospheres with a tiny hiss/puff, and opened up to allow the 2s access into the spaceport, with Jason leading the way.
Paul grabbed his equipment pack and attached it onto the back of his armor, snapping it into place as he mentally adjusted to the light gravity and followed the others into the spaceport, passing through a small airlock at the far end of the umbilical before setting foot inside, whereupon they were met by one clearly shaken security guard.
“Thank God you’re here,” she said, sweat streaking her face. “They just took another level.”
Jason pointed her forward as he began to walk past her and she didn’t immediately follow, but she quickly took his cue and ran a few steps to catch up.
“How many are there?” Jason asked through his helmet’s external speakers, giving his voice a slightly mechanical sound. His face was hidden behind an equally red reflective faceplate, with the rest of his body also obscured from view, given the fact that the armor was rated for short term vacuum excursions and completely sealed, with an atmospheric snorkel to bring in outside air for normal respiration with an automatic cutoff valve and backup oxygen tank should the environment suddenly lose pressure.
“Several dozen, but we haven’t been able to get an exact count because they’ve neutralized all the security cameras. We don’t even have telemetry feeds from the tram system, so they could be bringing in more troops without us knowing.”
“How many points of contention?”
“We’ve locked down all security doors on every level save for one each, and have situated our defenses there, but they’ve been cutting through others to try and flank us, so we never know when or where the fighting will break out. We’ve got cameras working on our levels and someone watching them at all times, but when they breach we have to pull back to the next level…we just don’t have the numbers to hold multiple locations.”
“Civilians?” Jason asked as they made a right turn and walked out of the docking pylon and into the spaceport’s outer edge…into the face of hundreds of people cluttering the floor of a large, low ceilinged promenade.
“We’re keeping them as close to the evac points as possible. With your permission we’ll start loading them onto the dropship you came in on.”
“No,” Jason said firmly, as he weaved his way through the crowd. “They’ll be safe here. I need you to gather all remaining security personnel to protect these levels and establish a makeshift brig for the prisoners.”
“What prisoners?” she asked, nearly tripping over an elderly man lying on the floor. 
“The ones you’re going to be picking up off the floor after we finish sweeping the spaceport. We’ll let you know when it’s clear to begin. Don’t follow us down.”
“I’m not the security Chief, you’ll need to brief him,” she said as they came to the far side of the room to a double set of stairs, one leading up and the other down. She motioned for them to go up but Jason went the other way.
“You tell him. We’ve got work to do,” the Archon said, leaving the security guard behind and taking the steps down to the next level, having already reviewed the spaceport’s schematics on their trip out from Earth. Like all Star Force spaceports, the complex was the size of a small city, offering a wide range of services and tourist options independent from the facilities within the sector it served. 
The civilians present were a mix of workers coming to and from the regional sites and tourists either staying in the spaceport or transferring over to the Swiss resort that lay to the northeast of the facility at the opposite end of a secondary tram line, the entrance to which sat four levels above the primary and currently one above the engagement zone, meaning it and the other sites within this sector were safe from the Chinese invasion force for the moment.
The entire spaceport was the shape of a pancake, consisting of 15 levels, all but three of which were underground. The secondary tram lines intersected with level 4, while the primary lines bottomed out at level 8 due to the track-shifting apparatus that pulled the trams out of the near surface lines and docked them with the terminal that lay below.  The rest of the spaceport sat underneath the terminal, and was currently cut off from the spaceport control room, situated atop level 1.
All in all, there was a lot of ground to cover, but their immediate objectives were to break through the engagement point and recapture the tram terminal, so as to stop any more reinforcements from coming through. After that, they could begin hunting down the remaining troops room by room with the help of the security forces to hold and monitor cleared areas.
When Jason reached the next level he saw that the staircase down was blocked by heavy security doors, meaning that the guards had wisely set up access points at varied locations rather than having one staircase lead all the way up through the levels. That way, if one point was breached it wouldn’t expose all levels to the enemy simultaneously.
“Keep comlinks open from here on out,” Randy said, two positions behind Jason as they began to run across level 3 in search of the next staircase down. 
Jason adjusted his wrist-mounted control panel, locking the transmit button on before sliding the armored casing back over the delicate controls, meaning that everything he said would be transmitted to the rest of the 2s and vice versa, keeping them in constant contact.
The next closest staircase was also closed so they moved onto the next where they spotted three guards behind a makeshift barricade consisting of a pair of desks and a heavy potted plant. 
“Follow us,” Jason ordered as he ran down the stairs.
The three men stared at the line of armored soldiers as they passed, unsure of what was happening, until one of them tagged another on the chest with his fist.
“That’s the help we were promised. Let’s go,” he said, jumping into line behind the last of them, pistol held at the ready. The other two reluctantly followed a few steps behind.
At the base of the stairs Ivan turned around and confronted the first of the guards. “Which way down?”
“Far side…down this hallway, then take a right at the fountain.”
Ivan’s helmeted head nodded, then sprinted to catch back up with the others. “Head straight,” he told Jason, “right at the fountain.”
Jason responded by increasing the speed of his run and the line of red armored bodies stretched out slightly, leaving the seemingly sluggish security guards falling behind. When he got to the fountain, sitting in the center of a corridor crossroads, he turned the corner and spotted another makeshift barricade with six guards waiting, these more agitated and alert than the others had been. The nearest one turned, pistol drawn, at the sound of their approach.
He almost pulled the trigger, but hesitated just long enough to realize these were friendlies…especially since they weren’t aiming at him, though their appearance was completely foreign to any of the combat equipment available to security.
“Report,” Jason said as he slowed to a halt, pulling the stinger rifle off the attachment hook on his back and hefting it at the ready across his chest while simultaneously hitting the charge button.
“Who are you?” one of them asked.
“Archons,” Jason answered simply.
The lot of them visibly stiffened, standing a bit straighter when their minds realized that these were their commanders’ commanders. 
“We’ve got level 5, for now,” one of them finally answered, picking up verbal speed by the word. “We’re expecting them to breach again at any time, so we have to keep this access point covered. The main defense force is on the level below.”
“Leave four men here, the rest of you follow us down,” Jason said, jumping up and over the barricade and almost floating down the open stairs in the low gravity, with the others following suit single file behind him. Before he hit the last stair the sound of gunfire spiked his adrenaline and he moved right against the wall, halting a moment to let Paul close up on his left, then as one they turned outward, covering both directions in the lower hallway…which was clear.
“This way,” Jason said, following the sound of the gunfire further right. It didn’t take them long to find the source, just a few dozen meters down a bullet deflected off the wall, chipping a piece of it away to fall to the floor. Whatever was happening, it was happening around the next corner.
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Jason skidded to a halt just prior to the turn, poking his head around the corner for a brief look before pulling back. The stairs down to the next level must have been at the far end of the hall, because halfway down there was a hefty blockade at another intersection with dozens of security guards in position behind it and clustered off to the sides.
“Paul, we’re going over in pairs. Dive, roll, and fire. Three second gaps.”
His counterpart pulled up next to shoulder. “Ready when you are.” 
“Go,” Jason said quietly, then turned the corner and ran.
His run was awkward, with almost no bounce and his torso leaning forward heavily to maintain traction with the floor. Paul was half a step behind him, but caught up even just as they reached the back row of guards hunkered down three deep behind a crate barricade that rose up to head level save for two peep holes that they were firing through. With a hefty jump, both Archons did a superman dive over the security officers, passing over the top of the crates and through the meter high gap quick as a flash.
Jason got three shots off before he tucked into a ball and landed on the floor, rolling over his ample backpack and onto his feet in a crouch, where he followed through with a hail of their trademark green stingers towards the two men hunkered down in the stairwell recess. The paint splattered over their heads, but made them flinch long enough for the pair of Archons to get to their feet and continue charging forward.
The Chinese men didn’t take long to recognize the threat and began spraying the hallway with a hail of bullets from their automatic rifles, with one of them going down a second later with a stinger to the left eye, spreading its stun energy directly into the man’s head and rendering him unconscious on impact. 
Jason juked left, Paul right as the bullets came their way, hoping to minimize the impacts. Paul took one round to the knee, Jason two to his right arm but none of the small caliber rounds penetrated their armor, though the physical impact did cause them to stumble, but within a handful of seconds they were to the stairwell, throwing paintballs into the depression and temporarily stopping return fire. 
Taking advantage of the moment of confusion, Jason jumped up slightly and came down feet first into the stairwell, kicking into a man coming up and knocking him back down into a pair of others, all of which fell to the foot of the stairs. Jason stepped on them and fired into the knot of reinforcements just off to his left, taking three down within two seconds, but there were dozens more behind them.
Paul came down a moment later, pumping stingers into the men on the floor before running forward and passing Jason, then ramming his shoulder into the sternum of the closest standing enemy, driving him back into the others and making a mess of their formation. He jammed his foot on the floor, slowing his momentum and getting a few inches of separation between him and the man, then punched his armored fist into the man’s face, knocking him out with the single blow, then he began swinging frantically, busting up anyone within range with his fist, elbow, rifle butt, knee or whatever else was available, tearing through the crowd before they knew what was happening to them.
Jason followed him, policing the downed men with efficient chest shots, making sure they were fully down. He took another bullet to his chest plate as one of the men Paul hit swung his gun arm around and accidentally pulled the trigger. A moment later the hallway was clear of standing enemies.
When Paul busted through the last of them he did an about face and pegged two in the head with green paint splats before he noticed Jason’s armor. “You hit?”
“Cracked…surface only I think.”
“Do a seal check,” Emily suggested, coming up behind them with the others.
“Sweep the area,” Jason said. “I’ll get security to round up these,” he said, kicking one of the downed men in the leg. “Get moving before they figure out what’s going on.”
Several nods were the only response he got from his team, which began fanning out in both directions, then splitting up by twos when they came to intersections. Paul stayed behind, pressing a finger into the hairline crack on Jason’s chest. The gloves he wore were heavy, so he couldn’t feel the damage, but he wanted to see if the material underneath had been compromised enough to flake off, which fortunately it didn’t.
“You just can’t help getting shot, can you?”
“You took a few dings yourself,” Jason pointed out.
Paul’s faceplate glanced at the floor, then he stooped down and picked up an object from the belt of one of the soldiers. He stood back up, holding the grenade up for Jason to see.
“Everyone stay sharp,” Paul said over the open comm. “They’ve got grenades.”
“Think our armor can handle that?” Jason asked.
“Should…but I don’t feel like testing it.”
“Me neither. Let’s get them picked up for security. If one goes off accidentally they can’t take the hit. Go get ‘em, I’ll pick up the Easter eggs.”
“Make sure they’re all napping,” Paul said, stepping over the downed enemies as he headed up the stairs. When he got back to the barricade he heard muted gunfire over his comm, then silence. He gave his team a moment to deal with the situation then voiced his curiosity. “Report.”
“Caught a couple roaming the halls,” Emily said as Paul made it back to the security checkpoint. “No trouble.”
“We’re through,” he said, temporarily disabling his comlink output so as not to interfere with his teammates’ concentration, though he left the input active. “We need the prisoners stripped of weapons, bound, and transported to a holding area.”
“Yes, sir,” one of them said gratefully through the peep hole. 
“Come with me,” Paul said, pulling the top crate off and tossing it aside effortlessly. The guards began prying several others off with considerable effort. “Keep a man on the stairs, everyone else start policing the bodies. They should all be alive and unconscious. See that they stay that way until your commander has confinement set up.”
Paul met up with Jason at the bottom of the stairs cradling both arms full of grenades and gingerly passed by him. 
“Put these somewhere safe,” he said, looking at the nearest guard. “Come back for the prisoners.”
“Guys, some help,” the guard said, grabbing two of the grenades and pinning them against his chest with his left arm, then he grabbed a third and moved off, not wanting to risk carrying any more than that. The other guards picked Jason clean and headed back up the stairs, leaving the rest to begin restraining the unconscious enemies with bundles of plastic binders that they carried in their utility belts. 
“Found a nest of them,” Megan’s voice said through Paul’s helmet. “Looks like a staging area just short of the next stairwell. We could use some help.”
“We’ve got it,” Jack said. “We’re one corridor behind you.”
“Are they contained?” Jason asked.
“Looks like three entrances, plus the stairs,” Megan answered. “They’re in a room just off a T-junction.”
“Make sure they don’t get a chance to retreat, then push ahead to the tram station. Once we have that secured we can start sweeping level by level.”
“Copy that.”
Paul toggled his helmet’s tracking device and pinged for the location of his teammates, requesting a brief radio transmission that his HUD flashed in the form of blue dots superimposed over the walls. He rotated his head around, getting an idea of where they were, then turned the ping off and pointed down the hallway to the right of the stairs.
Jason nodded and fell into step with him as they pushed into an area that hadn’t been explored yet, but one that should connect back to the stairwell that half their team would be assaulting shortly.
The hallways were all straight, but made up more of T-junctions than conventional intersections, making long distance line of sight impossible. Paul and Jason had to zigzag their way through the level in a question mark-like route to begin approaching the target area from the south, but before they got there they came across another soldier standing guard outside a partially open door.
Jason nailed him with two quick shots, one hitting him in the head, the other impacted his left shoulder before he could even turn to face the Archons. The man fell forward, twisting as he went down and taking a third shot in his chest thanks to Paul, who covered Jason as he approached the doorway.
When he ducked his head and weapon inside, kicking the door wide for Paul simultaneously, he found a large number of people bound at the hands and feet and essentially dumped on the floor in piles. Jason swung inside, covering the left flank with his weapon, then whipping it back around to the right, finding no more Chinese in the room.
Paul followed him in and took a quick glance around. “Hostages found and secured,” he reported for the sake of the others as Jason knelt down next to one woman in civilian clothes who screamed as he reached for her.
“Relax,” Jason said through his menacing helmet speakers as he untied the wire bundled so tight around her wrists that they were bleeding. “We’re Star Force.”
“Told you they would come,” one of the other civilians said.
“They killed the rest!” another shouted, then the whole room became so noisy he couldn’t make out individual voices.
Paul untied another two, then motioned that they needed to get moving. Jason untied one more man’s hands then stood up. “Untie the rest of them, but stay in this room until we come back for you. There are still enemy troops loose on this level.”
“You’re leaving us?”
“We have bad guys to shoot,” Jason said before ducking out the door behind Paul. 
  
By the time they caught up with the others they’d already taken the ‘nest’ as well as the stairs, leaving a pile of bodies behind. Paul shot one again when he saw movement, but the pair didn’t stop to look around, instead pinging for the location of their teammates and confirming that six were below them, then running/floating down the stairs onto level 7, which was where they found their first civilian body.
They passed by several more, most just kicked off to the side, leaving blood smears on the smooth white tile floors, until they realized that the others had already pushed down another level, apparently encountering little resistance this far from what had been the front lines. Paul and Jason quickly located the open staircase down and caught up with Randy and Jack just as they were finishing off a knot of soldiers down a side hallway.
“About time you guys showed up,” Randy quipped.
“You found survivors?” Jack asked.
Jason nodded. “You?”
“No, just dead bodies. Hopefully there are some more below.”
“Tram secured,” Megan’s voice sounded in all their helmets.
“Dan, you still up top?” Jason asked.
“Level 6, chasing a rogue.”
“Let me know when you get him.”
“Will do.”
Jason adjusted the frequency of his comm unit to standard security bands, selecting the one for command. “Archon 025 to control, acknowledge.”
There was a long pause, as if the person in the control room wasn’t expecting radio contact.
“Control room here.”
“Is your security Chief handy?”
“Uh, yeah. Just a second…”
“Chief Porter here. I’m assuming you’re the ones that just arrived at the station,” he asked, a bit peeved at them not checking in.
“We are. We’ve secured the tram terminal, but we’re going to need help sweeping and securing the starport. I need all the men you can spare to lock down each section as we clear them, starting with 6. We’ve also got more prisoners to be hauled out, bodies to be recovered, and a number of civilian survivors to be dealt with. Keep the elevators locked down until further notice, we don’t want any of the enemy sneaking past our lines.”
“You said there were survivors? How many?”
“Group of 20 to 30, bound up in a room on level 6. Do you have a holding area for the prisoners yet?”
“We’re working on it.”
“Work faster. We have other facilities to clear, and I don’t want to leave you here without proper containment.”
“Nor do I. I’ll take care of it. Just send them up when you bag them.”
“Have your men rendezvous at the stairwell down to level 6. We’ll coordinate from there.”
“Yes, sir,” Porter said, a mixture of relief and fatigue. 
“How many civilians and staff are missing?”
“Over a thousand.”
“Do you have medics?”
“A handful up here, the rest were caught below when the attack came. Our med facilities are on the lower levels.”
“Get them ready, some of the captives looked pretty banged up. And check in with your sector satellite facilities, make sure none of the Chinese slipped through. We can’t chance them having a foothold in our rear areas when we move forward.”
“I don’t see how they could have got through, but I’ll make the inquiries.”
“And pull as many personnel as you can back into the spaceport, security or not. We’ll look for more survivors below, but don’t count on there being any.”
“Understood,” Porter said grimly. 
“Contact me on this frequency if you have any updates, otherwise let us work our way through this. We’ll call if we require anything else.”
“Yes, sir…and thank you.”
“Sorry we couldn’t get here sooner,” Jason said, ending the conversation and toggling his comm system to pipe through this frequency on a regular basis.
“They’ve got supply crates,” Megan said, appearing with Brian as they came back from the tram station. “I think we can assume they’re making regular trips.”
“Stay here and keep the hole plugged,” Jason said as the six of them met in an intersection. “The rest of us will start clearing level 6 with security holding our turf. If another car comes through let us know and we’ll double time it back here.”
“Will do,” Brian said, tagging Megan on the shoulder as he headed back to the terminal. She followed a step behind, leaving Paul and Jason with Jack and Randy.
“Room by room?” Jack asked.
“Only way to make sure we don’t miss anyone,” Paul noted.
Randy glanced right, then left. “Wish this place wasn’t so big.”
“I hear you,” Jason said, feeling the same. 
Paul leaned over and picked up one of the unconscious men and swung his limp body up over his shoulder so he could carry him back upstairs. “Let’s get going before they try and send more through.”
 



  
  
5
  
  
“You hear that?” Brian asked.
Megan strained her hearing until a muted thunk and the whine of mechanical lifts made it obvious that the tram terminal had been activated. 
“Incoming car,” she guessed, backing up to the security doors…or what was left of them. One side of the heavy metallic sliding doors had been blown off its track and peeled back inside the spaceport along the bottom, while the other one was mostly intact but missing several chunks where the explosives had been placed. It was currently half retracted into the wall, giving her some decent cover.
Brian positioned himself behind the curl of the other door, with both of their weapons poking out of the narrow gap in between and trained on the egress doors, which were still shut, but the sounds of the lift system were growing even louder, meaning it wouldn’t be much longer until the enemy reinforcements started spilling out.
“Tram incoming,” Megan reported for the benefit of the others as they searched the lower levels of the spaceport. Listening in to their comms, she knew they’d been racking up a considerable amount of prisoners, seemingly spread out randomly across almost every level, doing what she didn’t know, but it had started to irk her that she and Brian had to wait and play guards while the others got all the action…but it seemed they were about to get a reversal of fortune.
Brian reached back over his left shoulder and unclasped a latch on the top of his equipment pack and fished his hand inside, pulling out a stinger grenade and tossing it to Megan, who deftly caught it mid air. He pulled out a second for himself and resecured the clasp, then waited in throwing position, with his thumb hovering over the charge button.
A loud shimmy was felt through the floor a moment before the doors leading to the tram parted, revealing a second pair of clear ones underneath that were part of the car itself. They pulled back a split second later, getting only a meter apart before two green balls passed through and bounced around…one hitting the far side of the tram and the other bouncing off of one man’s head.
A moment later the paint bombs blew apart, covering the inside of the tram with green splatters that carried the stun energy pumped into them by the trigger charging mechanisms. Several of the men went down, with more than half of the rest getting hit by small pieces, with those parts of their body numbing as a result.
Before they could react stinger rounds started coming in through the doorway, targeting all those who were still standing and dropping them to the floor in a heap…but the rest were out of range down the length of the bus-like tram, so a brief pause in the combat ensued that let the Chinese survivors regroup and reorient themselves.
Megan and Brian waited patiently. The enemy had nowhere to go save for turning the tram around and heading back the way they had come. The tracks leading out to nearby spaceports were physically separate from this line and had been locked down by the control room early on, meaning that in order for the Chinese to continue their advance they’d have to make their way up to level 1 and release the security doors…something that wasn’t going to happen now that the 2s had arrived.
Retreat or attack…those were their only two options, because the Archons weren’t going to come to them. A long minute later the enemy chose the second option and mass rushed into view and out of the tram, firing bullets wildly down the hallway as they met with a hail of green stingers. 
When the leading edge of the group went down those behind took up their firing positions as the entire group continued to run forward, stepping on or over their downed comrades. Half of the thirty or so remaining Chinese went down before they reached the explosive-torn doors, whereupon they had to pass through 1 or 2 at a time.
Brian had moved back a few steps along the hallway’s wall, keeping the twisted door between him and the rest of the gun-toting Chinese, peppering those trying to make their way through the breach with paint and dropping them in the gap, making it all the more difficult for the rest to come through, but come they did, staggering like a hoard of zombies and firing a slew of bullets whenever they got the chance in a berserker-like rush designed to intimidate their opponents into retreat or hesitation, both of which would give the Chinese the advantage in a less than opportune situation…at the cost of many men.
One of the Chinese soldiers fell to his knees, his chest covered in paint and his finger still pulling the trigger, hitting one of his own men in the head and killing him instantly, but before the unconscious man’s finger fell off the trigger the assault rifle tipped towards the wall and fired a round that hit a meter in front of Brian, then deflected off and hit him square in the faceplate. 
His head jerked backwards from the force of the impact and he stumbled a few steps, unable to return fire. The men coming through the gap tried to take advantage of the lack of return fire when they were suddenly hit from their left flank by several point blank shots from Megan, who had hidden behind the half-open door while Brian played bait. 
Those inside the door line went down instantly, and the next man through caught the butt of Megan’s rifle in the face, knocking him backwards with a bloody and broken nose into the men behind him…then Megan’s red armored form pushed her way through the doors and mowed down the rest of the soldiers, using their man as cover as he struggled to keep his balance. She finished him off last with a kick to the gut that knocked him backwards onto the floor, then added a green splatter approximately where her foot had landed.
“Brian?” she asked, firing a couple extra shots into wriggling men on the floor.
“Here,” he said, firing off a shot of his own on the other side then walking through the gap…with a huge cracked glass-like crater in his faceplate where the ricochet had hit.
“Damn,” Megan commented, turning her attention to the tram, rifle held at the ready as she approached, not expecting anyone conscious to still be inside but checking none the less. “That’s a nasty hit.”
“My vision is obscured, but I don’t want to lose the helmet just yet,” he said, following her inside. Aside from the men down at the door, the car was empty of other people, but it had several equipment crates stashed in the back stacked two high. Judging from the size of the car and the number of men, which she guessed was around fifty, they’d crammed about all they could inside, making her wonder just how many troops they had in play.”
“Tram secure,” she reported. “We’ve got a lot of prisoners down here, plus some Christmas gifts they brought for us.”
“Such as?” Jason’s voice responded.
Megan walked over and popped the lid of one of the crates. “Ammo, explosives,” she said, glancing over at the one Brian pried open, “and foodstuffs for starters. Looks like they were planning on camping out for a while.”
“We’ve found more of the same down here,” Emily chimed in. “They even commandeered the galley and started reorganizing the storage shelves with their own supplies added in.”
“You think they’ve been stashing this stuff away the past few months, little by little with each cargo shipment?” Megan asked.
“Security is supposed to inspect all shipments into lease zones,” Paul pointed out over the comm. “Sorry, we’re going to have to postpone the analysis. I think we found another holdout.”
“I’ve requested security send some men down to pick up your prisoners, Megan,” Jason said, whispering as he and Paul snuck up on their targets. “Sit on them until they arrive.”
“Copy that,” she acknowledged, not wanting to distract them further. 
“Wow,” Brian said, pulling open another crate to reveal a shoulder-mounted rocket launcher with extra rounds. “No wonder they’ve been getting through the security doors.”
“Let’s clean this stuff out and get the errant weapons picked up before anyone wakes up. I don’t want it within easy grab range.”
“Them first,” Brian said, clipping his rifle onto the hook on the back of his armor and walking over to the tram car’s door and the wad of bodies on the floor. He picked up several assault rifles and stacked them on top of one of the unopened crates, then pulled off the ammo pouches, knife sheaths, grenades, and other odds and ends that some of the soldiers were carrying as Megan began dragging the processed ones out of the car and stacking them up against the walls of the small terminal area this side of the broken security doors.
When they finished with them Megan went through to the other side and began the same process, with Brian hovering around both groups alert for trouble. By the time the first security guards arrived they had all the weapons retrieved and stacked within the tram, with Brian keeping himself between the prisoners and the weapons.
“Do you have restraints?” Megan asked the first man to arrive.
He turned to the woman behind him, who held up a bundle of the plastic ‘instacuffs’ for her to see. 
“Good, but we’ll need more than that,” she said, motioning for her to toss them her way.
“How many you got?” the man said as his team of five came down the hall.
“Sixty two,” she said, kneeling down and starting to bind the prisoners’ hands behind their backs.
One of the guards whistled.
“That’s a lot to carry,” another one said, rubbing his already sore shoulder.
“One at a time, fellas,” Megan prompted. “Where’s the containment area located?”
“Empty residential wing on level 3. Chief has the techs rewiring the door locks so we can seal them from the outside.”
“Alright then, drag these guys to the nearest elevator and pile them there. The rest of our team should have the lower levels cleared by the time you get done.”
“Thank you,” one of the guards emphasized as he moved towards the first prisoner Megan had restrained. 
“Just keep one of you on station as a babysitter…don’t let these guys out of your sights, no matter how unconscious they appear to be.”
“Believe me, we’re not taking any chances,” the woman said, reaching down to pick another one up over her shoulders in a fireman carry. Soon the five security officers were gone, and their stash of captives was down to 57.
 Brian saw one of the men on his side of the doorway begin to stir and reached for his rifle…then thought better of it and instead detached the pack on his back. It wasn’t much of a burden to carry in the low gravity, but he’d been wearing it ever since they’d arrived and his shoulders let out a tiny sigh of relief when the weight came off. He set the pack leaning against the side of the tram and pulled out a stun stick and flipped the on button…then walked over and jabbed the man in the ribs, reversing his trek back to consciousness.
“How are you on ammo?” he asked.
“Decent,” she said, glancing at the counter on the side of her rifle, then slinging it onto the hook on her back, “but there’s no way of knowing how many more firefights we’re going to get into before this campaign is over.”
“If we have to, we can use their weapons,” Brian noted, reaching down to jab another man starting to show movement.
“That rocket launcher is tempting, but I’d prefer we stick with the stingers.”
“Same here,” he agreed, “but I think we need to call for more supplies and security, I have a feeling we’re taking too many prisoners for them to handle.”
Megan glanced around at all the enemy combatants cluttering the hall. “I know.”
  
Two hours later, after a nasty little firefight on the bottom level, the sweep of the spaceport was complete, along with a casualty count of 1,286. Only a few dozen people had survived on the lower levels, managing to hide out in areas the Chinese couldn’t quickly find them, one of which was a child who had hid under her bed while her parents were gunned down in the same room. Similar acts of carnage were widespread throughout the spaceport’s lower levels, leaving a bloody mess of bodies virtually around every corner.
Chief Porter had assembled a small retrieval team to start recovering the corpses and a cleaning crew to follow, but he had nowhere to store the bodies so he reluctantly began stacking them in a temporary shelter outside the spaceport…an unpressurized ‘tent’ that would keep the corpses from rotting, though subsequent depressurization damage mangled them even more.
The surviving techs were dispersed throughout the facility to get the security feeds back online, which required a lot of patch work on the control lines, but once they got the tram station connection reestablished they were able to monitor approaching traffic from kilometers away via the control station on level 1, allowing the Archons to be relieved from their guard duty and be replaced by a small contingent of security looking after the mechanics disassembling the damaged security doors.
Megan and Brian met up with the rest of the 2s in the control room, along with Chief Porter and a handful of other security personnel and one station Administrator that had survived.
Jason pulled off his helmet, taking his first breath of unprocessed air in more than twelve hours and ran his gloved fingers through his short hair, shaking off beads of sweat. Behind him Paul and the others did likewise, save for Dan who elected to keep his helmet on.
“I need a comm line to Atlantis and Lunar Security Headquarters,” Jason said impatiently, setting his helmet down on a nearby table. 
“Already got the latter,” one of the staffers said, directing him to a side monitor with the image of an empty chair showing.
“Commander Sheridan?” Jason asked.
A moment passed then a man appeared standing behind the chair. “Hold on a moment,” he said, raising a pause finger. “Let’s make this a conference call, shall we.”
Suddenly the screen split in three, with Greg and Sara’s faces appearing.
“Here,” the staffer said, shuffling the auxiliary feeds to different screens off to the side. “Camera on the center monitor.”
“Jason, what’s your status?” Greg asked.
“Spaceport is secure, but we have a lot of prisoners and even more dead bodies. The Chinese shot just about everyone they came in contact with. We lost about 80% of the inhabitants.”
Greg shook his head in dismay. “We didn’t lose quite that many, but they were using the same MO.”
“We need more security transferred here before we redeploy to the next spaceport. A lot were lost in the initial fighting.”
“We’re shorthanded everywhere,” Sheridan chimed in. “We don’t have much more to redistribute on the surface, but I have arranged for men to be brought in from orbital facilities. That’ll take some time though.”
“Time we don’t have,” Sara commented. “4s and 6s have already secured their targets and moved into sector 45 from different vectors. 4s went in through the tram while the 6s used a dropship to hop onto an auxiliary pad and take a satellite facility, hoping to go in through the backdoor.”
“8s are taking back a second non-Chinese spaceport with the help of the Knights, but they’re encountering more resistance than the rest of us, so I sent the 0s their way,” Greg said, filling them in. “We’re still waiting on word from the 3s, 5s, and 9s, but we’re all coming up short handed. We can take it to the enemy, but we don’t have the numbers to secure the territory we’re reclaiming.”
“I think we need to bring in the others,” Sara said, repeating a conversation she’d been having with Greg. “Not all of them, but the top 10-20 teams to secure our backlines while we move forward.”
Jason exchanged glances with Paul, who reluctantly nodded. “We concur, but we’re going to need a lot more support personnel to fill in the gaps, security or otherwise.”
“I’ve already spoken with Davis,” Greg said, “he’s scrounging up an army of varied personnel, but it’ll be a few days before they can all get here.”
“The longer we wait, the more dug in the Chinese will get,” Paul pointed out.
“I know, which is why we need to reclaim our sectors as soon as possible. It’s probable that they’ve already got their own sectors entrenched by now, so those will just have to keep. Any chance I can convince you to send part of your team over to assist the 5s? They’re closest to your position.”
“I’ll stay,” Paul offered. “I need to get in contact with the fleet and figure out where all these reinforcements are coming from.”
“Go Jason,” Emily said, knowing that the dynamic duo didn’t like to split up. “I’ll stay with Paul and watch the back door.”
“Alright,” Jason agreed, turning back to Greg’s screen. “And while you’re at it, have Knight teams 3,4, and 5 sent up with the others. I want them nearby if I need them, and they’ll make for good wardens for the prisoners.”
Greg cracked a smile. “Good idea. My team is cleaning up the satellite facilities, so it’ll be a while before we can redeploy. Rex and I are covering the spaceport, and I’m stuck playing coordinator for the time being, so if you need anything route it through me.”
“Will do. We’ll get under way in a few minutes,” Jason confirmed.
“You take any hits?” Sara asked.
“Nothing that got through armor, but Brian’s faceplate is messed up…that and my bladder is about to explode.”
Sara smiled and shook her head. “Jace’s shoulder armor cracked from a grenade and part of it sliced into his arm, but other than that we haven’t had any casualties. He’s patched up, body and armor, so we’re still ten strong indoors but he’s not airtight anymore.”
“Hopefully we don’t have to take a walk outdoors,” Greg suggested.
“I’m more concerned about a hull breach, with all the explosives they’ve brought,” Sara explained. “Regardless, we’ve been kicking ass so far.”
“Knight team1?” Jason asked.
“The same,” Sara confirmed.
“Good, let’s keep it that way. Paul,” Jason said, abandoning the seat and picking up his helmet as he swapped, then he looked over at Porter. “Mind pointing the way to the nearest restroom?”
“Follow me,” the Chief said, no merriment in his voice. He knew how long they’d been fighting without respite. “If you can spare a few minutes, I’ll get some water and food up this way before you head out.”
“Thank you, yes,” Megan said as the 8 of them headed out of the control room.
“I’m going to roam about,” Emily told Paul. “Call me if you need me.”
Paul nodded then turned his attention to the screens, glancing over at the staffer in charge of communications. “Get me that line to Atlantis.”
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March 16, 2060
  
“Captain, we just lost the Chinese transponder signals.”
Voss frowned. “Which ones?” he asked, glancing at the main orbital display of Luna, which he was currently tasked to patrol. He had three ships in orbit, while the Turok was stationed just off the high traffic zone near Star Force’s Lagrange point station, located where the gravitational pull of the moon and planet evened out and held the station suspended between them rather than in its own orbit.
“All of them,” the bridge officer replied. “Every transponder from every ship in orbit around Earth. They all went out within a few seconds.”
“Damn. How many do we have radar on?”
“I’m checking now…but I think we’ll lose a few on approach to Luna.”
“Give me a status of the Chinese cargo ships in lunar orbit,” Voss demanded. They’d been holding position quietly ever since the invasion began, but there were six ships in total, spread out at various positions, while he only had his three ships to corral them with.
Without transponders, the Turok bridge crew had to manually tag radar signatures, but with the monitoring stations in orbit there wasn’t anywhere the Chinese could hide from Star Force near the moon. It took a moment to confirm, but all six ships had begun moving.
“Two are escalating orbits, the other four are…breaking up?”
“What do you mean...,” Voss began, then realized the answer before the words were out of his mouth. “They’re launching dropships. Get the warships moving to intercept now!”
“We’re not in position to do that,” one of the remote pilots pointed out.
“Get as close as you can,” he urged, watching the untagged blips adjust their trajectories on the orbital display. The Turok’s computer had course projections painted as faint lines leading out from each dropship, and as Voss watched those lines began to angle in towards the lunar surface. 
Unlike Star Force, the Chinese didn’t have any stations in orbit, so all the cargo transfers they made came directly from surface landing pads up to their orbiting freighters. Several other nations utilized Star Force dropships for the up and down hauling, opting to dock with a public starport and transfer cargo over internally rather than try to own and operate their own dropship fleet. The Chinese had preferred to purchase dropships directly from Star Force and bypass the bureaucracy, which saved time, fees, and inspections…as well as giving them the ability to reach the surface without Star Force’s blessing.
Voss’s three ships in orbit were a destroyer and two corvettes, with the lighter, faster ships having been deployed closer to Earth in station-hopping patrols. This meant the closure rates weren’t as high as Voss would have liked, but his warships were still multiple times faster than the cargo-laden dropships, especially the non-Star Force models which lagged behind the others as they spread out in a wide formation, either headed for different landing sites or scattering to increase their odds of making it to the surface.
Intercept estimates appeared on Voss’s screen, with lines from his warships arcing out to intersect with the lines from the enemy dropships, only one of which was going to be a safe catch. The nearer corvette was easily going to intercept a klunker before it got within the deceleration zone to drop down to the surface, but the others had too great a head start. The destroyer had a shot at an intercept, but the timing estimates were too close to be sure, and shooting down at the surface was problematic.
 “Cargo ships are reversing course…now moving out from the moon,” the radar officer announced as Voss watched the tracking lines begin to move out to higher orbits 
“Track each dropship…I want to know what sectors they’re heading to,” he turned to his comm officer. “Get me a comlink to one of the Archons on the planet.”
  
Paul was waiting on the docking ring as the first Star Force dropship arrived with supplies and reinforcements scavenged from other lunar sectors. It had taken a short ‘hop’ across the surface in a shallow orbit from sector 23, a third of the way around the moon. Direct tram lines to that area had yet to be constructed, plus they couldn’t carry the amount of cargo that a dropship could, nor move as fast. As it was, dozens of already grounded dropships had been refueled and redeployed into troop transports, with the first just beginning to reach the conflict zones.
As the dropship docked and Paul waited for the umbilical to extend and connect a security guard ran up noisily behind him, skidding to a halt when he had trouble checking his low gravity momentum.
“Sir, we have an urgent transmission from the Turok for you.” 
“What is it?” Paul asked, jogging back the way the guard had come towards the nearest elevator.
“They wouldn’t say. Wanted to speak to you in person.”
Paul frowned beneath his helmet, but said nothing further until he returned to the command center atop the spaceport and slid into position behind the video screen. “Report.”
Voss’s face suddenly replaced the image of his comm officer. “Bad news. The entire Chinese fleet, warships and civilian ships alike, have cut out their transponders. Four cargo ships in orbit have launched dropships. We’re in pursuit now, but there’s no way we’re going to catch even a tenth of them. It’s hard to pinpoint this early, but their trajectory looks like they’re heading for the lease zones rather than their own territory. We’ll transfer landing coordinates to you when we have them.”
Voss visibly stiffened. “What are your orders?”
Paul didn’t hesitate. “Take out as many dropships as you can before they reach the surface. Do they have any warships nearby?”
“No, they’re keeping to low Earth orbit for now…but without the transponders some of them could be redeploying without us knowing.”
Paul thought for a long moment, knowing what he was about to say but thinking it through several times before he issued the order. “Captain, are you recording this transmission?”
Voss looked at one of his bridge crew, who nodded. “Yes.”
“Retransmit the following orders to Harper and Minsk…you are to hunt down and confront all Chinese warships in play, demand their surrender and removal to an empty orbital track of your choosing. There they will wait to rendezvous with one of their cargo ships to remove the crew, after which you will destroy their ships. Don’t worry about the debris, and don’t try to board them. I don’t want to risk our crews with their penchant for self destruct devices. If they do not surrender, destroy them on the spot.”
Voss stared at Paul’s red reflective faceplate for an agonizingly long two seconds, realizing what this meant. “That will take some time.”
The Archon’s helmet nodded. “I know, but we can’t risk them launching an assault on our unarmed orbital facilities. You have to get to them first, take them out of the equation.”
“What about you?”
“We’re going to have our hands full, by the look of it. Don’t let any Chinese ship…check that, don’t let ANY ship from any nation near the moon. Define a holding orbit far enough out that you’ll have plenty of time to intercept any landing attempt and shuffle everyone outside that perimeter. They won’t like it, but at this point we can’t take the chance that some of them might be working with the Chinese.”
Voss nodded, agreeing with the wisdom of that caveat. “What about the cargo ships that launched the dropships?”
“Aside from making a kamikaze run, they’re irrelevant at this point. Let them go and focus on the warships.”
“Sorry they got by us, sir.”
“Don’t sweat it. We still don’t know how they landed so many troops in the first place…speaking of which, keep a close eye on the Chinese territorial zones. I’m probably going to be out of communications range, but if they so much as twitch over there let one of the other teams or security know so they can get the message through. Or, if you’ve got a ship close enough, transmit on frequency 23.8 at full power and we might be able to receive on our helmets, but we won’t have enough power to respond.”
“Can’t the spaceport act as a relay?”
“I don’t think the equipment is set up that way, but even if it was it won’t do us any good when we get to the enemy-held zones. They’re not going to retransmit for us.”
“We’ll make do then,” Voss said, unsatisfied. “I just wish they’d sent you a mobile transmitter strong enough to stay in contact.”
“A suggestion for the techs later…along with a lot of other things,” Paul said, acknowledging many design flaws or oversights that they hadn’t been previously aware of. “Start making a list in your downtime. I’ve got fresh security forces coming in that I need to organize. Anything else I need to know before I step away?”
“Do you want us to try for any type of orbital bombardment?”
“Not unless one of us explicitly calls for it. Not much you could shoot at anyway, this whole fight is indoors.”
“I was thinking more about the Chinese territorial bases.”
“Hold that idea in reserve, we have to deal with them on our turf first.”
“Yes, sir. Good luck.”
“Take all I can get,” Paul said, signing off.
  
Above Luna the three Star Force warships ran their engines up to full power, forcing their way across the orbital paths in a more or less straight line, building up an insane amount of momentum in order to try and intercept the Chinese dropships before they got out of range…knowing that their closure rates were far too high for a decent weapons lock, taking the rail guns and lasers out of the equation.
As one of the corvettes approached the area where three of the slower Solaris Industries-manufactured dropships were beginning to rotate around to align for their descent burns, it opened its protective armor plating over top of its missile racks and slammed in its forward engines, attempting to bleed off as much momentum as they could as the ship slipped beneath the dropships’ altitude and shot by underneath as fast as a bullet.
Using radar installations in orbit, the corvette’s pilot tagged the three dropships as targets and launched all of his missiles up towards the where the enemy was going to be and watched them disappear into the distance. 
Each of the missiles had been reprogrammed for the unusual intercept, using their thrust to slow their approach rather than accelerate towards the target, given that they were already approaching too fast to assure good hits or even detonations, meaning they had actually been launched away from the dropships and were now sliding backwards toward them, trying desperately to slow themselves down.
It didn’t happen in time, and the missiles passed by the dropships like drops of rain heading down to the moon’s surface, as the corvette sped off towards the horizon ahead of them, soon to disappear from sight entirely. The little raindrops, however, still had fuel left and continued to bleed off speed on the other side, essentially sitting them in place below the dropships as they came down towards them.
The ‘pause’ didn’t last long and the missiles began to inch their way back up, tracking the dropships thanks to the orbital radar relay, now that the corvette was obscured by the curve of the moon. They began to adjust course to target each of the dropships when their fuel ran out, one at a time in the sequence that they had been fired. 
The missiles passed by the dropships harmlessly as they began their descent burns…save for the last few launched, which the corvette had bled a bit more speed off from, saving that little bit extra amount of fuel. They too ran out before impact, but they were close enough that several coasted into their targets and detonated against the hulls of two of the dropships, cracking them open to space in a hail of debris.
That debris shredded the interiors, killing some of the crew and troops on impact, then exposing the rest of them to the explosive decompression of space. One of the dropships shredded under the impact of two missiles, while the other was hit by three, with enough auxiliary damage to detonate the fuel cells, utterly destroying the craft in a firework-like spherical explosion leaving little but a cloud of space junk behind…one that would soon fall to the surface of Luna as dangerous meteors.
Voss regretted that, knowing that if the debris landed on an inhabited section of the moon it could damage or even depressurize any structure hit, and even with Star Force’s hardened structures, hit them with enough inertial energy and they would crack. Even worse would be any exterior crews, with nothing more than an armored work suit to protect them.
He did not regret, however, taking out the two ships. Yes, he’d probably just killed a lot of Chinese troops, but letting them land and go into battle would have put the Star Force personnel on the surface at risk, and if he had to choose between the two then the decision was a no-brainer. Still, something about the pointless loss of life gnawed at him, but he pushed the feeling away, knowing he needed to focus on protecting those still alive.
As he watched, his destroyer cored through one of the Star Force models with its rail gun, having gotten beneath it slightly so it could shoot at an angle that wouldn’t threaten the surface…or any orbital facilities, he hoped. His pilots had an automated warning system that calculated post impact trajectories…
“Please tell me you placed that shot?” he asked the pilot, seated just a few meters away from him in the heart of the Turok.
“Yes, out orbit from Luna and Earth, nothing with a transponder in the path.”
Voss knew that meant the Chinese ships could have been in the way, but at the moment that was their problem. As he watched the visuals being transmitted from the destroyer a plume of missiles shot up and away, honing in on another nearby dropship as it started to decelerate and fall in towards the moon, with the missiles fighting hard to catch up.
“When you’re finished, break up that dropship so it doesn’t land in one piece, please.”
“Can’t get to any of the others, sir,” the destroyer pilot apologized as his missiles stretched out and tagged the dropship, one after another in sequence, pounding it into pieces. He keyed for a new target and launched more from the extra-large missile hold on the sizeable warship. “Making rubble as ordered.”
A few moments later the first dropship, depressurized and disabled with a hole punched in the front that connected all the way to the backside where the slug had exited, got reduced in size to several large chunks as the missiles broke it apart, but the sturdier Star Force design didn’t shred like the others, making its debris all the more dangerous when it would eventually impact the surface.
“Do you want me to hit it again?” the pilot asked.
“No…get your ship out of there before you hit the surface too.”
“I can do both,” he offered.
“Save your remaining missiles, we might need them later.”
“Aye, sir.”
Voss watched as the destroyer kicked in its engines and averted the collision course with the surface that it had taken to intercept the dropships. On another screen he saw the other corvette take out one of the enemy landers.
“What’s the final count?”
“Five killed, 13 heading to ground,” his ops officer reported.
Voss closed his eyes for a moment, wandering how many more troops that added to the equation. 
“We did what we could,” he said loud enough for everyone to hear. “Now it’s up to the ground troops. Our job from here on out is to clear out the lower lunar orbits and make sure nothing else gets within spitting distance of the moon without our say so. Get on the comm with the individual freighters and inform them of the situation and that we’re not taking no for an answer…and get me a link to the Orion and Mjolnir. We have some hunting parties to organize.”
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Paul and Emily spent more than two hours in a tram heading over to the ‘nearby’ sector 318, following the tracks that the rest of the 2s had taken earlier to assist the 5s in reclaiming that spaceport. All together there were 1,453 sectors on the Lunar map, but only 83 of them had spaceports as of yet. They were all connected by at least one track, but on the whole Luna was still barely inhabited. 
The trip took place several meters underground, with the tram zipping through the dark tunnels floating on magnetic rails to reduce friction and enable faster speeds. The tunnels remained unpressurized for the same reason, but crossing the vast distances between spaceports still took an agonizingly long time.
When the tram finally slowed to a crawl and moved inside the sector 318 spaceport, it was lifted off its track by an automated system and reshuffled to a docking offshoot. The tram door finally opened to reveal an identical foyer to the spaceport they’d left behind, save for the doors on this one had been completely removed, with minor scorch marks on the walls attesting to past explosive damage.
“No greeting party,” Paul commented, stepping off the tram with his rifle in hand.
“Anyone home?” Emily asked over the 2s’ private comm channel.
“Emily? Where are you?” Jason’s voice asked in a hurry.
“At the tram, we just got here.”
“What’s your status?”
“We’re here, but no one else is. Why don’t you have a guard at the terminal?”
“Because we lost the terminal an hour ago,” Jason said, letting that tidbit sink in.
“What’s going on?” Emily asked as she and Paul jogged ahead, past where the security doors had been and up to the left turn that led out of the terminal hallway and further into the spaceport, where they took up combat positions with Paul sneaking a look around the corner. There was no one in sight, but the end of the hallway was chewed apart by bullet holes.
“They have a tank.”
“A tank?” Paul asked, not believing him.
“They brought it along with several tram cars of reinforcements. It’s the size of a rover with a chain gun on top. We couldn’t hold the tram, and once they had it secured the reserves started pouring in.”
“That explains the wall,” Emily commented. “Where are you guys now?”
“Hiding.”
“Why?” Paul asked, frowning inside his helmet.
“They sent so many men we ran out of ammo. We’re ambushing them where we can with our stun sticks but those are getting low on charge…not to mention that all the prisoners we took earlier are probably awake and back in the fight now.”
“Civilians?”
“We evacuated most through the secondary trams to a facility that the 5s had already cleared out, but a lot were caught when the Chinese took the upper levels before the 5s arrived. Our dropship got away just in time with some of them, the rest I don’t know.”
“Did we lose anyone?”
“We’re spread out and on the run, but they haven’t taken any of us down yet. We’re trying to keeping them guessing and away from level 15. We came across six techs hiding in a restroom and have no way to get them out, right now we’re just trying to keep them alive. Figure the enemy has several hundred troops in play by now, counting the ones they recovered, but we don’t know how many for sure since we lost the control room.”
“Well it’s all quiet at the terminal now,” Emily said, glancing up. “And the security cameras are junked, so I don’t think they know we’re here yet.”
“They might be able to monitor incoming traffic,” Jason pointed out. “The security Chief tried to lock out the computers before they got to him…I don’t know if he succeeded.”
“Where are you now?”
“Level 9 playing tag and learning how to snap necks. Getting pretty good at it now,” he said, tension in his voice. “Half of the 5s were at auxiliary sites when the reinforcements came in, and I’d guess they’re still there. The rest of us were clearing out the lower levels like we did last time, with Olivia and Brad covering the tram. When the tank pushed those two back they flooded the upper levels, overwhelming security. We were caught below and cut off, and couldn’t get back up there in time to hold the control room.”
“And here I thought we were winning,” Paul commented.
“We were until they got backup. Where the hell are all these guys coming from anyway?”
“I don’t know about this group, but just before we left fleet reported that the transponders for the entire Chinese fleet cut out and they launched dropships from their cargo ships in orbit. I ordered them to take out as many as they could, but I’m pretty sure some got through.”
“Wonderful,” Jason’s voice said, finally showing a bit of fatigue. “Then there could be even more on the way.”
“I don’t know, and we can’t get any intel if the control room has been lost.”
“Then let’s take it back,” Emily suggested.
“Let’s,” Paul agreed. “Any chance you can make it up another level?”
“No, they’re pretty thick here. I’m in over my head as it is. If you’re behind their lines go for it. If they pull back to deal with you it might give us an opening to exploit. Some of the others have gotten their hands on assault rifles, so we’re not totally unarmed, but their weapons are noisy confetti makers and an invitation to grenades whenever we use the. The walls down here are a mess. They’re chucking them at us whenever they get the chance.”
“We’ll keep that in mind,” Paul said, taking another peek around the corner. “Where’s the tank at?”
“It’s here with me, guarding the stairwell up. They’re locking us out with the security doors they didn’t blast open on the way in, so we’ve got little maneuvering room. I played possum and got behind them a bit, but couldn’t get past the tank. Speaking of which, I got some friends to deal with in a few seconds. Get going and make some chaos.”
“Gladly,” Emily said, walking around the corner, rifle drawn. Paul stepped up behind her then veered off to the right to clear his firing line as he followed her out into the hallway, noticing the twisted remains of the security doors piled in a heap against the end of the main corridor on their left. They headed right towards the nearest stairwell, found the horizontal security door locked in place, then ran off in search of the next closest.
Two guards walked around a corner and into view, then went down within three steps, splattered with paint and unconscious. Paul stopped briefly to snag a grenade off of one man’s belt, then sprint/loped through the low gravity to catch up with Emily. 
The next stairwell was open…no explosive damage evident, meaning the enemy must have opened it to allow them access to the upper levels. Both Archons paused at the base, listening for activity at the top. When they heard none Emily jumped up the staircase in three powerful strides, then fired off several shots at targets Paul couldn’t see. 
When he followed a moment later three more men were down, apparently a back guard for the stairs, and Emily was darting up the opposite staircase, finding it also open. Paul didn’t hesitate and followed her up, hoping someone wasn’t watching the security feeds and quick enough to close it ahead of them.
Just as Paul crossed over to the ascending stairs he caught sight of a guard down the hallway in his peripheral vision. He jammed his foot hard against the stairs and backtracked, then stood absolutely still in full view of the hallway and took careful aim. He fired three shots down the long hallway, noting how they didn’t drop as fast as they normally did in full gravity, and caught the man in the chest with two of them, the third hitting the butt of his rifle. Paul didn’t wait to see him drop and took back to the stairs in a flash.
The Chinese had left all the level access doorways open on this staircase, which made it easier for them to move up and down behind the front lines, but it also gave Emily and Paul a direct shot up to level 1, which they gladly exploited, taking out an additional two guards on the top level before exiting into a large promenade that had been used as a welcome center before the attack. The dimensions of the room and the entire spaceport were identical to all the others, and they were already familiar with the route to the control room, just two sections away.
The welcome center was filled with trash and debris, but empty of personnel…the next room over was not, as the Archons walked right into the middle of the enemy’s headquarters with a dozen plus leaders and support personnel wandering about between makeshift tables covered with portable gear, including comm equipment.
There were three guards with assault rifles that went down quickly, surprised by the sudden, almost silent arrival of the armored soldiers through the side door. The quiet puffs of their stinger weapons didn’t draw any alarm from the others immediately either, only a few turned heads followed by wide eyes. A pair of the leaders got off a few shots with their sidearms, all of which missed as Paul and Emily split up, running and juking about the room, taking down each of the personnel with precise shots before moving on to the next room, which held the control center as an adjunct.
Two more Chinese troops were present, unarmed, and apparently sorting through the stacks of Star Force supplies that had been scrounged from the other levels. They went down without incident and Emily jumped over one of them enroute to the control room, where she waited outside for Paul to catch up. He went in first, with her swinging around and following him in support.
“Empty?” he said after pulling a quick search of the medium sized room to make sure nobody was napping behind a chair or console. 
Emily took one look around and did an about face, taking up guard position inside the short walkway that connected back the way they’d come. “Ok, they’re officially stupid. Get busy.”
Paul dropped his rifle on a tabletop within easy reach and began detaching his gloves, pulling out sweaty hands to access the keyboard controls that the blunt fingertips of his armor couldn’t manipulate. First thing he did was pull up the security door diagram for the entire complex, which showed which were locked, open, and malfunctioning. A string of doors on the lower levels were showing damage, ostensibly from his teammates to keep their movement options open, otherwise every single stairwell door below level 9 had been locked, but the handful of lateral access doors on the levels were still open.
“Open sesame,” Paul said, triggering every functional door in the spaceport to open. “Now, where’s that tank?”
“Control room secure,” Emily reported over the team comm. 
“That didn’t take long,” Megan commented. 
“Guards were pretty light, and I think we just took out their base of operations. Now, if one of you would like to get up here and tag me, I’ll start shooting people for you.”
“Open the security doors and we’d be happy to,” Randy commented.
Emily glanced back at Paul.
“Sorry, had my comm linked to you,” he said, taking a moment away from the keyboard to adjust his comm protocols. “All security doors are open, you are now free to move about the facility at your leisure.”
Paul tapped a few more keys, then amended his statement. “Is anyone in section 4 of level 9?”
Nobody chimmed in, so he altered his comm again to the 5s’ frequency. “Kerrie, you guys have anyone in section 4 of level 9?”
“Paul? When did you get here?”
“A few minutes ago. We did an end run around your friends and just retook the control room. I’ve got the tank located and I’m about to lock it down, but I need to know if we’ve got anyone in that section.”
“If you were within arms’ reach I’d kiss you.”
“I’m here,” Emily broke in, also now on the 5s’ frequency. “You want me to do it for you?”
“Level report, guys,” she said instead to her teammates. “Anyone on 9?”
A series of negatives reported in, then fell silent as they got back to playing their cat and mouse games with the enemy.
Paul switched over to dual frequencies, so he could talk to everyone at the same time. “Listen up, I’m about to lock down section 4 of level 9 with their pet tank inside. We’ll deal with it after we clear out the rest of the troops. With the rest of the doors open you should be able…”
“Paul, hold up. I’m not clear yet,” Jason said, out of breath.
“How much time do you need?”
“Just a few seconds…keep your finger on the button. I’ll tell you when to hit it.”
“Standing by,” Paul said, keying all the doors in that section to respond to the same command. He waited a long time, hearing nothing but heavy breathing and the almost undetectable sound of footfalls, followed by a large bang of a grenade and a crunch of armor plates.
“Now!” Jason yelled.
Paul smashed the button into the board and watched the display. It took four seconds for all the little green icons around section 4 to switch over to red, during which a hail of gunfire was audible over the team comm. 
“I’m through,” Jason reported. 
“You hit?”
“A few scuffs, nothing major. Stay put and play with the doors as we call in, help us divide them up a bit.”
“Someone needs to come get my ammo then,” Paul said, already searching through security camera footage to find out where the enemy concentration was the highest. 
“Tyr, Ross, head up and give them a hand,” Kerrie suggested. 
“On it,” Tyr confirmed. 
“Everybody who wants a weapon, our friends have a stash up here of stinger pistols,” Emily reported as she visually scanned the captured equipment spread out across the room in front of her. “Looks like they cleaned out what was left of the security armory and brought it all up here. Should be able to scrounge enough ammo to refill your rifles.”
“I’ll get it,” Jason offered. “Rendezvous at that little switchback where we set up the barricades.”
“Level 8?” Kerrie asked to make sure.
“That’s the one,” Jason said, his breathing heavy again. “Keep them distracted until I get back. Last thing we want is them rushing the control room.”
“Jason, might want to lock down level 1 until we get there,” Kerrie suggested.
“Already thought of that, but one of the doors is damaged. Probably where they blew through to get in here the first time.”
“I’ve got it covered,” Emily said assertively. “Get hunting.”
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Eight hours later…
  
The security door opened up, with Jason and Paul waiting on the other side. As soon as they had a gap they ran through, with the rest of the 2s following them in. Randy and Jack took up position at the doorway to make sure no one slipped out the back while the others went after the tank.
With Olivia up in the control room and the rest of the 5s guarding strategic positions throughout the otherwise clear spaceport, the 2s had opted to tackle the last nest of enemy troops, considering that they were the more rested, though to be honest they were all in a desperate need of sleep by now.
As Jason led the way the others broke off by pairs down separate hallways, fanning out and taking different directions to the location where the security cameras said the tank and its handlers were. In all, there were 40-50 Chinese contained within section 4 of level 9, none with enough explosives to break through the security doors, though they had tried using grenades, which had done little more than jamb the doors enough that the Archons couldn’t remotely unlock them. Fortunately there were multiple access points, with the 2s choosing the least popular one.
Another reason for leaving the 5s out of the assault was the limited ammunition they had remaining. They’d given the 2s all the stingers they had left, but as it was Paul, Megan, and Ivan carried stun sticks only, and those were already partially depleted.
Jason had his semi-full rifle to complement Paul, who was also carrying a bandoleer of captured grenades, knowing that it was going to take more than paint to take out the tank. He’d been elected for that duty given his propensity for dealing with rovers…and the fact that he and Emily were the two with the most energy remaining. 
Paul was tired, he could feel his limbs aching from the hours of fighting and his head numb from the constant beating of adrenaline surges, but he could visibly see the others slowing down and he knew they had to be in a rough spot. As he and Jason headed for the room where the tank had last been seen he knew that he’d have to be quick to avoid the chain gun, because there was no way his armor could stand up against that many bullets.
When they came to the intersection that led to the bunk area where surveillance had said some of the Chinese had gathered, Megan and Brian split off and went inside, with the sound of multiple puffs of compressed air the only audible sign of a fight. By the time Paul and Jason were up to the next intersection the brief fight was already over.
“Dorm clear,” Megan reported. “Caught them napping.”
Paul smiled, knowing that being stuck in here for 8 hours had probably taken the edge off the enemy. If they moved quick, they might be able to catch most of them off guard. 
“In position,” Kip said.
“Almost there,” Jason responded, picking up his jogging speed a bit. The tank and the main group of the troops had gathered in a food court with multiple entrances, which the 2s planned to make use of. “Eyes?”
“Nothing in the hallways outside,” Olivia reported, monitoring the security cameras still active. “Still blind inside.”
“Take a peek,” Paul suggested and he and Jason finally got into position.
On the other side of the courtyard Emily slowly crept her helmet into peripheral view, without drawing a response. She held her head there for three long seconds, then just as slowly pulled back around the corner of the open doorway in the S-shaped entrance walkway.
“Gun is pointed towards you,” she reported. “A few guards pacing, the rest are lounging around on the wings, but still armed.”
“After you,” Jason prompted.
Emily tagged Kip on the chest, then walked quickly forward, with him barely half a step behind her. As soon a she got inside the large room she sidestepped, heading for cover off to the left in the form of a fountain wall, hiding behind the curtain of water coming down in what looked like slow motion from a rectangular frame. Her red armor made a wrinkly blur from the other side, but no one noticed her presence at first.
Kip headed the opposite direction, dropping to a knee as he slid down behind a low wall alongside a shallow staircase that led to a lower level eating area with dozens of tables and chairs, currently filled with several Chinese playing cards, napping, or just having a chat. One of them, seated directly across from the stairs, knocked his chair over backwards as he tried to jump to his feet, his excitement overpowering his balance in the low gravity as he reached for his rifle lying on the table in front of him. 
Kip put one stinger solidly in his chest, then started making precise twitches of his upper body, twisting his rifle a few inches here and there, firing one shot at each of the nearby men as they scrambled to respond, some not waking up in time to even see who shot them.
Emily let the alarm spread and focus on the opposite side of the room before she stepped out from behind the side column of the waterfall and started shooting men getting to their feet from where they’d been sitting on a long bench. She ran down behind them, picking them off as they sprinted away from her, giving her easy shots before someone noticed her presence and turned around, firing wildly and almost hitting one of his own men in the process.
The three troops sitting near or leaning on the tank jumped to their feet with the gunner hopping up into the seat behind the turret mount and grabbing the hand controls. The small treads spun on one side, pulling the front of the tiny vehicle around to bring it in line with the attackers.
“Now!” Emily said over the comm.
Jason ran in from the opposite doorway, his image seeming to split as Paul pulled wide and underhanded a Chinese grenade, sliding it across the floor towards the side of the tank. With Jason nailing anyone who even looked their way, which wasn’t many with all the commotion going on, Paul rhythmically chucked out three more grenades in a similar fashion, trying to slide one underneath the treads from halfway across the courtyard.
The first one overshot, blowing up in front of the multi-barrel as it swung around to target Kip. The gunner froze, ducking down out of reflex as bits of shrapnel bounced off the light armored hull, with one clipping the man’s shoulder. Before he could get the bang out of his ears the whole room seemed to explode around him as the subsequent grenades blew out behind and underneath him, filling him with shrapnel and shredding the inner mechanisms of the tank, along with the men standing nearby.
Paul dropped the bandoleer with two extra grenades and sprinted off to the side, thumbing on his stun stick and long jumping forward into a knot of soldiers, jabbing one on impact then swinging through several hasty arcs as he rolled to his feet over the chest of the man he’d landed on. Two seconds later he had them all knocked unconscious while the rest of the four man Archon squad systematically took down the others, most of whom never had a chance to fire a shot in response, stumbling around looking for their weapons in the confusion.
“Room check,” Jason demanded when there were no longer any standing opponents. He and the others began running about, looking for movement and delivering a few extra shots, or in Paul’s case jabs, where needed. 
“Tank down, room secured,” Jason reported over team comm. “Anyone else need help?”
“Just got a few stragglers to deal with,” Dan reported. “We’ll be finished in moment.”
“Starting room sweeps now,” Megan added. “Olivia?”
“All visible targets are down,” she reported, “but I don’t have eyes everywhere, so be thorough.”
Paul listened to the conversation as he kicked an assault rifle away from a downed man’s grip, making sure he wasn’t playing possum before he knelt down and pulled out a stack of temporary restraints and lashed the man’s wrists together, then moved off to the next closest one and did the same. 
Ten minutes later they had all the captives secured and their weapons picked up and emptied of ammunition, which they piled in one of the trash cans for safe keeping. They checked the dead bodies, then pulled them off to the side to be dealt with later. Kip and Jason stayed put to watch the prisoners while Paul and Emily went back out to help the others sweep rooms, finding a few more nappers and disposing of them quick enough. Once section 4 was secure, they began hauling the prisoners over to the nearest elevator and sent them up to the 5s for safe keeping.
After all was said and done, everyone pulled back up to the top levels, save for a pair of 5s stationed at both tram stations. Half of them immediately went on rest period while the others milled about on watch as Paul took Olivia’s place in the control room and reported their progress to Sara, who was playing coordinator at the time, as well as arranging for another dropship to be sent to pick up the civilians that were on their way back from an auxiliary sight with two of the 5s that had been stuck outside the spaceport when the Chinese reinforcements came in. The others had already returned and joined the group, but Will and Andre had stayed to protect the survivors in case there were Chinese troops roaming around the sector sites, of which a few had been spotted.
Most of those sites had yet to be secured, but Paul, Jason, and Kerrie had all decided it would be futile to go after them now given their current fatigue and lack of ammunition, so they decided to hold position and rest up until their reinforcements got to Luna, then they could finish up here and move on to the next combat zone.
  
Paul was through three hours of his sleep shift when the second generation Archons arrived via dropship, along with a host of supplies, including replacement armor custom designed for the trailblazers to replace their damaged pieces. They’d had the spares already made up and sitting in Atlantis, but hadn’t elected to bring them along initially, not realizing that they’d need them. 
They’d learned quite a bit over the last two days, and had requested auxiliary supplies early on, including shields and sniper rifles, two things that they hadn’t thought would be required fighting indoors against a handful of men, but the Chinese numbers and armament had changed the game, so now it was time for the trailblazers to do what they did best…adapt.
Jason woke him up as the dropship was landing so that he could be there when they came through. Paul almost punched him, but when his mind finally woke up he realized he did want to be there to get things moving even though his body was screaming for more sleep. 
He waved Jason off, then groggily slid his bare legs off the bunk he’d been snuggled up in. His armor was lying in pieces on the bunk next to him, leaving him wearing nothing but what looked like a very skimpy swimming suit, skin tight so as not to get bunched up underneath the armor. 
At the foot of his bunk was a neat pile of casual clothes, apparently deposited there while he slept. He took one look at his armor and decided to not put it back on.
Five minutes later he walked into the docking ring dressed in the light green computer tech uniform as the umbilical to the dropship opened up and a stream of armor-clad reinforcements marched into the spaceport.
“Why aren’t you sleeping?” Kerrie asked, walking up behind him in full armor with her helmet off.
“Parts of me still are,” he said, taking a deep breath. 
“You’re not going to do us much good sleepwalking,” she pointed out.
“I’m heading back to bed after I get a sitrep.”
The first of the newly arrived Archons stopped short of Paul and five other trailblazers that were waiting for them on the docking ring and pulled her helmet off. “Gamma team reporting as ordered.”
Jason took a step forward and looked them over as they came out of the walkway one at a time. Gamma team was a composite team made up of adepts from different classes that had banded together to try and beat the trailblazer teams in their regular combat challenges…none of which had ever succeeded. The better of the teams had been given Greek alphabet designators and the privilege of trying their hand against the legends, while the rest of the newbs were too outmatched to be worth the trailblazers’ training time.
Ariel-375 was their unofficial leader, while some of the members were rotated out occasionally as they tried different combinations in an attempt to gain an advantage, but she had always been there, providing some stability to the team. Like Jason, she had focused her elective training on hand to hand combat, and all around he’d confided in Paul that she was one of the more capable, yet unimaginative fighters.
“Just the ten of you?” Jason asked.
“No, there’s a team of Knights and some support personnel, along with half the supplies in the armory. What have you guys been up against?”
“A lot of prepared, but dumb enemies,” Jason explained. “They’ve got numerical superiority and heavy weaponry, including explosives to take down security doors. This group even had a chain gun mini-tank that caused some problems. We’ve got the spaceport cleaned out, but the rest of the sites in this sector need swept and secured. We also need a proper guard on the prisoners until we can get them shipped off to who knows where.”
“I hope you brought a lot of stingers with you?” Paul asked.
“Boxes full,” Ariel confirmed.
“We ran out,” Jason explained. “Part of the reason why it took us so long to secure this facility.”
The level 3 adept nodded. “Where do you want us?”
“Come with me,” Kerrie said. “The Knights are Jason’s.”
Ariel nodded and led gamma team off following in Kerrie’s wake, headed for the secondary tram terminal that would take them out to the auxiliary sites. Behind them, still coming out of the umbilical, was a long line of techs and security officers, finally followed by a group of 7 foot tall, white armored giants. 
“Sir,” Harrison said, his helmet still on. Five others walked up and stood in a semi-circle around the Archons, looking down at them waiting for orders. All carried stun swords attached to their equipment belts.
“You two, go with Randy,” Jason said, pointing. “You, head to the tram station and relieve Brian. Level 8. You and you, go with Megan. You’re going to be playing wardens until we’re ready to assault the next sector.”
He received nods of confirmation and the five Knights left with the pair of Archons, leaving Jason, Paul, and Harrison behind.
“And me?” the Knight asked.
Jason glanced at Paul.
“This sector was an assault zone for the Chinese. After we clean up here we’re moving on one of their lease-zones, which they took by surprise in the initial attack. We know they got here through the trams, but we’re not sure how they first arrived on the planet, or what they’ll have waiting for us. We assume most, if not all of our people there have already been killed, but there may be survivors or captives. Point being, they’re not going to make this easy on us and they’ve had the benefit of receiving reports from their forces here on how we’ve been countering them, with that tank as evidence that they may have armaments in reserve that we haven’t encountered yet.”
“They brought a tank?” Harrison asked.
“Miniature version with a chain gun,” Jason explained.
“We don’t know what we’re going to come up against, or how we’re going to go about it. We’re the assault. We’re going to be the ones doing the fighting, you, the Knights, and the other Archons are our backup. You only move when we tell you to move, you shoot when we tell you to shoot, and you don’t go off on your own volition. You keep it tight and on mission, which we’ll update enroute. Understand?”
“You don’t want it to turn into a free for all,” he surmised.
“No,” Paul emphasized.
Harrison nodded. “We’re here to help, if that means standing off to the side and keeping score we will, but understand that we’re ready to dive into the thick of it the moment you say so.”
“Good man,” Jason said, clapping the taller fighter on the elbow. “I’ve got some security camera footage I want you to study, gleam what you can about the enemy before you run into them face to face. You good?” he asked Paul.
“Who’s handling the supplies?”
“I’ll get Ivan on it. Your armor replacements will be ready when you wake up.”
Paul nodded. “I want to check the status of the other teams, then I’m heading back to bed.”
“I can do that,” Jason insisted. “Go sleep.”
Paul almost argued the point, but his fatigue stopped him short. “Fine. Let me know if any fleet reports come in. If there’s trouble wake me up no matter what.”
“Deal, now get going. We need you and Emily fresh when we move.”
Paul waved sarcastically then headed back down to the bunkroom, noticing Emily’s prone form on another of the bunks, sound asleep. He resisted the urge to make a loud noise to wake her, because he knew she needed the sleep as bad as he did, but he didn’t like how deep they were falling unconscious. Normally they were light sleepers and he wondered if Emily was aware of him returning or really was as out of it as she looked.
He let her be and crawled back into his bunk, losing connection with the world around him the few seconds after his head hit the pillow. 
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March 17, 2060
  
“Five minutes,” Jason said, monitoring their progress from the control station in the tram as it sped through the underground rail line to the sector 508 spaceport. He and Paul were alone in the transport, having spent the past 5 hours sitting patiently while the rest of the 2s, the 5s, and the Knights transferred over ahead of them via dropships to the target sector’s auxiliary facilities. If all was going as planned, they would have spent the past 3 hours assaulting those sites and traveling through the secondary tram lines all throughout the sector, recapturing those facilities and daring the Chinese in the spaceport to come out after them.
Unlike the spaceport, the work sites didn’t have lockdown capability, meaning no security doors or locks on external hatches. Only the central spaceports were configured to have a ‘castle’ mode, given that the primary tram lines only connected there, making the rest of each sector’s facility a closed circuit network. According to the earlier reports from the assaults that had begun in 5 of the 7 Chinese-leased sectors, the auxiliary sites had varying levels of troops, depending on what their function was, but overall weren’t as heavily defended as the spaceports, which the Chinese had dug in on ever since capturing them in the first wave of the invasion.
Given that the 2s and 5s had captured their last sector late, they had the benefit of intelligence from the other teams, transmitted back via the comm systems in the captured auxiliary sites. Early reports indicated that the tram system terminals in the spaceports were defended by fixed gun emplacements and other heavy weaponry. The 4s had actually been repelled when they first attempted to attack through the tram terminal, forced to retreat back to their point of origin and resend in their forces via dropship to the auxiliary sites.
The others teams, after hearing this, began devising different methods of attack to counter the heavier defenses, some going after the auxiliary sites first and attempting to come in through the back door secondary tram terminals, which were also heavily defended, while others had taken dropships to the spaceport itself and tried to get in through exterior airlocks and even the surface equipment bay, but no matter how they went about it they still had to contend with closed security doors at every entrance, which either had to be cut through or taken apart via explosives.
The 7s had elected to try a brute force approach through the primary tram, and had dispatched their augmented assault team about an hour before Paul and Jason left, heading off in the same manner, but with a different plan entirely.
Paul nodded in response to the time count, then walked over to the few equipment crates in the otherwise empty tram and began to pull out varied pieces and connected them to harness straps that he cinched around his fresh set of armor. He pulled out an auxiliary oxygen tank and attached it to a port just behind his neck on top of the pack that he wore that was already filled with combat gear, water, foodstuffs, and ambrosia doses.  When he got the first harness rigged he took it off and laid it aside for Jason, then went about prepping his own heavier version to handle the extra-bulky equipment.
 As he prepped their gear, Jason stayed at the tram’s control terminal, monitoring their progress. Theoretically the Chinese could be doing the same from the spaceport’s control room, but with any luck they would be distracted by the assaults taking place elsewhere in the sector. Even if they weren’t and did notice the tram coming, it wouldn’t matter, but the less attention they attracted the better, which was why they’d been scheduled to arrive hours after the others had already started their sweep through the outer facilities.
When the tram approached the spaceport it automatically slowed, braking magnetically against the rail it was floating above, offering no vibration or bumps, just a slow forward momentum tilt until the car arrived at and crept into the pancake-like spaceport just below the surface and even with level 4. 
As soon as it got into the large terminal it came up against a stop wall, then the section of track beneath it detached and lowered down two levels, connecting to and depositing it on a holding track that sat below four other tram line entrances that connected out to other spaceports. All of the cars from those lines also came down on removable sections of track and were deposited on the holding level on different spur lines, some of which had to be rotated about to match up rail sections in a very confined, but precise futuristic version of a train station roundhouse.
Using the onboard controls, Jason paused the movement of their car, preventing it from being shuffled to the central lift and accessing the door controls in an attempt to override their atmospheric protocols, given that the tram terminal was, like the underground tunnels that they traveled through, completely unpressurized. Jason had to look up and input an override code from the databank, confirm the command three times through varying button combinations, and submit a timed command sequence before the computer finally let him execute the potentially fatal command, asking him one last time to abort.
Do you truly want to open the door in an unpressurized area, killing all those onboard? (Y/N)
Jason smiled at the programmer’s sense of humor and hit ‘yes.’
Immediately the doors cracked open and the air inside the cabin rushed out in its entirety before the doors fully retracted into the walls. Both of their armored suits immediately shifted from external air draw to oxygen backups, meaning they were now on the clock.
Paul walked by, loaded up with gear, and handed Jason his harness before stepping out the door and falling two stories down to the bottom of the terminal, landing amicably well thanks to the reduced lunar gravity. He stepped aside to make room for Jason who, after setting the trigger on a special container in the tram, dropped down behind him, with the tram doors closing some twenty seconds later as the timed sequence began to run its course. 
When the doors closed the cabin repressurized using atmospheric backups and the halt command lifted, sending the tram on its way with only a small delay that the Chinese wouldn’t be able to detect, given their unfamiliarity with the systems. 
Jason and Paul walked off to the side of the lower level as their tram car passed by several others above them and moved into the central lift, which then lowered it down to the bottom level and connected to the single track there, which shuffled it up against the docking port that led into the station.
There wasn’t a lot of extra room below, but more than enough to walk around in, capable of holding several more trams if there had been extra tracks. Looking up they could see the underside of the holding lines, but that wasn’t what they were searching for. 
They’d gone over the spaceport blueprints in detail, enough to be able to spot the exact wall segment they needed, so it didn’t take long before Paul’s arm lifted up and pointed to a location directly under one of the holding tracks along the wall opposite the docking port. 
“There?” he asked for verification.
“I think so,” Jason agreed.
“Don’t think so, know so…or we’ll run out of air before we get a second chance.”
“Know so…get going.”
Paul walked over to the wall underneath the holding track and pointed a magnetic grapple gun up at the underside and fired. The projectile, approximately the size of a hockey puck, attached without incident, trailing a sturdy synthetic rope behind it. Paul dropped the pistol on the ground, along with the excess line in a bundle as Jason leapt up and grabbed hold, then climbed up to the top next to the sweet spot on the wall, identifiable as nothing significant other than its place underneath the track.
Still on the ground, Paul pulled a large canister off his harness and began to unfold the soft seal airlock as Jason hung by an arm several meters above him. The construction began to expand into the phone booth-like airlock on its own while Paul took a step back and detached a bracing addition from his harness and expand that manually, looking like a short scaffold. When it was locked in place he walked over to the bottom of the rope and tossed it up towards Jason, who caught it with little trouble.
The next maneuver was a bit more difficult, and involved Jason finding the exact position on the wall and placing the scaffold over top of it, then triggering the bonding agents on the scaffold’s tips to melt and seal it in place, all while hanging on the rope. He accomplished this by flipping head over heels and lassoing his foot in the top of the rope, allowing him to use both hands to maneuver the frame in place. Once it was secure he gave Paul a thumbs up, who then tossed up the portable airlock.
Jason caught the top edges and pulled it up using a sit-up maneuver to get the proper height, then attached one of the two faces containing doors to the premade latch points, snapping it in place though no sound was audible in the nearly airless chamber. What atmosphere had been gained from the tram’s depressurization had already expanded and dissipated down the rail lines outside the spaceport, creating a less than negligible atmosphere, given that those lines ran hundreds of miles.
Jason grabbed the rope and unhooked his foot, flipping back right side up before touching the second stage activation button, which sprouted the expandable material ring with adhesive edge. The circle of material expanded outward quite far, with Jason tugging on it to get the maximum expansion before he pushed it down past the scaffold frame until it touched the wall. The solid spokes in the barrier bent over like an umbrella and allowed the clay-like outer ring to touch and stick to the wall without any recoil pressure. 
It took a long time for Jason to maneuver around the entire ring, smooshing the clay in place and forming the tent-like canopy over the blank wall section, but once he was confident he had an airtight seal he triggered the third stage activation and the clay melted and hard bonded to the wall, throwing off a bit of smoke in the process.
He waited a long time before he triggered the fourth stage, wanting to make sure the liquefied seal material had solidified before the canopy inflated and stretched out, making the walls of the umbrella appear to go rigid and no longer drooping in between the spokes.
“Tag,” Jason said, hopping off the rope and falling to the floor. 
Paul responded by climbing up and wiggling into the claustrophobic airlock. No pressurization sequence was necessary since the other side had no air as well, but it still took him a good minute to get himself and his equipment harness through and inside the scaffold perimeter, which thankfully was secured to the wall well enough to hold his weight.
Judging the approximate position on the wall, he pulled out a powered drill and dug the tip into the metallic panel, for once not liking Star Force’s robust design, because the metal plate was well over half an inch think, and behind it was additional sealant and wall material that took him several minutes to get through. 
When he did a stream of air shot through and began to fill the vacuum underneath the umbrella, expanding it in size until the spokes held tight, secured to the wall via the ring. The soft seal airlock had been designed for exactly this type of situation, but Paul still breathed a sigh of relief when the ring held firm and his little tent became an extension of the spaceport’s atmosphere…otherwise it would have provided a continuous leak down the rail lines.
A small hole like that could easily have been patched, but not the one Paul was about to make. He slid a tiny, rod-like probe into the hole and piped the image through to his head’s up display, getting a look at exactly what was on the other side of the wall. The end of the rod curled like a snake on command, allowing him to see in all directions as he rotated it around, judging where exactly he needed to cut.
Mentally planning it out, Paul retracted the probe and put both it and the drill back on his harness, exchanging them for a cutting torch. He lit the precise, almost too tiny to see blue flame and began tracing one edge of a square on the wall, outlining his cuts with a tiny groove before going back over them again and burning all the way through. As he did, his suit began processing the atmosphere rather than using his backup oxygen, with the heat level noticeably rising with each breath as the torch slowly cooked the tent’s air. Meanwhile Jason waited below him in vacuum, still pulling from his reserve oxygen tanks, one part of his armor and the other an auxiliary attached at the back of his neck identical to the one Paul wore.
After twelve minutes of cutting Paul finally made it all the way around the square a second time, seeing the segment shift ever so slightly as the last physical connection was severed. He shut off the torch and gently kicked the piece inside the station, feeling a cool rush of air enter his helmet as the heated air mixed with the rest of the atmosphere inside the hotel suite.
Paul tossed the torch through, then followed himself, going feet first and landing on a hot tub, fortunately with the cover on. He stood up and stepped off, taking a look around and making sure the room was empty. “I’m through.”
“Are we good?” Jason asked, climbing the rope.
“No welcome party,” Paul said, pulling off his equipment harness and unslinging his stinger rifle from his back latch. He walked into the next room, finding it equally empty, and waited at the door for Jason. 
He came through a couple minutes later, his suit now replenishing its oxygen supply by draining small amounts out of the air as he was now back to normal respiration. With no more time limit to worry about and the hole they cut in the wall temporarily sealed, they’d successfully made an end run around the Chinese blockade at all the known entry points…and with the rest of their teams attacking the auxiliary sites and not the spaceport, odds were the internal security doors would still be open, as well as the elevators, giving them freedom of movement until they were discovered.
The question was, how long would that last? And when they were spotted by a security camera or guard, how much firepower did the Chinese have to throw at them? They had no eyes on this spaceport, no reports on numbers or placement of defenses, just guestimates based off the initial reports from the other teams, none of which had taken their target sectors by the time that Paul and Jason had dropped out of contact. 
The pair of adepts may have made it behind enemy lines, but the real question, one posed by Kerrie before they left, was how much damage could the two of them alone do?
Paul had responded by reminding her that they were the high scoring tandem pair for a reason.
“You ready for this?” Jason asked.
“Just try and keep up,” he said, cracking the door and pausing to listen outside for a moment before he stuck his head out. “Clear.”
Jason followed him out and shut the door behind him ever so softly, then quickstepped following Paul, trying to make as little noise as possible as they worked their way through the resort hotel, making sure to stay clear of known security camera positions, which they’d memorized beforehand. 
  
When the tram that Jason and Paul arrived in docked with the terminal, the doors opened automatically in response to the connection, along with the terminal’s doors, exposing the interior of the tram at the forward section to the security camera above the bulky doors, which were partially open, leaving a narrow, man-wide slit between them on the other side of which sat a machine gun turret bolted into the floor, in direct line with the tram’s doors, waiting to shoot the first person that came into view.
No one appeared, however, and the Chinese troops didn’t know how to respond, so they just waited…and waited…and waited, but nothing ever happened.
Eventually one of them was sent forward, ducking through the doors then disappearing off to the side to keep out of the line of fire. He crept forward along the side wall slowly, listening and watching for any sign of the enemy, but he eventually got to the tram without a sign of resistance, and glanced back at his commander standing next to the machine gun on the other side of the doors, who pointed at him to move inside.
Swallowing hard, the man poked his head inside for a split second, expecting to get shot…but nothing happened. He looked again, realizing that the entire tram was empty, save for some crates, one of which sat directly in front of the door with a metal plate on top.
“There’s no one here, just some boxes,” he yelled back to the others. 
His commander frowned, then came forward with two other men, stepping through the crack in the doors and carefully walking up behind the first trooper. When he got there he saw that the tram was in fact empty, with a message on top of the crate directly in front of him, written in Chinese.
He picked up the square plate, reading the hand written message scrolled in some type of marker. 
A moment later an extra-large stinger grenade exploded, covering the inside of the tram with green splatters, as well as part of the terminal outside, with several of the dots reaching all the way to the security doors. All four men dropped to the ground, stunned into unconsciousness, with the commander dropping the message plate that had been holding the timer trigger down.
The other guards immediately came forward, ready for trouble as they checked on the condition of their commander. One of them picked up the plate, confused, and looked at the sloppily written message on it, now marred by a slew of green paint. 
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When Paul and Jason entered the central lobby of the resort they ran across a trio of guards coming in, halfway across the room from the doors. The men were chatting and lazily carrying their weapons when the Archons quietly slipped into view and mowed them down on the run. 
Jason fired an extra shot into one man’s chest as he jumped over him, following Paul out the entrance and around the corner, wasting no time. He kept within two steps of his partner, close enough for support but not so close as to interfere with each other’s firing lines.
Paul led the pair in a zigzag pattern across the level, avoiding the cameras on the elevators and making their way towards one of the stairwells, scouting it from afar. They knew there was a camera on the side hallway that crossed in front of the stairs, but not on the T-spur that they were in. There was no one standing in sight between them and the stairwell, but it was impossible to see whether the horizontal security doors were closed over the top or bottom flights. If they were, they were going to have to quickly divert to their backup plan.
The sound of footsteps from behind prompted a quick glance at each other, with Jason nodding and heading away from the stairs while Paul ran towards them, easing up just before he hit the cross hallway and staying clear of the camera view, stopping a meter short and listening around the blind corners for traffic as he waited.
Meanwhile Jason headed directly for the sound of the footsteps behind them, catching up just in time to see a pair of guards walking into their hallway. He shot the first one to appear in the head, then his momentum brought him around the corner and in front of the second, which he also downed with a pair of shots to the man’s chest who dropped to the ground unconscious, clearing the view behind where Jason saw a third man in the distance, who turned and ran backwards.
He knew he couldn’t let him get away to warn the others, and judged the distance too great to quickly catch him on the run, so he steadied his stance in the hallway and calmed his arms, bringing his rifle up and taking precise aim…then fired more than a dozen distance shots.
The low gravity assisted his targeting, keeping the stingers aloft far longer than they would have been on Earth. Several of them still missed though, but enough connected to take him down, with the man bouncing slightly on impact then rolling over like a limp doll in the middle of the hallway.
That was the best Jason could hope for…maybe a minute or two before someone found him. More time than they would have had had he let him run off and raise an alarm. Jason double timed it back around the corner and down to Paul’s position.
“Doors are open,” he commented over their private comlink as he caught up.
“Go,” Jason prompted when he was still several meters away.
Paul didn’t hesitate and jumped across the hall into the ascending half of the staircase and pounded his way up, taking three stairs with each step. Jason followed, appearing on the security cameras for a brief instant as he crossed the main hallway, then he too was racing up the stairs heading for level 1 and hoping all the security doors were and stayed open until they got there.
Straight, left U-turn.
Ascend, left U-turn.
Straight, left U-turn.
Ascend, left U-turn.
Straight…into descending guard.
Paul barely had any forewarning before he ran into the assault rifle-toting soldier as he was walking around the bend in the stairs, coming down from an upper level. Not enough time to fire, but he did have just enough time to bring his left elbow up and slam the man out of the way against the wall as he ran through/over him and continued upwards. 
Shell shocked, the soldier didn’t realize what was going on…then felt something hard hit him in the gut and he fell to the floor, his head spinning as Jason flashed past and up around the corner. The pair ran as fast as they could up through the levels and succeeded in reaching level 1 without any security doors closing on them, with Paul hesitating at the top long enough for Jason to come up beside him.
“So far, so good,” Paul commented as he scanned the small, empty room they were in. The was one large table with a host of brochures and trinkets spread across the top, as well as advertisement posters hanging on the walls in between display booths…apparently this room was part of the spaceport’s tourist reception area and had yet to be disturbed by the combat, which hopefully meant the area was of little interest to the enemy.
Jason nodded and took the lead, with Paul dropping in behind him as they moved around the displays towards two other entrances. Jason checked the nearer, then signaled for Paul to cross into view and head to the other, with him following again in a leapfrogging motion that had become second nature to the pair, so much so that they rarely needed to communicate or plan the details. Jason only signaled to indicate that the side exit was clear, with Paul doing likewise, only this time raising a stop-hand, indicating that there was trouble.
“Control room is three rooms over, right?” Paul asked.
“Should be, what’s up?”
“You remember that scene from Star Wars when Solo is running around the Death Star, turns a corner, and there’s a whole mess of storm troopers?”
“That many?” Jason asked.
“More. Let’s take the detour.”
“What do you mean more?” Jason said, taking Paul’s place as he headed back. He peeked around the corner and his eyes went wide when he saw the long room filled with dozens of men sorting and servicing racks of weapons, grenades, explosives, and even another mini tank. The Chinese had turned the tourism center into their own personal armory.
“Hmmn…yeah, let’s take the detour.”
“Told you so,” Paul said, not waiting for him and disappearing into the next room. 
It took them a long time to work their way around the armory, bypassing several other clusters of soldiers until they were one room away…one room filled with makeshift barricades, a pair of machine gun turrets, and 8 guards. 
“I got left,” Jason said, waiting beside the doorway into the room. 
“Make it quick,” Paul said, pulling out a stinger grenade. “They’ve got a lot of friends.”
“Go,” Jason said, jumping around the corner and running sideways, shooting the closest of the guards before sliding in behind the cover of one of the barricades. As he did so and drew the guards’ attention, Paul waited a few heartbeats then casually walked into view and slipped off to the right, priming and chucking the grenade towards the right turret, then likewise diving towards cover as a hail of bullets impacted the wall behind him, chewing off the paint like sandpaper.
The grenade fell just below the gunner’s feet and exploded upward, rendering him unconscious but not affecting the gun at all. One of the other guards leapt into action and reclaimed the gun, just as Paul popped up and shot the other turret’s gunner before ducking back down again.
Like clockwork Jason appeared and downed two more guards before diving behind a different barricade, this one closer to the control room. The one live turret fired into the metallic crates, denting then cracking the material as the bullet stream pushed the heavy box backward half a meter.
Paul popped up again, this time into a run, and shot one of the other guards in the arm, then took out the gunner as the others took aim with their assault rifles and peppered the area with shots, but Paul ducked back around the edge of an outcropping in the wall adjacent to the control room, essentially putting him behind the blockade. 
With half the guards turned towards Paul, Jason jumped up and over the broken barricade and shot the guard trying to reclaim the machine gun, then fired on two more, one of whom had his back to him as he was still firing on Paul’s position, trying to pin him in place while the others circled around to line up a shot.
Paul held ready for an opening, but suddenly all gunfire stopped.
“Clear,” Jason reported, with Paul immediately jumping into view and heading toward the control room. There was a single shot of what sounded like a pistol, then no more noise at all as Jason took out the occupants and sat down at one of the stations, prying his gloves off.
Paul stormed in behind him and grabbed one of the three unconscious bodies and threw it outside with the others, then came back and repeated the process for the other two just in time before reinforcements arrived. Paul took up position just back of the doorway, so that the short walkway into the control room cut down the attack angles against him and created a small bottleneck. He had five seconds of peace then started firing as the first troops came into view.
Jason raced through the interface, finding the security door controls and locking down level 1 as fast as he could, then he jumped out of his seat, pulled his gloves back on, and grabbed his rifle.
“Coming through,” he said, jumping over Paul and running out into the open, firing at anything he saw as he darted across the room and back the way they had come in. 
Paul knew he had to hold the control room and make use of the bottleneck…as well as deny the enemy from reclaiming their machine gun turrets, but with Jason now outside and loose they had a shark in the water that wouldn’t let them set up a coordinated assault. If Paul could hold position long enough, he knew Jason would thin their numbers and cause as much confusion and chaos as possible, lessening their available resources to assault and retake the control room. If they could keep them guessing and off balance for a few more minutes, then they should own them.
Three more men came into view, firing at Paul with all but one of the bullets missing over his head as he took them down with single shots from a crouching position tucked up against the wall. The single shot that did hit him deflected off the side of his helmet, ringing his bell from the concussion, but not enough to disorient him for more than a heartbeat. More men came into view, which Paul shot down quickly and professionally, creating a pile of bodies at the entrance that ironically worked as a blockade to slow the advance of the soldiers, who had to step on or over them to get to the doorway.
The flow of Chinese troops didn’t diminish, and after several minutes of fighting Paul knew he was going to have to reload, which was going to bring a moment of vulnerability. When it finally happened he ducked back inside and around the corner and reached back over his shoulder into his pack, drawing out another clip of the stinger ammunition and placing it on top of a nearby console as he reached to the butt of his rifle, flipped the release switch, and yanked out the nearly depleted cartridge. 
When he grabbed the full one and brought it in towards the rifle a soldier appeared in the room less than a meter away, with Paul shooting him at point blank range. Even without the new cartridge, 5 rounds should still have been held within the priming chambers, and he blew two of them into the man as more of the Chinese poured in behind him. 
Paul fired off the remaining three, then dropped his rifle on the ground, unable to take the time required to insert the new cartridge. He punched at the nearest two, then bodily rammed a third back into the walkway, knocking down three men behind him in domino fashion before yanking the assault rifle out of the hands of the first man he punched.
The second man managed to fire off a shot into Paul’s gut before he was pulled off his feet and thrown on top of the others, then the Archon found the trigger on the Chinese weapon and fired a slew of bullets into the pile of soldiers, wounding some and killing the others. He didn’t wait to count casualties and threw the assault rifle aside, scrambling back into the control room and searching for his own weapon and spare cartridge, thoughtful enough to reach over his shoulder and into his pack as he did so and pull out his stun stick.
He found the cartridge first, but before he spotted the rifle more reinforcements stomped their way over their wounded and ran inside, firing wildly as they came, damaging many of the control boards on the far wall. Paul was partially around the corner and out of sight of the first round of shots, but as the enemy rifle barrels came into view he was forced to jump towards them and physically pushed the weapons out of alignment, flipping the charge switch on the stun stick as he did so, bringing it down on another man’s gun arm in a flash.
It knocked his weapon askew, but didn’t stun the man for lack of charge. The next whack did, however, and soon Paul was a blur of slashes and jabs, piling up the men as they came in. The Chinese weren’t being smart about the attack, nor were they coordinated, they were simply trying to overwhelm Paul with numbers, recklessly sending more through hoping that no matter how many men went down, some would eventually get to him. 
Those barbarian tactics angered Paul, and made him fight just a little bit harder, not to mention the ache in his gut from the rifle shot. It hadn’t penetrated his armor, but he was sure he’d have a bruise across his abdomen by the end of the day, assuming he lived that long.
A dozen more thrusts of his stun stick and his arm suddenly went numb…not so much that he dropped his weapon, but enough to keep him from jabbing again. The soldier closest to him nailed him in the faceplate with the butt of his rifle, pushing him back a step, then the man fell to the ground with a green paint splat on his back.
A moment later Jason hopped into the room over the bodies and Paul noticed that his arm also had green on it.
“Nice shooting,” he said, wasting no time and finding his rifle on the floor to his left, just off the edge of the body pile. He retrieved the bulky cartridge and lined it up with the access port as Jason fired several more shots back out through the doorway as Paul felt the numbness begin to bleed off as his armor soaked up the stun energy, much as the Black Knight’s armor had been designed to do, only less so given that the Archons’ armor was primarily designed for ballistics defense.
“Sorry, didn’t think you had time for me to aim.”
“They ran me out of ammo,” Paul said, clicking in the cartridge and hitting the power button. The first few rounds were pulled into and charged with energy, then those in the cartridge also began receiving charge, one at a time down the rows, until all of the stingers were prepped several minutes later.
“I’ve got half a clip left. Looks like you’ve been busier than me.”
“How many did you get?” Paul asked, taking up position and firing as more tried to come in. He adjusted his aim down and shot one of the men on the floor as his rifle began to lift.
“A lot. Unless this level was their favorite, I don’t even want to guess how many are below us.”
“We’ve got to get out of here,” Paul said, shooting two more. “They’re going to pin us down with bodies.”
“I hear you,” Jason said, readjusting his aim to the wounded inside the room and covering them with a hail of stingers just to make sure. He didn’t want them getting up and unlocking the security doors. “Let’s go.”
Paul, with his rifle now full of ammo, climbed up on top of the row of arms, legs, heads and other assorted body parts covering the short walkway and ran across the top, getting tripped up several times but managing to stay on his feet until he got outside. He took another bullet, this one in the chest, before downing three more soldiers just outside the mound of wounded at the entrance.
Paul slid down the heap, firing at everyone in sight, with Jason emerging a step behind him. Once in the clear, Paul was able to move around and avoid most of the enemy’s weapons fire, and within fifteen seconds they had the room cleared. 
A quick hand signal from Jason had the two split up, running into adjacent rooms and mowing down anyone they came across. They spent several minutes tracking down enemies, finding several more clusters of troops moving towards the control room and dealing with them in turn, but before long there weren’t very many conscious Chinese troops left on the top level, so they both went back and resecured the control room, insured that the security doors were in fact still closed, and started policing the bodies, adding more stun charge where needed and dragging them out of the way. 
They didn’t have enough binders for them all, so they didn’t bother with any, opting instead to haul them over to another section of level one which they then sealed off with additional security doors, making an impromptu prison out of a piece of the level.
Half an hour later they had level 1 secured and cleaned up…fortunately without any of the Chinese below blowing a hole through the security doors to get at them. Once they had the time to use the security cameras they spotted some soldiers milling about on level 2 near the security doors, but overall it seemed like the rest of the enemy didn’t realize what had happened, and were still camping out wherever they’d been prior to Paul and Jason’s secretive arrival. 
“Lock the rest down,” Jason said as Paul manned the controls. “Play around with it a bit and see if you can get us a route down to the secondary tram station without too many guests.”
“Will do,” Paul said, triggering every security door below level 1 to close, cutting off the bulk of the Chinese troops from the level 1 doors. Even if those on level 2 had enough explosives to break through, now they wouldn’t have the numbers to overwhelm the pair of Archons…meaning the spaceport was essentially theirs, albeit with a lot of cleanup work to do.
Jason slid over to the communications terminal, luckily it had not seen any bullet damage, and contacted the auxiliary sites within the sector, eventually finding their teammates in the site 13 control room.
“How’s your progress?” Jason asked when he saw Jack’s face.
“We’re two thirds done with our sweep…where are you?”
“Spaceport control room,” he said nonchalantly. 
Jack frowned. “Are you serious?”
“Totally,” Jason said, pulling off his helmet. “Told you we’d get in.”
“Are you secure?”
“We’ve got the facility locked down and we’re in the process of arranging to clear out the tram stations for you guys, so get your asses off the playground and over here. There’s a lot more troops in play than we thought.”
“Same out here,” Jack pointed out. “But we can finish this later. How soon do you think you can clear our entry?”
“Get moving now and it’ll be done by the time you arrive,” Jason promised.
“Haha, I’ve got to see this for myself. We’re on our way,” Jack said, smiling as he cut the transmission.
“Call for the newbs too,” Paul added. “We can use their help for this, now that the hard part is over.”
“Is it? Even assuming the other teams recaptured the lease zones, we aren’t stopping there. I don’t care what Davis has to say about it, after what the Chinese did, we’re kicking them off Luna permanently, which means we have to take their territorial sectors.”
“I meant for this mission. But yes, we’re kicking their asses off the moon and taking out everything military that they have above the atmosphere. I’ve already given the fleet orders to intercept, capture, and destroy all Chinese warships…and I don’t think Davis will give us grief over it. Not after all the people they’ve killed. We can’t let them have a second chance to do it all over again.”
“Why not kick them all the way back to the surface?”
“The civilian angle is Davis’s turf, and he may very well do that, but for now we focus on taking out their military and denying them a foothold on Luna. It may take weeks, or even months to fully accomplish that, but when all is said and done, the Chinese are going to be totally disarmed. I won’t settle for anything else.”
“Same here,” Jason agreed, contacting sector 001. “Commander Sheridan?”
“Just a moment,” the officer at the comm station said as he flagged down the head of Lunar security.
“What do you need?” the man asked as soon as he came into screen, his tone all business.
“We’ve secured sector 508’s spaceport control room and will have the tram entrances cleared soon. We need at least two Archon teams sent over to assist with containment and capture of the troops we’ve got pinned down between security doors.”
Sheridan nodded. “I’ll relay the order.”
“Any word from the others?”
“Team 7 took sector 109 a little over an hour ago, no word yet from the others.”
Jason nodded. “In addition, send over whatever security and support personnel you can, I doubt there’ll be any survivors found here to take over for us.”
“We’re spread thin, but I’ll at least get a skeleton crew over to you,” Sheridan promised. “And good work, sir.”
“Thanks,” Jason said, cutting the comm and looking over at Paul. “Greg beat us again.”
“He had a head start,” Paul pointed out, his eyes on the camera feeds. “If you’re done here, head on out and I’ll play door king for you.”
“Happy to,” Jason said, pulling his helmet back on and retrieving his rifle. “Watch your back,” he said, leaving the room.
Paul watched his progress remotely, taking heed to his advice. No Chinese troops should have been running around this part of level 1, but he didn’t want to be caught off guard if they missed any…or if a team broke through from below.
“Open sesame,” Jason requested over the comm when he got to the first security door. With a few keystrokes Paul opened it and his teammate headed down to the next level, with Paul closing the door behind him once he was safely through and uncontested. Jason moved off to engage the few troops trapped in that section of the level, with Paul feeding him information about what was up ahead as he gradually worked his way down to the tram terminals to clear them out for their incoming reinforcements.
The tough part of this mission may have been over, but the cleanup was going to take a long time. As Paul followed Jason he also searched around the rest of the spaceport, taking a crude head count and coming up with more than 1000, and those were just the ones in camera range.
No, the danger hadn’t passed just yet, but as long as they were sitting king of the hill he had no doubts as to their eventual success. A lot of fighting still had to be done, but even the newbs could handle this, as long as they were careful. 
Paul just hoped that somebody had figured out a place to send the prisoners, because they were collecting an awful lot of them and he had no intentions of staying put and playing babysitter while there was still more fighting to do. 
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