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July 2, 2429
Retari System
Atlantica
  
“Captain, we’re receiving a distress call from Manaan.”
Voru turned from the aft observation display screen ‘window’ and walked across the small bridge, abandoning his ocean view. “That cruiser we picked up coming down from orbit?”
“No, sir,” the comm officer answered. “There’s a major assault underway, with additional aerial forces coming in from the east.”
“Show me,” Voru said, glancing at another bridge officer.
A hologram of the planet popped up just in front of his empty Captain’s chair, then it zoomed in to cover a third of the planet’s surface with icons marking all Star Force ships and installations on the waterworld. The city of Manaan was a few thousand kilometers to their northeast, and Voru could see the additional lizard contacts moving in that direction. 
“Sir, the Dutchman says they’re moving to relieve the city and are asking our intentions.” 
“Tell Captain Isso we’ll be there as soon as we can,” Voru said, gripping the back of his chair as he studied the hologram. “Mr. Cadren, get us airborne…plot course for Manaan.”
“Aye, sir,” the helmsman said, beginning to work his console. 
“Give me ship-wide.”
The comms officer pressed a few buttons, then nodded to the Captain.
“Attention all hands. Manaan is currently under lizard attack. We’re moving to assist, but it’ll take us some time to get there. Make ready all war assets and wait for deployment orders,” he finished with a nod to cut the intercom. His eyes moved back to the hologram, seeing the icon for the Dutchman not far from Manaan and moving out to interpose itself between the approaching contacts and the city…leaving the onsite defenders to handle the ensuing assault.
All around the perimeter of the bridge were ‘windows’ relaying video images from the exterior of the aquatics battleship, and as Voru studied the tactical hologram he caught the image of the ocean line sinking in his peripheral vision, though the view was much better from the outside, had anyone been around to see it.
The 1,840m long warship looked like a giant sea creature, without a single sharp edge or line to the flowing, deep blue hull shaped like a flattened whale. The center line was raised, but from there the sides went well wide of any traditional design, stretching out to a maximum width of 720m. The perimeter of the ship was a curved edge that looked like a blade, but was in fact flat rather than sharp when viewed in close. The angled hull rolled wave after wave of water off it as the blade edge of the ship came up from below the water line, showing the battleship to be much larger than she appeared from the surface.
As the low-powered gravity drive lifted the aquatics warship out of the water the underside of the hull came into view, dripping gallons upon gallons of water back down into the ocean beneath as it cast a shadow on the resettling water, blocking the harsh yellow sun that quickly began to dry out the upper hull. The underside was the top’s mirrored twin, with a single long, shallow ridge running down the midsection with the rest of the hull angling up and out to the blade-like edge that narrowed to a rounded peak near the ship’s bow and a much more gentle, overarching curve on the aft end.
No engine ports were visible, nor was there any other obstruction of the hull. It was one solid piece of machinery tailored to be as smooth as possible to reduce friction…both in the water and above it.
As the battleship rose to a kilometer in height it began to slowly spin around, pointing itself on the heading for the distant city of Manaan like a compass needle turning round the center pin. When it finally settled into place the differential gravity drive within the ship excluded the mass of the planet ahead of them and pushed against the mass behind, providing limited lateral propulsion…limited at least as far as naval warships were concerned, but this ship wasn’t moving through space, it was heading through the atmosphere to another point on the globe and couldn’t attain the super-speeds only capable in vacuum, so the ‘limited’ lateral propulsion was all it needed to create a smooth acceleration curve off across the sky in ‘airship’ mode enroute to the Star Force city to counter the lizard assault just getting underway.
  
“Ready?” a voice asked over the comm of Dan-1191’s skeet as it sat nose up in a series of mechanical restraints inside Manaan.
The Archon pressed a few remaining buttons, bringing the aerial fighter’s anti-grav into standby mode. 
“Lock me in,” he ordered, bringing his opaque cockpit into full holographic mode and seeing the inside of the launch bay through the walls, ceiling, and floor around him, as well as the stubby T-shaped frontal wings on the fighter sitting directly ahead of his dual control handles. Silently the hologram began to shift as the Clan Cloud yellow skeet was hauled upwards into the base of the hangar’s ceiling and into a narrow tunnel barely wider than the fighter. 
The tunnel wasn’t empty. Ahead of him were two other skeets, viewed from the tail, while others were packing in beneath him as the vertical column was loaded up as the pilots stood by, knowing enemy air assets were approaching the city. The Dutchman had intercepted two lizard cruisers escorting transports towards the city and had engaged and destroyed one of the naval warships, but the rest of the hoard had slipped by during the fighting.
Those were going to be the skeets’ targets…well, not the cruiser. That was out of their league, but the transports coming in to bring reinforcements to the lizard aquatics forces already engaging city defenses beneath the ocean’s surface had to be hit prior to emptying out, otherwise the already heated battle beneath the waves was going to get even more dicey. 
“Standby,” the controller said, transmitting to all of the waiting skeets as the top of the tunnel/tubes were opened to the water, which was held back by a powerful force field. Though Dan couldn’t see it, he knew what they were standing by for. Overtop that force field another one was forming…a tiny sliver running from the top of the submerged city straight up to the ocean surface and a little above it. Once connected all the way the sliver would widen, pushing the water back until the physical shield had created an open air conduit through the water for the fighters to exit the city from.
“Launching in 3…2…1…”
Dan gripped his skeet’s controls, knowing that he wouldn’t be the first to go, but when the tail of the skeet ahead of him in the tunnel/tube flashed up and out he knew his acceleration would be less than 2 seconds delayed.
He didn’t have to touch anything, for the process was automated. An inertial dampening field was created around his skeet, emanating from a mechanical ring in the tunnel. That ring essentially held the fighter locked to it via energy, so when the ring was accelerated upwards the fighter came with it, but without feeling any sort of acceleration. Just before hitting the top of the tube the inertial dampening field cut out and the ring decelerated, allowing the fighter’s momentum to carry it up and out of the city, essentially coasting up the open air conduit through the ocean water surrounding it for a heartbeat before it broke into open air and Dan kicked in the craft’s anti-grav, rocketing up even higher into the atmosphere.
He wasn’t alone. Fighters were pouring up from multiple launch tubes within the underwater city, about a third of which had Clan Cloud pilots. The rest were a mix of Star Force regulars and an assortment of other Clans, though none were officially given a chunk of Atlantica to colonize. It was a massive co-op designed for one purpose…to draw the lizards in and use the planet as a battlefield, keeping them away from Star Force’s actual colonies.
Almost as soon as Dan leveled out his skeet he got a command signal, requesting him and the others in his squadron to form up around their leader, Eric-2056, a slightly younger member of Clan Cloud whose aerial skills surpassed his own. Without need of comm chatter Dan and the others found Eric’s location on the very active battlemap and flew to his position while the other 6 squadrons did likewise before heading off towards their various targets. 
They didn’t have to wait long, for the lizards were on their doorstep within a minute, decelerating hard with the kilometer-long, flat lizard cruiser coming in above them and peppering the air with plasma shards to try and keep the skeets away from the transports coming in behind it low to the surface.
More commands came through Dan’s display and he followed the symbol-driven orders, splitting their squadron apart and giving the lizards multiple groups to deal with as the cruiser launched its own Wisp-class fighters. Dan ignored them and dropped to the deck along with four others. Once there they leveled out they accelerated towards the incoming transports as plumes of steam lit up the ocean around them as the cruiser’s plasma tried to intercept them in a deadly, hot rain. 
Dan’s skeet took a hit, but the enhanced shields held up and he zipped across the ocean towards the first of some 36 transports beginning to slow to a stop and descend into the water. They had the same yellow-tan hulls as the cruiser, but the smaller objects that two of them began dropping into the water from side doors opening up were altogether different. 
Dan lit up one of the dark brown attack craft with his lachars, hitting it as it dropped down to the water, but most of the dozens of objects got through, though he did see a plasma streamer hit one of the side bays and get inside the transport, given that its lateral shields were down for the unloading.
Dan’s skeet closed to effective plasma range within a few seconds and he targeted the transport behind the front pair, knowing that most of their goodies were probably already in the water. He hit it with a long, blue plasma streamer, eating into the shields along with three others before they finally popped and let additional weaponsfire through. 
Pulling his skeet up for a bit more altitude Dan clipped off a lachar blast at a transport behind the one he’d been targeting, then delivered two more plasma streamers to other transports before flying out the backside of the enemy formation and swinging around to come in on another pass…which was when the wisps from the cruiser finally caught up with them.
Knowing that the transports were the main priority Dan went evasive and tried to get clear of the swarm of fighters long enough to line up another plasma streamer…but only at the cost of several plasma hits to his shields. In the past that would have been enough to take them down, but with every year that passed the Star Force techs back home were learning more and more about shield matrixes from the V’kit’no’sat database, and from that they were designing progressively more advanced shields that operated off the same power output, enhancing the protection the aerofighters had without adding weight.
Dan couldn’t ignore the wisps forever, so after getting a plasma lance into the topside of one of the smaller transports that he saw another squadron picking on, he spun his skeet around on its anti-grav and reversed direction, confusing the wisps momentarily and giving him a clear shot at two of them.
He fired off a series of ‘chips’ at the shieldless fighters, killing both with the tiny blue energy arcs. The chips didn’t have much range before they dissipated, but with fighter to fighter engagements being what they were, they literally shredded the fighters on impact, given that his skeet was firing 7 with each pull of the trigger in a rapid-fire burst. 
After easily killing those two weak fighters, Dan crisscrossed the impromptu battlefield downing several more as he hoped the rest of the pilots would focus on the transports…then he noticed another contact on his battlemap incoming, followed by a painfully bright blue sun that emerged to the west.
That ‘sun’ was the chips’ big brother, designated a ‘mauler,’ and it had just impacted the side of the cruiser floating high above them that was returning heavy green plasma fire on the aquatics battleship just coming into the fight.
Dan saw the ship, designated as the Black Pearl, fire another mauler blast into the side of the cruiser as the Star Force vessel dropped in altitude, heading for water where it held a bigger advantage. Fortunately it could handle most of the troops the lizard transports were dropping off, but Dan knew they needed to hit as many of them as possible while they were on the surface to thin their numbers, so he dropped back down to the deck, burning another wisp on the way, then turned most of his attention on the biggest of the transports as it lowered ever so slowly into the water.
Several other skeets were pounding its topside, so when David lit it up with a plasma streamer of his own it got through the shields and burned a long furrow into the hull, which the others quickly expanded upon as he flew off and swung around for another pass.
As he did he caught sight of the underside, still not all the way down to the water, as the ventral bay doors opened up and began releasing a very long, narrow aquatics craft. Grinding his teeth in frustration at their inability to stop the mass of deployments, Dan went as low to the small waves as he dared and flew towards the transport, zigzagging around two others to get a good approach vector, and then repeatedly firing his lachar until he got within plasma range.
He burned a fiery blue lance into the side of the corvette being deployed as it dropped into the water, but its own shields held up to the assault…then it sunk into the ocean and was suddenly beyond the skeets’ ability to touch. 
  
“Get us into the water,” Voru said from the bridge of the Black Pearl as the aquatics battleship traded weaponsfire with the space navy warship in an odd confrontation that had become almost commonplace on Atlantica ever since lizard assault fleets had arrived to reinforce their frontier colonies that Star Force had been handily tearing up. Given that all the Human colonies on the planet were beneath the ocean and had eschewed the tiny bit of available landmass, the lizards were forced to fight them underwater if they wanted to remove them from the planet, but there were no shortage of air assets in play, with most of the heavy lifting being done by the enemy’s nimble fleet of naval cruisers.
As the Black Pearl dropped towards the ocean it continued firing its mauler cannon, blasting away at the cruiser’s shields with the medium-sized weapon that seemed to defy reason. It was another little ‘primitive’ gem discovered in the V’kit’no’sat database that operated off of an exotic type of energy that was extremely unstable, giving it an ultra-short range of only a handful of kilometers in space and less than that in atmosphere, but the destructive potential was undeniable…not to mention it wreaked havoc with shield matrixes.
With the third salvo fired from the Black
Pearl the lizards’ shields went down over a small section of their hull, but Voru didn’t have much conventional weaponry onboard his ship to exploit the breach with, though several medium-sized plasma cannons opened fire and targeted the critical systems on the lizard hull that were now vulnerable, knocking out at least one weapons battery before most of the Star Force vessel’s batteries submerged beneath the waves. Once settled in, the battleship’s spinal bulge was all that remained above the waterline, making the vessel appear as a very large and long whale…but the mauler cannon was located in that section of the hull, so it continued to fire unmolested as now most of the ship was protected by a ‘water shield’ that would continue to replenish itself to no end.
The cruiser responded by narrowing its plasma fire onto the above water portions of the ship, with its misses vaporizing huge plumes of water and sending them into the air like geysers, especially over the shallow portions where the hull of the Black
Pearl helped to reflect the concussive pressure of the flash vaporization.
All of the aquatic battleship’s weapons were medium grade, when compared to naval implements. That was due to both the size and design of the ship, which was not a drone vessel and not designed for space combat. The lizard cruiser was, which would have given it the advantage if not for the continuing tech progression Star Force was spewing out, with the mauler cannon more than evening the odds now that the Black Pearl was in the water and having to defend very little hull area with its shields…which were now being redeployed to strengthen the upper matrixes by drawing power from the lower ones.
In the past that sort of shield alteration hadn’t been possible…but there again, the pyramid database was playing into their hands, offering them much more dynamic shield matrixes that the V’kit’no’sat still considered to be child’s play.
Entrenched in the water as it was, the lizards knew they weren’t going to win out against the Human battleship, but they maintained the exchange until their transports…or what was left of them…finished unloading and flew off, with the cruiser following. They retreated off into the sky, heading either into space or to one of the many hidden lizard bases on the besieged planet.
“Keep an eye on the sky,” Voru cautioned his sensor officer. “Subsurface hologram, please.”
The surface of the planet, a smooth curve with the Black Pearl, Dutchman, and several Star Force cities and marked craft, including the overhead skeets, literally inverted at the waterline. The units above the waves disappeared and the flat ocean morphed into the crumpled terrain of the seafloor…with Manaan and the assaulting forces arrayed around it outlined in hundreds of moving icons.
“Full submersion,” Voru ordered. “Let’s take it to them up close.”
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“Looks like we’ve got our work cut out for us,” Voru commented to the bridge crew as he saw the underwater army the lizards were throwing at Manaan…not to mention the incoming reinforcements that the transports had just deployed. They were still off a ways from the confrontation points, centered around 2 city defense towers that were stationed outside the boundary fence. 
There were six in total, spread in hexagonal formation around the more or less circular fence and set well off its perimeter to give them better firing lines. The lizards had tangled with enough of this type of turret to know better than to close within firing range, otherwise their ships would be obliterated…thus they were doing the next best thing. 
Voru saw hundreds of small craft zipping in past the towers’ impotent attempts to target them. Once at the base of the tower they were being engaged by both its own perimeter defenses along with the city defense forces. The two engagements at the towers appeared about equally numbered while the bulk of the lizard underwater fleet sat out of range and continued to feed reinforcements into the tower battles.
Amongst the enemy fleet were several large lizard aquatics ships…mostly carriers for their infantry, but there were three cruisers in amongst them, with what looked like multiple destroyer escorts. More than enough firepower to assault the city shield should they get past the towers and other turret defenses, meaning this was no mere skirmish. They were making a serious play for the city.
“Helm, head us straight for their capital ships. Launch squids in our wake and tell the Archon to do the same.”
  
Vander-6933 was straddling the pommel seat of his ‘streak,’ the underwater cousin of the aerial’s skeet, when the deployment order came over the comm. He was already waiting in the small underside launch bay of the Black Pearl, which was schematically squeezed between the much larger squid launch bays that ran the length of the ventral side of the battleship, and only had to nudge the throttle to punch through the containment shield holding the internal bay water separate from that of the ocean. 
The needle-like nose of the streak poked through the differential containment shield, widening the breach until the conical midsection of the attack craft reached its maximum width, then the shield reformed as the thinner tail segment passed through. Vander accelerated the craft slightly, passing through a ‘waterlock’ before getting to a second shield that finally let him exit the aft of the ship. 
Once through the second shield he punched the throttle, using the internal anti-grav engine to push it out while maintaining a slight downward angle to null out the lifting property of the differential thrust, which was pushing off the aft half of the planet, but since it was located below the streak it was also providing an unwanted upwards vector in addition to the lateral. When in the air or space this wasn’t relevant, because the anti-grav was already pushing against the planet to maintain altitude, so that ‘push’ was simply scaled back to maintain position.
In the water gravity was no threat, so any unwanted upwards vector had to be compensated for…which Vander accomplished by nosing down enough that the angle of the streak acted like a fin, dragging it downward slightly. That wasn’t the most efficient way to move about, but it wasn’t relevant at the moment, for all he wanted to do was get clear of the Black
Pearl before the squids started coming out.
When his movement and that of the battleship pulled the gap between them to over 400 meters Vander turned the streak to starboard, causing the pointy cylinder to bend along the middle, arcing the needle-like nose and using the hull itself as a maneuvering fin. It curved around in a tight U-turn and accelerated forward, bearing to port to get alongside the battleship as the streak’s speed increased…but then the Archon cut out the anti-grav and leveled the nose of his underwater fighter out, activating the jet engines and running them up to full power.
Small inlets on the middle of the craft opened just aft of the widest portion, pulling water in towards a concentration tube from 8 locations. That tube then sent the compressed water off in multiple directions inside the streak along tiny lines to provide maneuvering thrust, with the bulk of the water going directly aft to the main nozzle and launching it out the blunt tail.
Vander’s streak shot forward again, this time faster than before, punching through the ocean water as the silver hull of the craft became coated in shiny gloss as the defense shields activated and responded to the pressure of the water flowing over them. The speed he was moving drained them of some energy, as was typical, but they held steady at 94% strength as the power core fed additional energy in to replace that which was lost to the friction.
The streak’s battlemap flickered with new glowing icons coming out the aft of the Black Pearl, and though Vander couldn’t see them from his holographic view…which was enhanced with sensor data in the form of computer projected overlays onto the limited visuals he was getting from the hull of the streak…he could see them being tagged as independent allied units as they cleared the containment shields of their own bays, save they weren’t staggered, coming out in close sequence like the battleship was dropping two trails of crumbs behind it. 
The crumbs began to move of their own accord, gathering into formations and flanking the battleship as they caught up, but Vander knew they weren’t quick enough to catch his streak so he put them out of mind for the moment and focused on the enemy fleet formation ahead. 
There were eight big ships, too far away for him to have a hope of seeing visually, despite the running lights the lizard ships traditionally displayed once in battle. His view of the clear waters ahead was dim due to the depth he was at, but every now and then he’d see a bit of light to port coming from Manaan, though he was still too far out to see the city lights…meaning it had to be coming from the defense towers. 
He was beyond their range, comfortably, as was the lizard fleet ahead as he closed in on the enemy quickly. Depressing the nose he began to drag the streak further down below their elevation, searching for the seafloor visually even as the hologram and battlemap electronically displayed its location. Fast as his ship was swimming, it took him a while to get down there, then he leveled off 20 meters above the rough, irregular rocky ground and sped across the shrinking gap to the lizard ships, seeing a line of ‘ants’ popping up on his sensors in greater detail.
The ants were lizards swimming towards the city. They were a biological variant designed to swim and breathe in the water, meaning they weren’t in craft, but rather ‘hoofing’ it across the gap on their own power, with more and more pouring out of the sides of several of the big lizard ships ahead. 
Vander picked one of those points and tagged it on his battlemap as a personal target…with a visual waypoint popping up on his holographic display marking the exact spot.
The Archon primed the four torpedoes he had onboard, glad he’d had the streak rearmed after their last little skirmish, and opened the launch tube set on the topside of the needle-nose. No water entered, due to the shield overtop of it, but when the moment to fire came the streak’s computer would quickly deactivate that section of the shield to allow egress of the warhead, then snap it back into place to maintain the smoothness of the flow lines as much as possible.
Vander knew there would be a firing ‘bump,’ but that was unavoidable when launching from speed and he mentally prepared himself for it as he saw the enemy ships began to get higher from his point of view, though they weren’t actually gaining altitude, he was just starting to get underneath them.
Happy that the stream of infantry was still pouring out of his target, meaning they wouldn’t have had a chance to close the bay doors or raise the shields, Vander waited for the proper moment, already having mentally plotted out his trajectory, then activated the anti-grav engine and added its thrust…along with the upwards momentum…to the jet propulsion he’d already maxed out.
Like the skeets, the streak also had its own ‘super pursuit mode,’ and it allowed the Archon to move faster than any lizard craft could hope to, making Vander feel like he was literally flying through the water. As the streak slowly lifted up towards the waypoint he adjusted his trajectory, keeping his aiming sight on the open bay door that was growing large by the second…with only a few more remaining before he slammed into the side of the carrier.
Mind the bump, he reminded himself as he thumbed the firing button.
The silver needle that was the streak shot in towards the lizard infantry transport on a perfectly smooth line, then it jerked ever so slightly as a tiny piece of it lazily shot out the front end. The streak bent hard at the middle, curving its hull line and trajectory so that it pulled up and passed over the top of the carrier as the torpedo it’d launched slipped inside the bay doors, knocking a number of infantry aside on the way in.
Vander couldn’t see the detonation, for it was internal, but he saw a hiccup in his climb as the pressure wave rebounded out of the confines and ironically helped to push him upwards as he shot overtop the ship, holding onto the anti-grav ascension for a few more seconds then flicking it off and snaking around in a tight, jet-propelled turn to come up on the aft end of one of the lizard cruisers.
That was too big of a target for his lone streak so he didn’t try, but it did try to swat at him, sending an expanding arm out in his direction like a kid’s toy lightsaber that extended up out of the hilt…save for this version had exploding nubs along the length, meaning that if it contacted his streak it’d get a nice detonation directly on the shields and really ruin the Archon’s day.
Quick as the tendril was, it wasn’t quick enough, and Vander had no problem maneuvering around it…for it could only extend quickly in a straight line, then almost drift about to other locations on its bendable frame because it had to push water out of the way, making it more of an explosive net strand than a weapons battery.
Then again he was piloting an agile ship. The squids the Black Pearl were bringing with it to the battle were not so agile, and the lizards had been making good use of the defense tendrils in an anti-air fashion, though that term didn’t quite apply underwater, so they’d come to call such things ‘point defense’ weapons. 
There were several smaller targets ahead, akin to gunboats that the lizards used as slow fighters. They’d nicknamed them ‘sharks’ for the multiple fins they had spread around a double hull that reminded Vander of TIE Bombers from Star Wars. The fins allowed them to pivot at sharp angles and turn around on pursuing ships…just as three of them did now on his approach, launching tiny ‘minnows’ his way.
The automated missiles locked onto his streak and zipped towards him, leaving Vander with three options…try and outrun them, outmaneuver them, or take them out before they hit him. 
Mentally calculating his odds he opted for the third, cutting thrust and letting the streak drift forward for a second as he raised a pair of nubs on the hull’s surface, with the shields altering to accommodate the bumps. From them fired even smaller projectiles…the aquatics version of naval intercepts. Nine of the tiny, pen-sized objects were shot out of the pods towards the 3 incoming minnows, getting about halfway there before their momentum started to fade out from the friction of the water, despite their needle-like shape. When they slowed their short-lived internal batteries activated a tiny jet engine and maneuvering fins, turning them into self-propelled anti-missile missiles that tracked towards the lizards’ minnows.
Vander reactivated his own jet propulsion before they made the intercept, knowing the little devices were quite effective at what they did…as well as knowing that the sharks had many more of their own to fire. Before that happened he closed range with the nearest one and buzzed it, dropping a bowling ball-sized hockey puck in its wake. The small drone swam the remaining meters down to the shark and latched itself to the side, bypassing the pyrotechnic arm that made up the second half of the lizards’ weaponry. 
The little plasma mine sucked itself down to the hull, chemically welding itself in place as Vander swiveled his streak around, launching more intercepts at additional minnows coming his way from other sharks moving into the fray. As he danced his sea snake around an activation light appeared on his control board, indicating that the remote mine was now in place. With a touch of a button he detonated it, causing the hockey puck to produce a plasma flare directly into the side of the shark like a roman candle firework. 
It burnt into and gutted the inside of the shark, taking it out of the fight while maintaining hull integrity and not allowing so much as one drop of water inside. Getting plasma to the target was the lizards’ primary hindrance underwater, given that they couldn’t launch it from point to point, and they’d become innovative in creating weapons to circumvent that problem…as had Star Force.
Finding himself with way too many sharks around to play with, Vander kicked in his anti-grav and ran hard away from the group, outdistancing several of the minnows while taking one to the hull. It exploded prior to contact with the shield as the streak maneuvered to the left, diminishing the range indicator’s closing speed enough that the minnow assumed that it might not reach the target and detonated once it reached proximity.
Due to the few meters in between the damage to the shields was reduced, but the concussive wave buffeted the streak around something fierce, causing Vander to lose directional control for a moment as the controls seemed to fight him. Once it subsided he did a quick check of the status hologram on his right, which indicated no hull damage, but severely weakened shields over the aft/starboard quarter. 
His eyes flashed back to the battlemap to confirm no more minnows were closing on him, then he steered an evasive course around the shark formation that was trying futilely to keep pace behind him…then they suddenly broke off and return to the flank of the large lizard ships as they began moving en mass in towards the city.
“Damn it,” Vander swore, realizing what they were doing as he saw the Black Pearl coming up on their other side. They knew they were about to get their asses kicked, even with their incoming reinforcements…so they’d decided to forego the slow method of taking down the nearest defense towers and just overwhelm them with numbers.
It would work too, because as powerful as the towers were, it took time to kill aquatics ships…and the torpedoes they were carrying, big and slow as they were, would be moving too fast and in too great a number for the point defenses to take out. Vander knew the towers had larger intercepts than he was carrying to deal with the stronger torpedoes, but put that many ships up close and there was no way they were going to get them all.
On the battlemap he saw the Black Pearl turn early, diminishing the distance it would have to travel if it fell in behind the fleet and instead angled to intercept it closer to the city, all the while sending its entire fleet of squids ahead as fast as they could move to engage the lizards before they overwhelmed the nearest tower. 
Take two out and they’d have a clear approach on the city defense fence, for the other four couldn’t overlap firing fields to cover more than those adjacent to them…which was why the lizard infantry and smaller ships were currently engaging only two of the towers. 
What to do? Vander knew he had to stay away from the firing zone, otherwise the detonations from the lizard torpedoes would crack his ship apart, not to mention those coming from the towers, though that wasn’t their primary weapon. 
He couldn’t take on the capital ships directly, and at best he could only damage the smaller ones…so he figured he might as well provide cover for those he could and curved his streak around and headed for the approaching squids, picking out the closest sharks to them and tagging them as priority targets, with his hologram marking them appropriately. 
Vander fought his anti-grav, nosing down heavily to drag him lower in altitude while crossing over the top of the lizard fleet as it transitioned ever closer to the city, then he went with jet engines only and swerved around on the flank of one of the sharks as it launched  two minnows in towards the approaching squids.
The Archon lined up his approach and came in quickly, glad to see the shark was preoccupied. When he got within 100 meters he nosed down and used his anti-grav to brake hard, skidding his streak to a stop less than 20 meters away. 
Vander powered up his primary weapon and the shields over the streak’s nose pushed out into a flat circle on the end of a cylinder like a battering ram. Using his jet engines Vander goosed it forward, dropping off distance meter by meter until the 12m long shield vacuum hit the lizard hull and morphed around it, maintaining a watertight seal.
The Archon thumbed the plasma cannon firing button, sending a pulse into and through the gap directly into the side of the shark even as it began to move off. The blue plasma hit the hull a split second before shield cylinder slid off the back of the moving shark, quickly filling with water. 
Vander flicked it off, letting the shields reset to their normal, hull tight mode, as he maneuvered the streak around to the back of the damaged shark…then he slid up behind it and extended the shield column again, butting it up against the back side and delivering a three shot salvo of plasma at pointblank range that cracked open the lizard craft via an internal explosion.
The Archon pulled back enough to allow him to slither the ship to the side and accelerate away, moving towards the next closest isolated shark he could find as the squids finally got to the lizard fleet and the heavy fighting broke out. 
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The three big lizard aquatic cruisers and the 5 carriers held their line, heading straight for the nearest of the underwater towers with their destroyer escorts, but the support craft and smaller capital ships veered off to engage the squids as they began to get close and open up their forward arms, diminishing their speed greatly as they each angled towards their chosen target. Being flown remotely by pilots within the Black Pearl, the squids, each about the size of a small house, were expendable grappling weapon platforms. They contained no offensive torpedoes, but they did carry defensive intercepts that began launching en mass as the lizard sharks swooped in to engage them before they could come into contact with their target ships.
Minnows were being shot off from all directions, along with larger torpedoes coming from the frigates who were three times the size of the squids and shaped like a stingray…flat and wide with a sharp edge to cut through the water laterally. They’d spun about and broke formation first, thus getting to the incoming squids ahead of the other lizard ships and they were pumping out sizeable torpedoes that the intercepts were having to swarm with multiple hits to take down. 
Several got through the initial wave and hit four of the squids, two dead on. The concussion wave from the explosions rippled through the surrounding water, rocking all craft nearby as the debris seemed to float near to the kill point, unlike land combat that saw pieces of shrapnel flying large distances through the air from the point of impact.
The other two squids managed to put up their shields in time to block the attack…but not their energy shields. Those were already active and too weak to stop a frigate’s torpedo, though they would ward off a minnow or two before breaching. Each of the squids had four forward arms emanating out of a tail section that contained the jet engines that drove the craft. The tip of each of those arms contained a metallic net that could be expanded like an umbrella, and it was with these that the lucky two squids stopped the incoming torpedoes from impacting the main hull, though one lost half of its arm in the blast while the other lost only the tip and the porous shield that was on it in the detonation.
In the massive exchange the ocean became turbulent, buffeting Vander’s streak around violently as he closed on the heels of one of the sharks as it was weaving its way through the squids and peppering them from the flank with minnows. He didn’t want to waste one of his three remaining torpedoes on it, so he fought the chaotic currents and rammed it from behind with his shield extension, peppering it with plasma shots and taking some fragmentation backlash on his own shields as he chewed the enemy submersible apart. 
He stayed at it until something internal exploded, shredding the shark. It’d probably been one of the minnows onboard, or perhaps a fuel cell…he didn’t know nor truly cared, so long as it was out of the fight. Vander pulled his nose out of the backside of the carcass, having drifted into it as he delivered the final shots. The schematic of his streak showed minor hull damage on the needle nose, which he hoped wouldn’t affect his steering…though at the moment, with torpedoes exploding around him, that minor inefficiency in aerodynamics was hardly going to be noticeable.
Vander swung around the dead shark and accelerated towards the next closest one as the rest of the lizard support ships came into contact with the squids, of which there were 3 varieties. The largest was a light destroyer, only 20% shorter in length than the full destroyers that were getting more distance between them and the battle by the second. The main difference was the weaponry on the whale-like hull, which consisted of tree-like arms that the ships deployed when they arrived in position, essentially staking out their little piece of the ocean and becoming mini battle stations.
From them flowed streams of minnows, for they had none of the heavier weaponry the smaller frigates carried, but the defense ‘trees’ were laced with plasma nubs that would burn anything that came into contact with them. In between the ‘branches’ of the trees there were smaller filaments that would catch objects before they could hit the hull, much like the squids’ arm shields did. Both designs allowed water to move through them in the gaps, but the rigid net lines of the squids were replaced with barely visible strands on the light destroyers, making them almost look like a hoard of spiders had set up in the trees and strung their webs between them.
The light destroyers were definitely anti-fighter platforms, making them a significant threat to both Vander’s streak and the squids, and he knew better than to go play with one. When deployed, the defense trees would prevent him from getting close enough to the hull to use his plasma cannon, and his torpedoes would get stuck in the webbing. When they detonated they’d clear an area for additional weaponsfire to get through, but the light destroyers required a disproportionate amount of firepower to take down for their size.
In addition to the light destroyers, the lizards also had ‘hammerheads.’ These T-shaped craft vaguely resembled a skeet, though they were much larger and on a scale akin to the frigates. They were anti-ship vessels with the express purpose of ramming larger craft and using the hundreds of plasma nubs to burn into the side of their hull in explosive fashion. It was no wonder, then, when several squids bypassed other lizard ships and went straight to targeting the hammerheads, swimming up to them and using their superior mobility to attack them from the flanks and avoid the dangerous kill zone up front.
The first one to get hit got a squid on either side along the tail segment, with each wrapping its arms partway around the hull and bringing the ‘mouth,’ located between the four arms, up against the hull or as close to it as possible. Like Vander’s streak, a short stub of a cylinder-shaped shield reached out and sealed itself to the lizard hull as the squid’s arms compressed and depleted the hammerhead’s own shields. 
That wasn’t necessary, but it removed one impediment for the plasma streamer that followed. A pinprick of bright blue was visible from outside in the gap between hammerhead and squid, but otherwise the destruction that followed was all internal. Both squids latched on like ticks and instead of sucking blood out, poured plasma into the hull and tore apart the deadly craft before it could even think about getting close to the Black Pearl.
Up and down the line the hammerheads were targeted first and taken out, often with the squids being targeted by torpedoes as they stubbornly latched onto the hulls of their targets. A quarter of the attack drones were lost within minutes, half of which fell to the lizards’ smaller corvettes. They were barely larger than the squids and resembled long tubes until they deployed, making them the second fastest vessels the lizards had after the sharks. 
Several of the squids got caught by the corvettes’ armored claws. Unlike the larger ships the corvette didn’t have shields, but instead made up for it with thick armor that was difficult to crack by explosive concussion, meaning they usually required plasma to take out or successive torpedo strikes. Like a crawdad or other clawed sea creatures, the corvette had four deployable arms…two front and two aft, allowing it to attack/defend itself from either direction. Several squids got caught by those claws and literally cut in half once they latched on and ratcheted up the pressure, and though Vander wanted to help them he knew it’d be suicide to come anywhere near those claws.
So he did the next best thing and buzzed one, dropping a plasma mine that swam in and latched onto the side and burnt through…though most of the charge was used up in penetrating the armor leaving little to damage the interior, plus the ship was much larger than the sharks and one mine wasn’t going to take it down even if it had tissue paper for a hull.
Vander swung his streak around in a spiral turn, getting a bit more altitude as he did and came back at the corvette as it finished cutting through a squid that’d just finished killing a hammerhead. That was the only way the corvette could catch the squid…when they were latched onto something else, which made them appear to be the cleaning crew amongst the lizard fleet, going around picking off the Star Force ticks.
This one pulled apart its claw and released itself from the crushed midsection of the squid, pulling back and tucking in its claws before accelerating away towards another target with the remains of Vander’s plasma mine still attached. Using the depleted mine as a targeting lock, the Archon fired off his second torpedo from the flank and watched it swim an arced line right into the device and detonate.
With the hole already punched through by the mine, part of the concussive explosion got through to the interior, and as Vander fought the explosive turbulence in the water he saw a gap had formed in the corvette’s hull. It wasn’t big, barely twice the size the mine had been, but it was definitely a breach allowing water in…as well as an opportunity he wasn’t going to waste.
He swam his streak up alongside and slightly ahead of the corvette as it suddenly slowed, then he dove in towards it and launched his third torpedo, targeting the gap. It zipped across the now less turbulent water, autocorrecting as it went for the various currents, and slipped inside a moment before the hull cracked apart and blew out armor shards in a slow motion fireworks display that was shrouded by a cloud of dust.
“Got one,” Vander said aloud, adding one more capital ship to his personal kill list as a bright blue streak illuminated the water in front of him.
“Whoa,” he said, diving his streak lower to get out of the firing line of the Black Pearl that had now caught up with the squids. Now that he was paying attention he saw two more almost invisible strands shoot out from the gigantic hull and touch the side of one of the light destroyers, pushing right through their defense trees and triggering the plasma nubs to discharge on one. That strand disintegrated near the lizard ship, then it seemed to regenerate from halfway back towards the Star Force battleship, reaching out to touch the hull again, this time slipping through the branches and punching apart the strands.
Vander knew that was an illusion, and in truth the extremely long shield column the Black Pearl was extending originated at a width akin to the size of his thumb, then expanded out to more than a meter, giving the medium plasma cannon it was attached to a few inches of clearance for it to fire directly on the enemy craft.
The shield column flashed blue as another squirt of plasma traveled down the vacuum the shield had created in the water, essentially cheating the two kilometers of distance between the ships. As much as the lizards loved using plasma, and had adapted it to function underwater, their form of ship to ship combat relied on physical contact, due to the water interfering with conventional plasma delivery, but thanks to the ever enhancing shield designs Star Force was fielding, the Archons had found a way around the problem.
Which meant the lizards were heavily outmatched, requiring them to either flee or charge the ship and get within touching range…something the squids were not allowing to happen, at least not for the more dangerous capital ships. Several small torpedoes and minnows streaked towards the massive hull that was creating an underwater tsunami with all the water it was pushing ahead of it, which actually made the lizard projectiles twitch on approach before they slammed into the shielded hull.
One advantage of having a ship more than a mile long underwater was the fact that you could carry very large power cores, which fed an unbelievable amount of power to the shields, allowing the battleship to shrug off the bee stings of the minnows and weather the smaller torpedoes. Not only that, they also provided the power necessary to force and hold back the water along the shield columns, something that was not easy to do, with the downside being they were easily disrupted by weaponsfire or collision.
But their ability to regenerate made them resilient, if not mobile. They couldn’t swing to the side very well to target a moving ship, but rather had to come out of a fixed vector from the Black Pearl, meaning you had to pick your spot to fire on several seconds before you could pull the trigger, making them almost impossible to target the sharks and smaller lizard craft. Moving through the water also put more stress on the shield columns, reducing their effective range, but once the giant ship settled into position its 16 plasma cannons made for an impressive fireworks display at range, though the firing rate was slow compared to aerial or naval combat.
Everything in aquatics seemed to move at a snail’s pace comparably, giving Vander plenty of time to note the advance of the lizard heavy capital ships into the firing range of the defense tower, which held its own array of shield column plasma cannons, only these were the large variety. 
Those blue flashes appeared off to the left, while the Black Pearl was currently on his right as he swerved around again looking for another shark to pursue. He saw several futilely targeting the battleship and ignored them, looking instead for some opportunity to aid what squids were left. More than half had been destroyed, but all of the enemy hammerheads and a chunk of the frigates were gone, leaving the corvettes and light destroyers as the primary threat…and they were going down quickly under the Black Pearl’s plasma cannons. 
There wasn’t much more Vander could do here, so he set out to find the closest, but yet untouched squid that appeared to be in danger, sighting one that a corvette was pursuing. It wasn’t going to catch it, due to the speed difference, but Vander could see that the squid was heading to one of the remaining frigates and downing a torpedo coming its way with a wave of intercepts…clearly intent on closing to lethal range with the lizard craft…which would then allow the corvette to come up from behind and cut it in half.
Vander kicked in his anti-grav for a short speed boost, coming up behind the corvette and seeing that all its arms were tucked in for maximum aerodynamics, giving him an idea. He snuck up behind it, getting closer and closer to its aft end, essentially daring it to open its claws and grab him, but it seemed to either not care or not want to slow down from the drag, because it didn’t respond to his presence.
“Ok, you’re making this too easy,” he said, nudging a bit closer, ready to hit the brakes when needed, as he extended the short shield column out in front of him and nestled up against the back of the corvette, fighting against its jet engine wash. The lizards, so far as Star Force knew, had differential gravity drives in some of their equipment, but it wasn’t very advanced, meaning their naval cruisers had to rely on thrust engines for their more extreme lateral thrusts. 
Some ships had the differential engines, some didn’t, but to date none of their aquatics ships did, according to the schematics Star Force had recovered from the lizard bases captured on Corneria some two centuries ago. A lot of technological enhancements could have been made in that time, but so far using anti-grav for aquatics propulsion didn’t seem to be one of them, so the lizard ships had to rely on water manipulation. 
The corvette had intake vents on the side, pulling water into an internal caterpillar-like drive unit that exited out the back end between the retracted claws…and was spewing water directly onto the streak, making it difficult to stay close enough to get the shield column in place. Vander had to maneuver a bit high, so he was riding just over top the jet stream, in order to get in close enough to make tentative contact…fortunately the shield designer had accounted for some variation, because it auto-adjusted to the erratic movements, maintaining the vacuum corridor with a solid seal on the aft end of the corvette.
Still no claws came out, so Vander pumped a plasma shot into the hull…then jammed on the brakes as the minimal damage seemed to awaken the lizard ship, for it deployed both claws simultaneously and arched them back to grab at his slender streak.
Cutting his jet propulsion and flicking the maneuvering vents in reverse he quickly put some distance between the two ships, with the corvette continuing to chase the squid that was just now reaching its target. Vander thought hard, trying to figure something he could do to distract the corvette away from the squid, knowing that his one remaining torpedo wasn’t going to do much to stop it, and with the claws now deployed he wasn’t going to get close enough to hit it with a plasma shot again.
Just then he noticed another contact on his battlemap closing fast as the corvette slowed to align with the squid that was now latching onto the frigate as it tried to flee, dragging it through the water as it did so. The corvette moved after the pair, then turned to the right suddenly, but not before another squid shot in and rammed it in the midsection between the forward and aft set of claws. 
It latched onto the ship with its arms…then inexplicably let go as soon as it had a grip, escaping the incoming claws and swimming off sharply, leaving the corvette to drift momentarily with a crack in its hull from the impact. The squid’s arms were even more damaged, but not so much that it couldn’t tuck them up into a fat needle and zip off elsewhere. 
Vander wondered what that had been all about, then saw a tiny silver tendril shoot across his vision and into the side of the now more or less stationary corvette. It widened ever so slightly, then a blue plasma blast shot into it from the not so close Black Pearl, thanks to the squid having set up the shot.
“Good work,” Vander commented, though his comm wasn’t open. He accelerated forward and under the shield column as another plasma blast was delivered, off to hunt more opponents in the ever shrinking battlefield…then he noticed the distant contacts on his battlemap, seeing that the turret tower was now under heavy assault with the incoming reinforcements getting painfully close to joining the fray.
Too close for the Black Pearl to intercept in time, meaning the defense tower was as good as lost. 
 



  
  
4
  
  
At the base of the defense tower, well lower than the altitude of the battling fleets, part of the lizard infantry was swimming across the rocky ocean floor while the rest assaulted higher portions of the huge, narrow cylinder sticking up out of the ground and running almost all the way up to the ocean’s surface 1.4 miles above.
It was an immense construct, guarding an even more immense city beyond it, but given its size it was difficult to properly defend. This the lizards had learned in previous years as they assaulted the Human cities, trying to find a way past their defenses so they could eradicate the infestation from the planet even as orbit was being contended for in an ongoing naval chess match between massive fleets.
Reinforcements kept coming down to bolster the growing lizard colonies, even as the Humans continually raided and destroyed those they could find. Give the lizards time to build and grow and they’d overwhelm the planet, but hit them early and often and they could stem the tide…as well as causing them to divert resources from other planets to this one, all the while Star Force’s infrastructure continued to grow.
The defense tower was one of the more impressive underwater constructs that they’d come up with, and even now, further above, the heavy plasma cannons were lighting up the ocean with streaks of blue as they targeted the incoming lizard capital ships in between the massive explosions of the incoming torpedoes, which had the nasty habit of breaking apart the shield conduits the plasma flowed down. That bit of offensive defense was also something the lizards had learned, and it kept their fleet intact long enough to vie for the tower in what otherwise would have been a short battle.
Multifaceted attacks were the lizards’ specialty, and even as the fleet and other infantry units assaulted higher portions of the tower, this lower detachment was using the seafloor for cover to get in close and plant the det packs they were carrying against the base…assuming they could get that far.
Star Force had set up weapons emplacements all along the height of the tower, including point defense weapons akin to the intercepts that would fire out and intercept incoming infantry…but send enough troops in to bleed out their ammunition and zones of vulnerability would open up. This they had also learned from past, unsuccessful attacks, and this time they had come prepared. 
The lizards swam forward, propelled by their own fin-like legs as they carried their det packs, escorted by others with rod-like melee weapons that each had one plasma nub on the end for them to jab into enemies. On physical contact the glowing nub containing the plasma would discharge through a specially designed membrane and into the target, contacting very little water in the process, but enough would slip through to cause a burst of steam in the form of bubbles, visibly marking weapon strikes.
The tips of the plasma rods glowed green as they contained a ready amount of plasma for discharge, but the troops swimming across the ocean floor had their rods turned off, so as to not draw immediate attention. Also, the rocky outcroppings made it harder for the Human sensors to detect their approach until they were virtually on top of them.
When the lizards finally broke cover about 300 meters away from the tower, where the rocky cover disappeared into a pancake flat plain that Star Force had carved down as a perimeter, little swimming missiles shot out from the 200m wide tower, each tracking towards individual infantry, taking out many of them with surprise hits resulting in muted explosions that ripped into the fleshy, yet flexible exoskeletons on this variant of lizard. 
The others saw the point defense missiles, or PDM for short, coming and activated their shield gauntlets, which were little more than a second rod that deployed an energy shield that they used to block the small detonations…though they had to stop swimming forward in order to deploy the large barriers, for they dragged heavily against the water.
The remote targeting systems in the tower, relayed to controllers back in the city or nearby battleship if it needed to assume control, suddenly began spewing out more PDM with groups tagged to each individual they spotted with a shield, knowing that several successive hits would breach it and take the infantry down, which started a bit of a stalemate in the advance, with more and more lizard infantry popping up from the rocks and deploying their defensive walls that they slowly swam behind, inching their way in towards the tower like a scattering of Roman Legionnaires.
A hundred and fifty meters up the tower, one of the plasma cannons extended a shield column down to the surface where a knot of the infantry were, with them scurrying out of the way as it touched bottom and widened, followed by a plasma blast that vaporized a bit of rock and left it superheated enough that when the shield disappeared and the water flowed in it resulted in a pyre of bubbles rising upwards like a marker beacon…but the attack had little chance of hitting an individual lizard, making it almost worthless against infantry, though it did manage to scatter those in the immediate area.
 More PDMs flowed out of the tower like schools of tiny fish, zipping this way and that, keeping the lizards thoroughly occupied even as their numbers continued to grow as more kept coming up out of the rocks…but as they did a school of much larger ‘fish’ came in to flank them, each with a person at the helm of the water-version mongooses known as ‘arrowheads,’ named for their triangular design. 
A quartet of blue arrowheads skimmed the rocky terrain, having emerged from the back side of the tower and moved out laterally, coming in over the irregular surface to help hide their own approach. Some of the lizards saw them coming and turned to face them…opening themselves up to the PDM, which took a few down before the arrowheads got to the first group and split up into separate attack vectors.
The first one, with an Archon at the helm, dropped down level with the lizard ahead of it and increased its speed, ramming the water lizard with the tip and delivering a punch to its midsection that doubled it over before knocking it to the side, unconscious from the stun energy delivered on contact. The arrowhead jetted on, ramming another while the others in its quartet did likewise until the rest of the lizards noticed their appearance and began huddling up into groups and overlapping their shields while sticking their plasma rods out through the gaps, hoping to catch one of the arrowheads with the tip as they came at them.
Tucked safely inside the arrowheads’ sleek hull, the Archons and aquatics regulars knew better than to get that close, so they ignored the knots of infantry and picked off the individuals, many of whom were just coming up out of the rocks. As they did more formations of arrowheads popped up in various locations, ramming the lizards into unconsciousness with the specially designed ridge on the little aquatics craft that delivered stun blows against solid targets rather than the liquid water…which was a tricky bit of engineering. 
Other than the V-shaped stun edge the arrowheads were just quick transports, unsuited for any other combat. Going up against infantry was almost too easy, aside from when they turtled up like many were doing now…but as they’d quickly find out that wasn’t a good idea.
A group of six lizards had formed a complete dome around themselves with their plasma rods sticking out to hit any arrowhead that tried to ram them when a shield column descended on top of them, forming a seal against the topmost lizard shield. A split second later a plasma blast came down through the vacuum and vaporized both the lizard shield and the lizard underneath it, along with all the water surrounding the other 5 lizards. 
A huge steam cloud blocked out any vision of the site, but then it lifted up, heading for the ongoing battles above, revealing bits and pieces of charred lizard floating about where the shield huddled formation had been. 
Those lizards near enough to see what had happened suddenly rethought their defensive maneuver and broke up into smaller groups, using their shields as side walls as they swam forward. Some of the arrowheads went after them, ramming into the groups now that their plasma rods weren’t deployed, but rather tucked inside as they swam forward. The Star Force pilots concentrated on them like sharks spinning about a school of fish, darting in and out making strikes. 
Like the streaks, the arrowhead bent at the middle, approximately where the pilot’s knees were located in the flat machine, allowing it to make sharper turns. With that agility, and no vehicular backup for the infantry, the arrowheads had no problem keeping the lizards from getting to the tower and planting their explosives…but as they zipped around, picking off those lizards that were closest while even more continued to arrive, a large piece of debris fell down from above and landed on the 300m wide plain around the tower. 
The lizards immediately took to it for cover and turtled up behind it. A shield column came down and shot it, but it was too big to dislodge quickly, so it continued to fire down into it, having to reset the vacuum lock each time by pushing a ‘plug’ of shield down the length and getting all the water out that was flowing back up. 
Clean, mate, fire…clean, mate, fire. That was the cycle that had the plasma cannon chewing apart the lizards’ new cover, but it wasn’t the only piece to come down. Two more smaller ones joined it, then a cascade of large ones began raining down…pieces of the turret that the lizards were chewing apart from above. 
The arrowheads had to dart out of the way and eventually retreat to the backside of the tower to avoid the debris, allowing the suicidal lizards a narrow window of opportunity, though a number of them were still going down to the PDM coming from the base of the tower. They swam forward in a massive charge, many of them being crushed as the debris landed on them while they tried to get to the side of the tower.
A few brave arrowheads zipped around near the giant cylinder, using it for cover given that the debris seemed to be leaving a narrow clear zone right up next to the massive construct. Those arrowheads zipped around the perimeter like they were making laps, never slowing down or turning around and ramming lizards as they passed. Soon more joined them, forming an unending train making circles around the tower and ramming any lizards that got that close. 
An explosion from above rocked both the arrowheads and lizards below as their counterparts higher up successfully tore out a section of the tower, with the shockwaves being felt all the way down to the seafloor. Further up the construct was a mass of blue lights and occasional green flickers from lizard contact weapons. More and more debris continued to fall down until the arrowheads got an evac order and made a beeline back towards the fence that surrounded the city…just as the top section of the tower began list.
It looked like a log that termites had gotten a hold of, with huge chunks missing from it, but it was a section along the middle that had taken the worst damage. It was from there that the imbalance occurred…along with a bit of pushing by the surviving lizard carriers. The entire top half buckled and tipped over, then the break point completely snapped and slid off, tossing 3/5ths of the tower off to the side where it floated down and crashed into the seafloor tip first, then continued to slowly keel over until it landed on its side, crushing into the rock formations below.
A number of weapons on the bottom half continued to fire, even with the water flowing in from above. The design had been compartmentalized, and there were no personnel inside, so some of the plasma cannons below were still functional and reached up towards the ships overhead vengefully, but they didn’t last long. The infantry that had survived the falling debris swam up to the tower, now that the arrowheads were gone, and planted charges directly next to the plasma cannons.
Some set timers, others didn’t bother and just blew themselves up with the Human weapons, but as the arrowheads retreated back to the fence the remaining defensive capability of the tower was picked apart and eliminated as the remains of the lizard fleet and their now arrived reinforcements concentrated on the second tower, attempting to do the same there. 
  
Vander didn’t see the tower go down, as he was busy with the sharks from the reinforcement fleet, but he did notice it disappear from him battlemap…then he saw the holographic depiction of its remains laying across the ocean floor.
“Damn it,” he swore while keeping attention on the pair of sharks ahead of him. He was going to ram the slower of the two, but so far neither had broken their paired formation. The Archon was about to pick one and hope he could get a decent plasma shot off before the other turned on him when a new contact appeared on his battlemap, emerging as a long, large line in the sky that spread out into the comforting curves of the underside of the Dutchman as it landed in the ocean directly beside the second tower and was slowly descending into the fight.
Shield columns extended from 8 locations on the underside, streaking out to connect with the large lizard ships, then pumping plasma shots down them as the Star Force battleship engaged multiple contacts at once. Its bays began pumping out squids as well, ensuring the demise of the lizard fleet as the Black Pearl pressed in from the western side, offering the enemy an escape vector to the southeast, but they were hell-bent on hitting the tower to the north and continued to press their attack, hoping to do at least some damage to the gigantic underwater pillar.
The two battleships and the tower itself took their stupidity face on and systematically cut the lizard fleet to shreds over the course of the next 20 minutes, with only a pair of torpedoes actually reaching their target. Neither breached the shields, given that they hit in different locations at different times, though they did suck a considerable amount of strength out of them, and had the Dutchman not arrived when it did, the lizards would have at least seriously damaged the tower in the last stages of the battle. 
Once the last of the capital ships were destroyed the arrowheads were recalled from the city to help deal with the infantry, along with other Star Force transports that followed in their wake, collecting the stunned lizards, corpses, their equipment, and other pieces of salvage, clearing away the 300m perimeter around the base of the tower. After that the recovery crews began chewing apart the dead lizard ships, along with recovering their own damaged squids, both those from the battleships and those the city had deployed in the first stages of the battle along with a scattering of other ships, including other streaks that Vander finally came across as they patrolled the area post battle.
He was recalled first, given that he’d been out on assignment with the Black Pearl, and headed in towards the gigantic net-like wall that surrounded the city in a spiral, offering only one entryway between the overlapping sides. Vander’s streak, however, was narrow enough to shoot the gaps in the fence and he did just that, passing through the metallic grating that kept larger ships at bay. Given the side of the city that he was on, he actually passed through two sections of overlapping fence, then he was inside the perimeter looking in on the giant seashell-shaped city of Manaan.
Vander headed for one of the hangar bays, passing through the water conduit that sported defense turrets of its own, and up into an internal lagoon that held an atmosphere similar to the small bay on the Black Pearl that the streak had originated from. His long ship floated up to the surface then trolled its way into one of the many docking berths where a mechanical walkway extended out to the streak and attached to its midsection, holding the ship in place and giving Vander an easy way to get to the nearby dock as he popped the hatch on the streak and stood up off the pommel seat.
He stretched his back and popped his helmet off, sucking in a deep breath of marine air and scratching a spot on his head that had been nagging him for several minutes, then he stepped up onto the short bridge and walked over onto the dock where a maintenance crew of three were waiting.
“Welcome back,” a female tech by the name of Heather offered, knowing Vander well, given that Manaan was his base of operations. The stint on the Black Pearl had only been a 2-day mission out hunting lizards near one of Star Force’s mining sites. 
“Needs torpedoes and some plasma,” he said, all business.
“Did they get one of the towers?” a male tech asked as the third slid off the dock and swam two meters over to the side of the streak and opened up a side panel in the armor with a specialized tool.
“Unfortunately yes,” Vander said, pausing for a moment as he visually did an inventory on the ships in the bay…seeing very few of what was usually berthed here. Most of them were still outside, either patrolling or working the recovery and cleanup effort. “And I’d expect they’ll be back soon to take advantage of the weakness. Get her reloaded as soon as you can.”
“Will do,” the female tech answered, then got busy with another panel on the topside of the ship as Vander walked off, heading for the large pressure doors that led into the city, on his way to see Kyler. Between his previous mission and the recent assault, they had quite a few things to discuss.
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On his way up to the command level Vander stopped by the armory and got out of his silver aquatics armor, a more robust version of the standard Archon armor that included small jet propulsion units in addition to a larger air supply…along with the means to manufacture oxygen directly from the ocean water. 
He’d been in it for the past 9 hours, having pulled two missions back to back, but didn’t stop by his quarters for a shower nor the cafeteria to grab a bite to eat, instead he went straight up to the command level that sat 2/3rds of the way up the city superstructure and was imbedded deep inside, making it one of the last places that would be breached by weaponsfire or invading troops.
When Vander got there it was quiet, yet busy, with staff and a scattering of Archons moving about showing more activity than they should have been, given that the battle was over. Recovery efforts would take some coordination, but he sensed an angst in the room that belied something else was going on.
He found Kyler in a circle of three other Archons around the central planning table, talking amongst each other while looking over a holographic map of the surface of the planet, so he didn’t interrupt, but he did step up beside the trailblazer and listen in, letting him visually know that he’d arrived.
“Take it,” Cryson-933 urged. 
“Can we?” Preston-1229 asked, raising an eyebrow. “We lost a lot of squids today. They’re not going to be easy to replace.”
“They lost a lot more than we did. The attrition rate’s in our favor.”
Kyler shook his head. “No. They got exactly what they wanted when they took that tower down. They may have wanted both, but I’d guess that was more to split our defensive forces and maximize their chances of getting one, which they did.”
“What are we looking at,” Eaton-2503 asked, “9 months to get a new one built?”
“If we have the resources on hand, yeah,” Kyler wavered. “If not,” he said, glancing to his left at Vander. “How bad did we get hit?”
“The lizards junked two with det packs,” he answered, referring to the processing units in the mining outpost his previous mission had sent him out to deal with. “The rest saw superficial damage and are still operational.”
“How’d they get past the defenses?” Cryson asked. 
“They tunneled,” Vander said, his voice taught with frustration. “There was a natural fissure running underneath the perimeter defenses. They added to it in some key points, but most of it was already there waiting for them. We got it sealed up, and the techs are working to fill it and others in so this won’t happen again.”
“What’d they use to dig through the rock?” Kyler asked, frowning.
“I could barely fit into the hole in my armor, so it wasn’t anything big, but we couldn’t recover anything. I’d guess they took their time and set up the tunnel well before the attack.”
“How many got in?” Eaton asked, leaning forward so far on the table that his arms dipped into the hologram a bit.
“Six with det packs and another 40 or so escorts. We couldn’t find the ship that brought them, so it must have bugged out as soon as it dropped them off.”
“Damn suicide run,” Cryson bit out.
“Not atypical of them,” Kyler commented, rubbing his smooth chin where his stubble used to be as he thought. It was a habit that he hadn’t broken yet, despite the fact that his facial hair follicles had been deactivated years ago. “But they had no chance of destroying the entire facility with only six det packs?”
“Not even close,” Vander answered his glance. “Maybe they thought they could hit the power core and cause a chain reaction, but they’ve got to have better intel on our tech than that. My guess is they just wanted to cause damage and slow down our growth rate.”
“We’re the stronger here,” Kyler reminded them. “In the past that hasn’t been the case. I think we’re starting to see a shift in tactics, not unlike what they’ve used against the Kvash in space…save there’s more opportunity to slink about down here than in vacuum.”
“We need a bigger sensor grid,” Eaton insisted, referencing the sensor limitations that had the stealthy lizard aquatics hulls disappearing from view at a range of about 3-4 kilometers, with their biggest ships registering out to about 5-6km. Their infantry showed up first, in some cases, because they didn’t carry the armor that their craft did. Like their space navy, their aquatics forces became ghosts at range, despite the continually advancing Star Force detection capabilities. 
“We can’t defend much more than we’ve got,” Cryson pointed out. “They’re already disabling the perimeter nodes.”
“Two ideas,” he countered. “One, we make mobile units and have them swim random paths. Two, we build larger units with defenses, linked into city or outpost control.”
“The second will require resources that we don’t have,” Kyler reminded him.
“If it saves us having to replace equipment they would otherwise have damaged, I’d say it could logistically be worth it.
“We need to go hunting,” Vander pressed. “That will take some of the pressure off of our defenses…and allow us to build what we need. If they keep us on the defensive they’ll win the resource race, because the fleet isn’t able to keep their cruisers in orbit and it’s a big planet.”
Kyler looked at his fellow aquatics specialist. “Other than sending the battleships out, what are you suggesting?”
“They’ve got more shipyards out there than we’ve been able to locate. We need to find them.”
“If you have any suggestions as to how to do that?” Cryson implored. 
“The assault fleet didn’t come in via air,” Vander reminded them, referring to the initial assault on the city. “That limits their range.”
“Unless they took their time getting here,” Eaton pointed out.
“No, he’s right,” Kyler said, looking down at the map. “There have been too many raids without air drop. They have to have at least a transitional base somewhere close. Any guesses?”
Vander looked down at the map, seeing the section of the planet where Star Force had set up the bulk of its operations. There were 3 main cities, each a huge independent colony identical to Manaan. They were spread out in a triangle approximately 3600 kilometers apart from one another. Around each were clusters of additional facilities, mining the seafloor for resources. Rail lines didn’t connect them, as was usual Star Force protocol, given that the lizards could easily disable them, though some of the closest facilities were connected via subsurface tunnels.
That tunnel network was expanding out slowly, leaving the bulk of the shipments having to occur either through air, point to point, or through the water via transports. Both were used, but the lizards had quickly started poaching the air transports, either by dropping fighters via cruiser and having them run them down, or by deploying them from aquatics craft and doing the same. Skeet escorts then had to be used, and the overall process essentially ground to a halt with Star Force shifting almost everything underwater where the fighters couldn’t go. 
The result was large convoys traversing the grid of mining sites under heavy escort. Usually those weren’t hit, given the number and size of ships protecting them, but the lizards weren’t above putting ambush forces down in the rocky seafloor and trying to damage a freighter as they passed over with det packs or a torpedo salvo, chipping away at the freighters whenever they could get the chance.
The bulk of other production, aside from the mining sites, was located around the cities but inside the massive fences that protected them from direct assault. Those included bioharvest facilities, processing centers, shipyards, and the rest of the standard allotment of Star Force infrastructure that couldn’t be housed within the city itself as Kyler and the rest of the Archons continued to expand their production capability.
“I’d suspect somewhere here,” Vander said, jabbing a finger into the hologram about 300 kilometers to the east of Manaan, “but that’s just a gut feeling.”
“How do we check on your gut feeling?” Preston asked, crossing his arms over his chest. “That’s a lot of deep, dark ocean to search with a tiny sensor brush.”
“I know,” Vander agreed, “but we’ve got to do something. It’s been 3 years since we found and killed a lizard base…and no, I’m not counting those startups.”
“At this point,” Kyler interrupted, “I’m willing to concede that the lizards can out build us, but they seem concerned about stunting out growth as well, so I don’t think we have the same situation as we would if this was on land. Their aquatics are less robust, and I’m guessing the same goes for their underwater resource collection, otherwise they wouldn’t keep trying the resource drops from orbit.”
“They’re used to stealing resources that they haven’t been able to do here,” Cryson added.
“A fair point,” Kyler offered, “but it’s more than that. I get the distinct feeling that they don’t want waterworlds…they just don’t want us to have them. Agree/disagree?”
“Possible,” Preston said.
“They wanted Ariel’s,” Cryson pointed out.
“She said they were learning a lot in the process,” Eaton added. “I agree with Kyler. This is putting them out of their element, but they are learning.”
“And they’re dangerously clever,” Vander finished. “Water or no water.”
“We can’t search the entire planet,” Kyler said, “and they’re not taking the land bait. So other than following what leads we get and waiting for them to come to us…”
The other four Archons were silent for a moment, until Preston finally spoke. 
“I don’t know why, but I get the feeling like they’re starting to win. We don’t know how many ships they have, where they are, and they just knocked down a mark 5 defense tower on our front door. I think the only place we know they’re going to be is right here,” he said, pointing to the city under his feet. “We’ve got a weakness in our defenses that we can’t easily patch. This feels like a prelude to a larger assault. Now, we can track them through the atmosphere easier than we can underwater, so that’s where we should focus our detection efforts,” he said, nodding at Eaton. 
“How?” Kyler asked.
“We need more forewarning,” Preston continued. “We have to push the sensor nodes out further.”
“They’ll pick them off, one by one,” Cryson warned. 
“Do you still think they’re approaching along the seafloor?” Kyler asked Eaton.
“Yes.”
The trailblazer zoomed the holographic map in on Manaan and its satellite facilities, bringing up a more detailed topography of the region. “Best guesses.”
“We know they come in through here,” Vander said immediately, pointing to a curvy valley that ran south of the city, coming within 20 kilometers at the closest point with shallower veins running all the way up to within 3 kilometers. “I’ve personally seen two groups passing through there, and there have been other contacts noted.”
“I know what you’re thinking,” Cryson said, jumping ahead in the conversation, “but it’s the trench sensors they always take out first.”
“I wasn’t thinking sensors…I was thinking fence, plus sensors, plus towers. A quartet of mark 3s or a lot of 2s.”
“That’s a lot of resources we don’t have,” Eaton pointed out. 
“And all it’ll do is cause them to make a detour,” Preston added. “If we had better sensor range it might be worth it, but their damn armor makes them ghosts outside of a few kilometers. I don’t see how a fence is going to be effective.”
“I do,” Vander countered, “but it’s over our heads right now. We need more battleships, and wasting resources on anything else is foolish.”
“Go back,” Preston urged. “How is a fence effective given the sensor limitations?”
“What’s the lizards’ sensor range?” Vander countered.
“25-30 kilometers for a midsized vessel,” Eaton answered. “As of 200 years ago.”
“And we know that because we captured their tech tree schematics,” Vander pointed out. “Do they know what our sensor range is?”
“They probably have a good guess by now.”
“Do they?” Kyler asked. “Aside from firing on them, how do they know? Given perfect water conditions our shield columns extend out almost to the edge of our effective sensor range.”
“You’re suggesting they don’t realize how blind we are?” Cryson asked.
“Why would they bother running trenches?” Vander pointed out.
“Even if you’re right, all that does is tell us they’re being extra careful about their movements.”
“It also tells us,” Kyler added, “that they’re worried about our speed. If we detect them 500 kilometers away we can get a battleship there in a blink of an eye, relatively speaking, and they know it. Their ships are pinned to the water, and therefore vulnerable, so they’re doing their best to stay hidden as they move around…they just don’t know that we can’t see them.”
“You think a fence across the trench will scare them off?” Preston asked.
“I think it might disrupt their routes, which is the point.”
Vander nodded. “If they’re using the terrain like roads, strategically placed fences could be useful in the long term.”
“But it’s still a bluff,” Cryson pointed out. “And I say we can’t be wasting resources on mind games.”
“He is right.”
Kyler looked behind him to the small pool of water built into the floor. “How long have you been there?”
The Elarioni smiled from just beneath the surface. “Long enough,” the computer translation said.
“Thank you,” Cryson said, walking around the display table so he could see Ariel more clearly. “How am I right?”
“The lizards are used to dealing with longer sensor ranges, so they are cautious. They do not know of your weakness, because their armor did not stop Elarioni sensors. They may suspect, but given our flying ships and the speed of our smaller ones they are reluctant to try. They will not remain reluctant forever. The more contact they have, the more they will learn. They do not learn today, for there were no survivors.”
“Actually there are 52 captives…so far,” Kyler pointed out. 
“You will release them?” the mermaid-like alien asked.
“I’d like to, but where? Not going to drop them off in the middle of nowhere to starve to death.”
“They’ll be dead by the end of the day,” Vander guessed, reminding him of the lizards’ suicidal habits when taken prisoner.
“I ordered them sedated for the time being,” Kyler said off hand. 
“Do not,” Ariel warned. “Give them no information from the battle to study.”
“Assuming they didn’t send telemetry out,” Vander noted.
“We detected none,” Ariel countered.
“We can hold onto them indefinitely, though Vander is probably right about them killing themselves,” Kyler added.
“I have need of escort,” the Elarioni said bluntly.
Kyler and the other Archons frowned. “Where to?”
She swam to the side of the small pool and interfaced with an underwater console, altering the hologram above the table to match a small one inside the water, allowing her to confer with the Humans. Using that ability she zoomed in the regional map all the way down to the city, then highlighted the debris field, tagging one of the three dead lizard aquatics cruisers.
“I need to go there. Now.”
“What is it?” Kyler asked, having learned to trust her instincts.
“A hunch.”
“I’ll take you,” Cryson offered.
With barely a nod of recognition Ariel swam down to the bottom of the pool and disappeared into a water tunnel, heading elsewhere in the city through the personal transit system Star Force had built for her when she volunteered to help them fight the lizards on the frontier rather than be returned to the splinter group of her race in Nestafar space. 
Cryson walked off, nodding at Kyler on the way out, leaving the other Archons to continue their now pointless discussion. Something was up, and they didn’t have a clue what it could be.
“I want a perimeter patrol around the debris,” Kyler said, tagging the area on the map and using it to send out the order. “Double lines.”
“I’ll head back out,” Vander said. “I want to see what she finds.”
“Might want to move the battleships out further,” Eaton suggested.
Kyler twitched his head, silently giving him the go ahead to send the order, leaving the trailblazer and Preston at the holographic table staring at the map.
“Ok, the fence was a stretch,” he admitted.
Preston smiled. “We have to do something. I just wish we knew what it was.”
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Cryson slipped his streak through the large gaps in the fence surrounding Manaan, aiming for the square holes between the meters thick strands making up a narrow, inverted ‘V’ that ended just shy of the ocean surface, finishing the last bit of elevation with a single line of fencing that reached up to block the remaining waterways into the city’s perimeter. The gaps wouldn’t keep small craft out, but they would keep most of the lizards’ warships back from the infrastructure, forcing any battles to take place at a distance rather than directly over the city.
The fence itself comprised a huge mass of metal, stretching 1.4 miles in height with a circumference of 38 miles, but the investment of resources to build it and its two twins surrounding Ackbar and Seaquest had paid off given the number of raids it’d thwarted. The spiral design overlapped for a span of 3.2 miles, creating a corridor that all traffic had to travel through, and was just wide enough for a battleship to pass, though given their flight ability they had the option of just hopping over the fence on anti-grav.
The streak was one of a few Star Force craft narrow enough to shoot the gaps in the fence, with plenty of smaller defense towers inside the perimeter to deal with lizard craft of similar size that tried to get through without their larger cousins backing them up. They’d tried a few times, but had given up the attempt after city defense patrols kept intercepting them. This most recent assault had been the largest to date, and signaled a significant shift in tactics.
Cryson zipped his streak out the second side of the fence and accelerated over to the ruins of the defense tower, then altered course to the gap between it and the adjacent one that had come under attack, following the littering of ships like a trail of bread crumbs. When he eventually got near the second he found the dead cruiser Ariel had indicated, having been killed before it could close range. Cryson lowered the streak in a spiral down to where it lay on the seafloor with the aft end sticking up at an angle and made two full rotations around the wreck looking for trouble before heading to ground. 
Cryson parked well out from the cruiser as a number of squids and arrowheads circled around the area, making sure no one was going to get a shot off at their aquatics expert. The Archon pressed a button on the streak’s control board and the water-filled canopy opened to the ocean, allowing him in his armor to swim up and out as Ariel deftly pulled ahead of him, emerging from behind his seat in the cockpit. Her tiny form wriggled as she swam ahead, with Cryson using the propulsion units in his armor’s arms to keep pace behind her.
“Anything?” Cryson asked, tagging those personnel already scouring the ship in his comm choices. 
“Ship is clear,” Vander reported. “They caught a few survivors hiding inside, but they didn’t last long. One was taken prisoner.”
“Stay sharp,” Cryson reminded him and the others listening in. 
“We’ve got your back,” his fellow Archon promised.
Cryson switched to Ariel’s comm and highlighted it individually. “What are we looking for?” he asked as they swam towards the broken cruiser, which looked absolutely huge up close, and they were still more than 200 meters away.
“One of the tendrils on this cruiser is still intact. I need to examine the internal mechanics. Hopefully they are also still intact and accessible,” she said, speaking through a necklace that translated and transmitted her native language, otherwise she was completely naked, as was typical of her species, given this was her natural environment.
“Where are we going in?”
“Midsection breach.”
“Let me go first,” he prompted.
“Don’t make me slow down,” she teased.
Cryson smiled and kicked in his ankle jets, pulling up beside her and inching ahead. His armor was bulky by Archon standards, but in the water it felt extremely agile…aside from compared to the Elarioni, who could swim circles around him at will. On the back where a weapons rack and pack would normally have sat was a smooth flap extending from the shoulders down to his waist, underneath which he had a pair of ‘needlers’ stashed away, just in case. 
The weapons, colored pink in Halo homage, contained the pen-sized anti-personnel PDMs that the towers and streaks carried, only in much smaller numbers. He had 10 per weapon, each of which would kill a lizard on contact, though their legionnaire shield gauntlets would hold up to several detonations before going down. 
The weapons had a targeting laser that could be used to paint targets for them to swim to, otherwise they were just point and shoot with an optional proximity detonation setting, though if they didn’t actually hit the target the odds of them doing sufficient damage were slim, given their low yields.
The PDM on the streaks were slightly larger, as were most of those in the towers, but in a pinch the Archons could use the needler to shoot down incoming minnows…if they were a good shot.
Cryson and Ariel swam up to the most viable breach point on the hull…a massive blast point where plasma had triggered some sort of internal explosion, opening up the dark brown hull to the ocean water, though in the depths it appeared nearly black, save for the scattering of lights the patrols were carrying.
Cryson had sensor telemetry overlaid on his helmet’s HUD to navigate by, but he also had lights on the exterior of his armor, one of which was on and glowed a dull orange, marking his position along with those of the other Archons and regulars out swimming about. Otherwise it was a dark, empty graveyard of hull fragments surrounding the bulk of the dead lizard ship, with the giant blast crater making it look even more intimidating.
Ariel didn’t seem to mind, and could see quite well on her own, given her bioluminescent eyes. They glowed golden, while tiny patches of skin along the length of her body provided aqua-colored lights depicting her location alongside Cryson’s orange marker. 
The Archon swam into the breach point first, flicking on the rest of his armor’s external lights and bathing the area in a white glow along with the help of a regular who was already swimming about inside the ship. Ariel stayed right behind him, whipping her tail back and forth to provide thrust while using her arms as rudders to control her orientation and direction of movement. Her normally loose green hair was tied back in a sleek ponytail, a sign that she felt excessive speed might be necessary, thus the additional streamlining. 
“Guide me,” Cryson prompted.
“Right,” Ariel’s computer processed voice said, sounding identical to the Disney version, thanks to whatever joker had done the programming. Most of the other Archons hadn’t noticed, but he’d had a younger sister who’d been a Disney fanatic growing up, and as a result he’d become knowledgeable in a lot of movies and TV shows he’d otherwise never have watched on his own.
Cryson swam around a corner and down a corridor that looked like a hamster tunnel. It was totally different from the lizards’ typical interior designs, indicating that this ship had been built with water-filled interiors rather than air-filled ones.
“New model,” he commented.
“A good sign,” Ariel’s cartoon voice said in his helmet. “It increases the likelihood that the equipment will still be functional.”
“Point,” the Archon said, coming up against a section of tunnel that was sheered in two by some type of bulkhead that was now blocking their way.
“Left,” Ariel prompted.
Cryson pointed his right arm away from his body and reversed the flow, using it to push rather than pull, while leading with his gun-wielding left around the corner. They moved through several more sections, having to backtrack twice around damaged areas, before they finally got to a main corridor that led them to the area where Ariel wanted to go. 
They passed by a piece of lizard hand floating in the corridor, with the webbing between the four fingers clearly visible…yet one of the many genetic augmentations they’d made for their water-breathing variant. A little further ahead they turned a corner and came to another damaged section, with more bits and pieces of lizard and machinery floating about.
Ariel bypassed them all, swimming ahead of Cryson to a nook in the large room they’d come to and trying access a particular console. She got some function out of it while the Archon merely waited and watched, then the Elarioni swam to the side and pointed to a section of the wall.
Cryson swam forward, using his body rather than his jets, and latched his armored fingers into the grooves on a wall panel, then planted a foot beside it and lightly pulled, popping it off with Ariel swimming into the gap before he even had it halfway removed. Clearly she was eager to find something, because this was above and beyond her normally energetic mood when out in open water.
Cryson waited again, not sure if he could even squeeze into the passageway with the width of his shoulders. He was visibly sizing it up as he pulled his needler back off its hook and into his hand, knowing there were lots of places in here were a survivor could be hiding out, though they usually preferred the frontal attack or suicide charge to laying ambushes…but it wasn’t unheard of. 
A few minutes later Ariel came back out head first, having somehow turned around in the narrow shaft. In her hand was a small component, a type of control node by the look of it. The Elarioni held it up in front of Cryson’s helmet for him to see clearly.
“This is what I was looking for. It controls one of their defense tendrils, seeking out nearby targets and differentiating between friend and foe without crew input.”
“An upgrade?”
“More than that. This was made from Elarioni technology. Reverse-engineered, for this isn’t our construction. The materials are lizard, but the design is not.”
Cryson frowned. “How bad is it?”
“I’ll need the techs to analyze this in detail, but it’s not good. Even if the programming is half as effective as Elarioni technology, this will be a problem. We can disable these batteries on their ships from afar, so that’s not significant, but if they implement it large scale…”
“I’ve never seen the real ones, so you’ll have to fill in the blanks for me.”
“We won’t be able to use any of our direct contact weapons. The tendrils will take out our ships with ease. Even the streaks could get caught, depending on the speed of the mechanics, because this,” she said, tapping a blue finger lightly against the control node, “will help them predict the movement of incoming objects, increasing the odds of intercept. Even if all they have them armed with are plasma nubs, they will be effective against our technology.”
“Are you done here?”
“Yes, though we need to recover the tendril pinned beneath the ship, if it’s salvageable. Tell them to be careful, this one still has power. I wasn’t able to deactivate it from here.”
“You want me to carry that?”
“I have it,” Ariel said, swimming by him and heading back through the ship fast enough that Cryson knew he wasn’t going to have a chance of staying with her.
“Showoff,” he muttered.
  
Two weeks later…
  
“They’re making another drop run,” Captain Ender commented as he watched the tactical hologram from the bridge of the Hawkeye. 
“Who’s got it?” Sara asked via the comm.
“We do.”
“Do we have an angle?”
“Slim. They’re coming in hard.”
“Damn it,” Sara said, tossing aside her towel and hastily pulling on her uniform over a still shower-wet body. Her earpiece was the only thing on her that was actually dry. “What have we got moving?”
“Two corvettes. They’re running three cruisers, two of which are transports.”
“What do we have for an atmospheric intercept?” the trailblazer asked, pulling on her shoes sockless and running out her quarters’ door. 
“Nothing. They’re headed for the backside of the planet.”
“How is that in our zone?” she asked, running through the warship’s corridors, dodging personnel on the way. 
“The lizards are being creative in their approach vector. Looks like they’re going to aerobrake pretty hard, so even if we did have surface assets we couldn’t give them a decent prediction of where they’re going to come down.”
“What’s the corvette loadouts?”
“Maulers both,” he said, referring to the section of each ship that was modular and could be swapped out for different weapon systems. 
“How long till we get a shot?”
“12 minutes.”
“Copy that,” Sara said, ending their conversation as she ducked into a stairwell, bypassing the elevators in favor of running. She knew she didn’t have to be on the bridge for the intercept, and could have left Ender in command and not given it a second thought, but the lizard fleets in orbit around Atlantica were constantly playing games with them and a gut feeling said she needed to get up there and follow this live. 
In addition to her fleet, which consisted of 6 warship-class jumpships, there were five others in orbit, along with 3 Star Force battle stations in close formation, mere kilometers apart so they could overlap their defenses. It was those seda copies that had allowed Star Force to retain a presence in orbit, for when the lizard counter offensive began 6 years ago they’d arrived with a fleet 4 times as large as theirs and had immediately set upon clearing orbit of anything alien.
They hadn’t been able to remove the battle stations, which gave the Star Force fleets a fixed point to retreat to. That first assault had lasted 3 weeks, during which the lizards lost half their fleet trying to take them down. The surface damage to the stations was extensive, but between their numerous cleansing beams and the backing of the warships, they systematically tore apart the lizard ships when they came at them, enough that they hadn’t tried to assault the trio of stations again…despite the fact that their insystem fleet now numbered twice what it had been during that first assault. 
Star Force had lost a lot of ships in that first defensive effort, but with that little piece of orbit secured Paul had been able to work his naval magic and keep the lizards continually frustrated. Both sides maintained orbital presences around the planet, attacking whenever they saw an opportunity while their surface forces vied for possession of the planet. 
Paul had managed to secure the low ground…which in orbital terms was the prime zone around the planet within a few hundred miles of the atmosphere. That gave their ships the ability to maneuver around to different latitudes faster than the higher orbits, making response times better, as well as positioning themselves between them and the lizards, as hilarious as that notion was, given how much open space there was around a planet that simply couldn’t be shut off to ships wishing to pass through to the surface.
Like their basic training had first taught them long ago, getting down to a planet from orbit was easy…so the only way to stop someone from doing it was to get to them first, which the pair of Corvette-class drones were attempting to do now.
Sara arrived on the bridge with a few minutes to spare, shaking water droplets out of her short hair as she walk/jogged across to the Admiral’s chair and slid in, using the control interfaces to get up to speed rather than have the Captain talk her through it. He was seated nearby in his own command chair, monitoring the catch attempt.
The trailblazer pulled up an assessment program, which calculated the various trajectories of the 5 ships in question, seeing the difficult angle the corvettes were having to come in at and the speed of which they were going to pass by each other given they were travelling one two different lines that were about to cross.
“Ahead or follow?” she asked Ender as to which orders he’d given.
“Follow…given we don’t know their exact arrival point. We can go atmosphere if we have to when trailing.”
Sara nodded, then her eyes switched to the large hologram directly in front of her chair that detailed the orbital situation around the entire planet, though at the moment it had been zoomed in on their quarter of it. Touching a button she zoomed it back out, knowing that the people who needed the close-in data would be able to access copies of it on their individual consoles.
“A faint?” Ender asked, catching her line of thought. 
“When’s the last time they only sent three ships?” she countered. The rest of their warships were split up into 17 different fleets occupying various points around middle orbit, some of which were very far out, essentially parking themselves for use later. Others were set up strategically on various jumplines, both from the star and the other planets, hoping to catch incoming Star Force jumpships while simultaneously protecting their own on arrival.
But again, a planet was huge, so with a little work, finding pirate jumplines past the entrenched fleets wasn’t difficult, but it did keep one on their toes, especially with lizard ships deployed elsewhere in the system trying to ambush incoming and outgoing convoys. So far they hadn’t succeeded in doing more than scaring Star Force ships into short delays as they circumvented the threats, but given the lizard ships’ ability to remain undetected at long range, a napping officer on duty could lead to a nasty surprise attack.
Fortunately, no one in Star Force’s military was even remotely lazy, given that most of them were over 100 years old and had achieved self-sufficiency long ago. 
“I’ll be in the nexus,” Sara said, all but jumping out of her chair and jogging across the large bridge to the open door annex that held the Archon-only control chamber. She walked up to the control podium and activated the encircling holographic display, pulling up the telemetry from one of the corvettes and watching from its perspective as its twin was running slightly ahead of it and to the right. 
Three closely spaced contacts, highlighted by ID tags, were crossing from left to right ahead of them, and the corvettes turned slightly as they continued to accelerate, causing the enemy ships to move back left again, before proceeding to creep to the right towards the planet’s atmosphere. 
A line suddenly was drawn, emanating from her corvette, marking the line of a lachar being fired. The camera display that the holograms were being created from didn’t see it, given that there was no glowing trail to see, which was why the computer tagged the long range weaponsfire…and the impact on the leading ship.
“Good shot,” she said, putting it down to luck until several more blasts were fired, all missing with one additional hit, suggesting that it was more than luck. Sara hadn’t expected anyone to be able to hit from this range, not that it was doing much good. The heavy lachar blasts would penetrate most of the lizard shields, but unless the pilot got really lucky, it wasn’t going to do much more than chew up a little armor. They’d have to get considerably closer to be able to target key hull structures.  
As if in response to the attack, the three contacts spread out a bit as they accelerated again, causing Sara to frown. They were already moving at crazy speed for being this close to the atmosphere, but now they were just being reckless. Shields or no shields, come in too fast and they’d burn up in the friction. 
The trailblazer typed in a quick set of orders to her two ships to not try and match their speed, just keep in close. Due to the corvettes’ smaller size they’d be able to decelerate faster, but even they were approaching dangerous speeds.
A few moments later the lizards finally decelerated…hard. Sara was happy to see the corvettes match their maneuver while cutting the distance between them to a fourth of what it had been. Both ships opened up with their lachars, poking small holes into the ships but too far away for plasma fire. As they fought to get within range to use their more powerful weapons the lizards began to enter the atmosphere, creating huge plumes of disruption as they tore into the gas layers as if they were liquid, given the speed they were still carrying.
The shields on the corvettes elongated into spikes, helping to decrease their friction, but Sara could see their power levels begin to continuously drain as they fought to stay close to the lizards. The enemy’s shields must have been likewise deplenishing, meaning if/when they caught up to them they’d be able to break through with only a few shots…but the same would be true for the lizards’ weapons.
No intercept was to occur, though, because the lizards kept up their insane speed, forcing the corvettes to lag behind. Should their shields fail, the friction of the atmosphere against their block-like hulls would knock them askew and tear them apart. Either the lizards knew this or they were taking a gamble, because all three ships managed to escape their pursuit and get to the lower atmosphere ahead of the Star Force warships.
They weren’t free and clear yet, Sara knew, because they had to get into the water first, and the corvettes were still coming. As she watched the fiery disruption clouding the camera view, and likewise disrupting any potential lachar fire, clear she could see blue ocean below…along with three orange blips. With a touch to the controls she zoomed in the view and saw all three lizard starships heading down to the surface, their hulls aglow from friction damage and the kirbies on the escort cruiser having been torn off in the descent. 
The glow died out quickly, and soon the ships stopped their fall just above the water…then they lowered themselves into the ocean, throwing up pillars of steam as their hulls superheated the water. The two transports began to lower down into the ocean, halfway submerging before blue plasma blasts from the corvettes hit their hulls and the water around them, trying to do what damage they could before they sunk beneath the waves.
Sara saw several hull breaches pop up, in addition to the friction damage already done…then the transports were gone, covered by a protective layer of water as they gained more and more depth. The escort cruiser, however, wasn’t submerging, but rather releasing other, smaller aquatics ships from its cargo holds while its upper surface shielded them.
Plasma blasts ripped into its topside, blowing out chunks of armor but the cruiser held position, returning fire with about half its plasma cannons, for the rest had been damaged during the descent. There was a brief exchange as the corvettes came in closer, then both opened up with their single mauler cannons, adding a baseball bat to the plasma bee stings.
The maulers were more than the cruiser could take, and it reluctantly lowered itself down into the water, with the waves flowing over and into the damaged areas of the hull and flooding several internal sections until they got them locked down, killing a number of the crew in the process. 
The corvettes’ weapons fell silent, with both ships hovering over the ocean silently.
Sara used the control podium to open a comm line to the nearest aquatics battleship, the Nautilus, halfway around the planet. 
“You up for a side mission, Captain?”
“Possibly,” Anderson said, noncommittally. 
“The lizards just made a drop. Two transports and a cruiser. The latter submerged and I’ve got two corvettes hovering over it. They’ll keep it pinned until you can get here.”
The aquatics captain smiled. “Always happy to add another naval kill to our boards. We’ll get underway immediately.”
“Happy hunting,” she offered, cutting the comm and sending appropriate orders to the corvettes. 
They should be able to kill the cruiser, one way or another, but the transports, designed to move underwater, would get away, if for no other reason than there were 3 lizard ships and only two corvettes, meaning if they all traveled in different directions they could only follow a pair. The lizard cruiser wasn’t moving, however, and was probably doing what damage repair they could, hoping to wait out the corvettes, who couldn’t stay in hover mode forever. 
Sara bit her lip, frustrated. One less cruiser was a good thing, but their sensors could detect multiple smaller aquatics ships descending into the ocean and scurrying off. Now those and whatever the transports contained would be added to the lizards’ underwater front. And given the number of supply runs they were getting through to the surface, Star Force was in danger of losing the war purely from attrition.  
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September 9, 2429
Retari System
Atlantica
  
Ariel read the final report on the techs’ analysis of both the control unit and the offensive/defensive tendril recovered from the downed lizard aquatics cruiser, seeing a mix of conflicting data. The unit was patterned after an Elarioni tendril, but the lizards had done a very poor job of copying it in some ways, while others were nearly exact duplicates. 
The mechanics were shoddy, with little flexibility and speed compared to the Elarioni designs, which ranged in size from 2 meters long up to a kilometer. Ariel had tried to help the Star Force techs recreate the technology for their own defensive uses, but they hadn’t got far. While she was knowledgeable in many things aquatic that the Humans were not, she was not, in fact, an Elarioni aquatics tech and only had a basic understanding of their underwater technology. 
She’d been a mathematician, focusing on navigation systems for their spacefaring craft before her capture. Now she was the foremost aquatics expert Star Force had to draw on, pathetic as that was, which was one reason why she’d elected to stay with the Humans rather than return to her own race. They needed her, badly, despite their impressive adaptive skills. They’d learned much from her over the past 2 centuries, but there was still much more she couldn’t teach them without having access to Elarioni tech, which wasn’t an option. 
Paul had offered to arrange her transit through the Alliance and into Elarioni custody, where they would spirit her through Nestafar space to their oceanic colonies…but it was a one way trip, and despite her wish to see her own kind again, she found she truly didn’t want to leave the Humans. Not only had they become a family for her, in an odd way, considering they were repulsive air breathers, but they’d given her the gift of training and self-sufficiency, and she was all but certain that if she returned to her own kind she wouldn’t be able to maintain the levels of workouts the Archons so easily completed, despite their ineptitude in the water.
Also, the Elarioni in Nestafar space weren’t her people. They had died or fled, and despite what Paul had said about this group having picked up survivors from across the galaxy, including those from her destroyed colony, all those that she had known would be long since dead, given that they typically lived 100-150 years. No one that she’d known was still alive, she figured, so what was there to return to? The Humans gave her whatever she wanted, and were constantly encouraging her to dream up new requests for them to create, which helped them grow their own knowledge of underwater life.
Ariel was proud of what her Humans had accomplished, not only here on Atlantica, but on many other worlds, some of which she’d been able to visit before transitioning out here. Their aquatics leader, Lens, had built a magnificent city on world they called Reach, which was split 40/60 water to land. It was far larger than the three on Atlantica combined, and according to the plans he’d showed her it was barely a fraction of what they were going to eventually build.
Kyler had been doing well here, and the three cities they’d constructed had stood up well to the enemy’s attacks, until recently anyway. The loss of a defense tower was troublesome, but the lizards had paid a high price for it. No matter how hard they hit them, she knew the Humans would win out eventually if they could only build more of their battleships, for while they were crude in design, they were more effective than she’d given them credit for…and not to mention massive, even by Elarioni standards.
The enemy had no answer for them, and she was pretty sure the lizards knew it too, which was why they were so desperate to penetrate the city defenses before the Humans could build any more. 
Ariel shut down her terminal, filing away the analysis reports in case she wanted to access them later, and swam through her research lab, waving at the Humans on the other side of a large window in their air chamber as she left and heading through a connecting tunnel, finding one of many branches that wound its way through Manaan’s internal structure and headed towards the outer surface.
She exited through one of 26 external ports and swam out into the open ocean overtop the slight downwards curve of the city behind her. The water out here felt different…slightly warmer and cruder than the processed internal environment Kyler had built into Manaan specifically for her. The other two cities were not so equipped, but they did have some chambers she could use when visiting. Most of her time on the planet she stayed and worked out of Manaan…but sometimes she just needed to get out and feel the wild water on her flesh. 
Knowing better than to venture anywhere close to the perimeter fence, Ariel followed the curve of the city, feeling the pressure on her body increase while her body’s size decreased slightly in response. She could go deeper than the city sat, but there were some regions of the planet beyond what her physiology could deal with, but those were far from here, and aside from some mapping expeditions Star Force hadn’t ventured down into those regions, which covered about 18% of the planet. 
Ariel wore her communications necklace, so she wasn’t worried about being away from the lab, knowing that the Humans could contact her if needed, so she lazily swam down the side of the city until she reached the polished seafloor, running her fingers across it and dragging up just a bit of silt that had settled on top of the rock that the engineers had ground down to a flat plain. She didn’t know why, but Star Force seemed to dislike any structures that didn’t have straight lines or aerodynamic curves, and the irregular rock of the seafloor seemed to irritate them to no end.
The mermaid-like alien swam a few meters above the polished rock, kicking with her powerful tail in a twitchy, underpowered way that scooted her along quickly with her long green hair trailing behind her while her arms were tucked in next to her sides. She respired through her skin, as all Elarioni did, and the movement through the water actually enhanced her breathing process, much akin to wind stoking a fire by providing more oxygen to it, giving her a boost as she swam, though it was less than half of her top speed. 
Still, it took some time to cross the gap to the nearest structure. Another dome/seashell shaped building rose up out of the ground, this one housing a bioharvest facility annex to supplement those inside the main structure, and was connected via a subsurface tunnel, though it did have water entrances should one want to take the long route to get there.
Ariel bypassed it, swimming up and over the visible part of the structure, for it extended well down into the bedrock below. That was another oddity of the Humans. They preferred burrowing beneath their cities, both on land and water. Elarioni built on the seafloor, but did not like living beneath it. Their mining operations were the only exception, out of necessity, but even most of those simply involved cutting out a huge section of material and processing all of it…then returning the unwanted material in to the chasm, filling in the hole they’d just dug.
The Humans liked digging and then building underground, and a good part of Manaan was actually subsurface. The Archons had told her that was for defensive reasons, but she sensed it was more of an aversion to the open water. Elarioni didn’t like being indoors, and built their structures to be as open to the environment as possible, with their spacecraft being ‘oversized’ in order to provide excess internal living space.
When Ariel swam up over the top of the bioharvest facility she got the view of another prime example of their resistance to open water. A building almost as big as the main city structure stretched out more than a mile long, yet was low to the ground, having been built with the bulk of its internal structure below the seafloor. 
There were eight massive, armored doors spreading across the top, each covering a piece of the 2x4 grid and protecting the clear water doors beneath. Those enclosed an air pocket in which the Humans were building another of their giant battleships. Even though they were air breathers, she found it difficult not to criticize their decision to build a water ship outside of the water. The hull at least should have been constructed in the open ocean, then they could have pumped in air so they could finish the rest of the construction inside…but no, they had to build them completely away from the water, only exposing them to their primary environment after total construction was completed.
Then again, they were also airships, so in some respects they weren’t true water craft, she often found herself telling herself, but that wasn’t fair and she knew it. They were beasts compared to what the lizards were throwing at them, and to be totally honest, she didn’t like being cut off from their construction.
There were a few waterways in the structure so she could enter and interface with the engineering crews, but she couldn’t touch the ship or anything else inside until they finally opened the main doors after flooding the bay. 
That wouldn’t be happening for many more months, as the current occupant wasn’t anywhere close to sea worthy. Currently they had 4 operational battleships, with a fifth due to be finished in a few weeks in Seaquest, but it was taking them almost 2 years to finish a single ship, which was far longer than Kyler had told her it should take…with the main reason for the delay being available resources.
A slight vibration in the water caused Ariel to turn her head to the left where she saw a convoy of transports rising up from their berths at the nearby waterport. They were no doubt empty vessels beginning the return trip to one of the mining sites, and their guardian destroyers were moving out alongside them. 
All of their jet engines firing off had created the vibration, but the destroyers were moving on anti-gravs, as the battleships did, though they didn’t share their same design aesthetic. The Star Force aquatics destroyers had an angular design to them with multiple hulls, similar in design to the Normandy from Mass Effect. There were two going out with the convoy, one in the lead and one bringing up the rear, literally daring the lizards to jump them, for each one had a single medium-grade plasma battery of the same make the battleships carried. 
That gave them an unbelievable combat rating, giving their much smaller size, and allowed them to fire on approaching ships before the raiders could even get within firing range of the convoy. It took most of their available power to do so, but the ships definitely lived up to their classification name.
In addition to the primary plasma cannon, they also had multiple smaller versions with shorter range to deal with a close-in mass attack, similar to what the battleships had, only these were tiny in comparison. Still, they had the ability to reach out and touch the enemy before they could get within plasma nub or grapple range.
Ariel watched the convoy form up in the predictable formation and begin trolling out through the overlap in the perimeter fence. The ships were hazy at the range she was looking from, but her eyes were more than equipped to pick up their running lights and thermal signatures from a distance where the Humans’ couldn’t. 
The Elarioni didn’t stop to gawk, but continued swimming forward, taking an angle down and around the edge of the shipyard, then popped out a few bubbles of air from her nose, startled. With her keen eyesight she’d spotted three splotches on the seafloor wriggling their way between the buildings. 
She took a moment to be sure of what she was seeing, then she activated her necklace. “We have a perimeter breach,” she said excitedly, though the computer translation didn’t take that into account when the message reached the city’s command level. “We have a perimeter breach, do you understand?”
“Where, Ariel?” Kyler’s voice came back, though she couldn’t tell given the translation. Fortunately the communication came with an ID tag.
“In between the buildings. There are three of them, at ground level, in between the industrial buildings.”
“Which ones? And where are you?”
“I’m outside…and they’re next to the non-metallic processors.”
“Our sensors aren’t showing anything,” Kyler said, his voice calm but worried. “What do you see?”
“They’re practically crawling across the ground, very slowly.”
“Infantry?”
“I believe so. They move like biologicals, but I’m far away.”
“Stay away,” he said firmly. “Get back inside.”
“No. I’m going to watch them until you get someone out here. If you can’t track them you need my eyes.”
“Are you in any danger?”
“I don’t believe so. They are all I see.”
“If they got through there could be more,” he warned. “Keep an open link. I’m deploying streaks to your location. One of them will pick you up.”
“Very well,” she relented, keeping her eyes on the lizards as they crept forward. How did they manage to get past the perimeter defenses?
True to his word, a streak zipped over to her position within minutes, decelerating hard but well away from her then moving in closer at a casual speed. 
Not wanting to delay, Ariel swam towards it, seeing the cockpit crack open just before she got up to it. The Elarioni swam inside and the Archon in silver armor triggered it to reseal, but kept the internal water so she could breathe while his suit’s reserves sustained him.
“Ahead and to the left, down on the seafloor,” she said, tagging his armor’s comm on her necklace’s display rather than relying on his external audio pickup.
“How many are there?” Levi-1832 asked. 
“I’ve only seen three…there,” she said, reaching an arm up past his helmet and pointing into the hologram that surrounded the cockpit in lieu of a window, leaning heavily on his back in order to reach that far.
The Archon focused his streak’s sensors ahead, but the ship still couldn’t pick up anything, though he could see a faint smudge on the ground, illuminated by the city’s running lights, though that was hardly a substitute for the sunlight that failed to reach this far down. 
“Get closer,” she urged, seeing several other streaks closing in from multiple directions on the battlemap over his left shoulder, though the bulk of his armor required her to slither around inside the cockpit to see even half of it.
“I’m supposed to get you out of here, but if they’re not showing up on sensors then you’re all we’ve got, so hang on,” he said, accelerating them forward, intent on doing a swimby. 
“To what?” she asked, seeing no handholds.
“Just an expression,” he said, cracking a grin. With the inertial dampeners they wouldn’t feel a crash, let alone the acceleration swings of some fancy piloting. “Keep your eyes on that spot, I’ve still got nothing on sensors.”
“I will,” she promised, watching the fuzzy blip enlarge. Thanks to the external cameras’ complexity, they were retransmitting all images captured, including those outside the Humans’ vision range, allowing her a bit more spectrum to work with, though her eyesight in the water was still superior to the technological hologram.
Finally, as they came within 200 meters the sensors lit up with three tiny contacts.
“Got them,” he said as they suddenly accelerated and split up, with him opening a wide comm. “Sensor contacts. Come get them. I’ve got a passenger onboard and will play eagle. Hurry up, they’re moving fast.”
“Shoot them,” Ariel urged. 
“This is as close as I’m getting with you. Keep your eyes on the surroundings. Tell me if you see any others.”
“I can watch better from outside,” she said, but glanced around the encompassing hologram none the less, including the part on the wall behind her, playing Gumby so she could twist her head around to multiple angles. 
“I’ll take you up to a better view in a moment. I just need the others to get in sensor range. Until then they’re using ours to key off of.”
“I know how it works,” she said dismissively, though the computer translation spat it out in the cute cartoon voice.
A few moments later a streak moved in and one of the little icons on the battlemap disappeared…then the holographic view vibrated as a concussion wave rippled out towards them.
“Det packs,” Levi said, pushing them forward through an ascending spiral to get more altitude as additional streaks moved into the area below. “If there are any more we need to find them now.”
“Let me out,” she insisted as the streak rose up to several hundred meters above the seafloor. 
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“There…and there,” Ariel said, pointing to two different positions as a pair of streaks beneath her in the water finished off the other two lizards, with the wash of their distant concussion waves rippling her hair as they passed. “They’re coming from the north.”
Levi floated beside her, with the streak floating above them thanks to a touch from its anti-grav, and placed an approximate waypoint in both areas she indicated, though it was impossible for him to spot the lizards at this range. 
“Can you see any others?”
“Not from here.”
“Get back inside,” he said, twisting around with his forearm jets and climbing with his leg-mounted ones to get back up to the cockpit, with Ariel beating him there easily. He grabbed the edge of the open cockpit and pulled himself over the pommel and sat down, then triggered it to auto-close before he moved the water fighter off to the north.
“Another there,” Ariel pointed out a good distance from the others but still holding to the branchlike-pattern emerging from some northern entrance point.
“How the hell are they all getting in?” Levi mumbled inside his helmet, placing another waypoint. 
“Levi, report?” Kyler’s voice asked.
“We’ve got lizard infantry with det packs inside the perimeter. They don’t show up on sensors unless you’re within a couple hundred meters. Ariel is visually picking them out from range, and we’ve already identified 4 separate groups, all coming from what looks like a northern vector.”
“I see the markers,” the trailblazer said, referring to the waypoints on the battlemap, “how many per group?”
“Three for the first. The others are unknown. We’re heading north trying to spot more.”
“Keep her clear of the blast radius.”
“Understood.”
Kyler cut the comm line and walked away from the hologram of the city as other command staff readied their defenses. He worked his way through the workstations and consoles until he got to a wall and ducked into one of three alcoves that contained command nexuses. 
He powered it up and was immersed in his own private holographic underwater world with the city, the surrounding buildings, perimeter fence, and exterior turrets all there in a 3D display. He adjusted the zoom and triggered the playback of the battlemap data to when Levi had encountered the first lizards, watching the sensor records carefully. 
First there were no lizards, then three blips showed up. Those blips got better resolution when additional streaks came into the picture, chasing them down as they split up. Kyler zoomed in again, sorting through the little data they had, and got a half decent picture of one of the contacts with just a touch of visual light added in.
It was lizard infantry alright, carrying heavy loads that were obviously det packs, but the lizards were wearing clothes, oddly, for the water variants never did. These covered them in a black body stocking, leaving only small patches of skin showing on their hands/feet/face. The same black material stretched over the det packs, making them very hard to see visually in the dim light.
Kyler opened a Star Force-wide comm channel. “Be advised, the lizard infantry are wearing some form of stealth suits. They’re probably based off their hull armor, so expect nil from your sensors. Everyone with external lights, pump them up as high as you can. That goes for buildings too. Let’s not leave any shadows for them to swim through.”
As he said that the command level staff heard his order and began flicking on the external lights on the main city structure, bathing the area in omni-directional flood lights and turning the giant seashell into a Christmas tree. The other buildings soon followed suit, as did the 5 functioning towers. Even the perimeter fence lit up its running lights as bright as possible, making the dark ocean come alive with light thanks to the more or less clear water that encircled the planet. 
Not long after that another waypoint popped up on the map, followed by three others in the following minutes. As more streaks got into the water and out to the targets Kyler was able to get sensor hits on the enemy, seeing that while they were coming in groups they were splitting up and heading for separate targets, most of which appeared to be the expansion buildings around the city.
As Kyler studied the seascape, trying to divine their battle plan one of the mark 3 towers inside the fence line stuck out one of its shield columns, visible on the battlemap, and peppered the seafloor with plasma strikes, aiming at something that wasn’t on sensors or near the existing waypoints.
With a few button presses Kyler opened a comm channel to the Archons/Regulars manning the consoles that were remote controlling that particular defense tower. “What are you shooting at?”
“Movement on the seafloor. If it’s not us, and there’s no wildlife, then it’s got to be lizard. We can’t get anything on sensors though…wait, check that,” the gunner said as a contact manifested near to where they’d been aiming. 
Kyler zoomed in and saw that the steam bubbles had carried one of the infantry up off the ground, allowing the sensors to finally get a lock. 
“Keep at it,” the trailblazer urged, “and knock them off the ground. I’ll send units to take them out, but we need at least a momentary sensor ping to tag their location.”
“Will do.”
Kyler highlighted a squadron of arrowheads just coming out of the bay and ordered them to the most recent contacts with spotter-only orders, given that ramming explosive-carrying infantry wasn’t wise, nor was trying to connect a short range shield column to blast them with plasma, meaning they were going to have to rely on PDMs or larger torpedoes. 
Several larger ships than the streaks were already in the water, namely those too large to enter the standard bays, and Kyler started moving the destroyers, frigates, and corvettes around like chess pieces, putting them into gaps between buildings and other sensor towers to try and spot infantry moving about. In addition to that he worked out patrol routes for the arrowheads, of which there were now more than 50 zipping about in the water, but with around 110 square miles to cover inside the fence perimeter, there was a lot of ground to cover, giving the sneaky lizards the advantage in this situation. 
More of their demolition teams began popping up as their visual detection grid expanded with more ships and higher visibility, not to mention the ones Ariel was spotting. Kyler knew they were lucky that she happened to have been outside to spot the first ones, otherwise…
A damage indicator lit up on the battlemap, and not at one of the tagged infantry locations. This one was on the edge of a power distribution node for the surface guns, one of five each that fed power from the main generators and by necessity had to come aboveground. All other power transfer lines were protected in tunnels carved out of the seafloor rock and thus inaccessible to the lizards.
“Damn it,” Kyler muttered, glancing over the map and realizing he’d missed the obvious, due to the fact he hadn’t assumed the lizards would be that ambitious. With a flurry of keystrokes he began redeploying ships…then he said to hell with it and pulled out the interface sphere and placed both hands squarely on it, linking to the system directly through his Ikrid ability and mentally reorganizing the defensive effort at a speed his hands could never match. 
He wasn’t as well practiced as Paul, but he’d mastered the basics of the technology years ago. 
On that note he opened up a comm prompt to orbit with a side thought, and a few moments later a hologram of his fellow trailblazer popped up beside him in quarter scale. 
“Trouble?” Paul asked.
“They’re targeting the power feeds for the surface batteries,” Kyler said, still mentally ordering units around and recalling the Black Pearl and Highwind from their current missions. “That suggests we’re going to have aerial problems…”
“We’re seeing activity up here too,” Paul said grimly. “They’ve been prepping for something big lately, maneuvering pieces around in a very atypical fashion. What are you dealing with now? I can only see a handful of targets.”
“Damn demolition infantry…wearing a knockoff of their sensor-absorbing hull armor would be my guess. We’re having to spot them visually. The sensors don’t do much good until you’re about to trip over them so long as they stay tucked to the seafloor.”
Paul was silent for a moment as he analyzed his own holographic battlemap onboard his flagship, Excalibur. “Bubble lift?”
“They’ve knocked a few loose, high enough for the sensors to tag. One of their teams already got to a target, and I don’t know how many more there are.”
“Any idea how they’re getting in…or do you think they’re just crawling past the front door?”
“No clue right now. Don’t suppose you could send a few ships down to babysit us?”
“I’ve got a corvette close that I’m sending down, along with a frigate and destroyer that you’ll have to wait a bit longer for. They should be able to cover you until this attack runs to completion. No approaching ships yet?”
“Not a twitch on sensors, but these lizards obvious got here somehow, and I don’t think they swam the whole way.”
Paul’s hologram frowned. “I’m picking up incoming jumps, low orbit. Something’s afoot. I’ll get back to you. Got some warships to blow up.”
With that his hologram winked out and Kyler turned his full attention back to his own part of what looked to be the opening salvo in a much larger battle…check that, them taking down the tower earlier was probably the opening gambit, in which case that meant they’d be attacking from that vector if they did have ships in the water.
Kyler pulled a pair of destroyers off their current search positions and marked an elaborate course over to the fence overlap, having them search that route and then head out to open water to patrol the area where the destroyed tower was currently being rebuilt, getting some extended sensor range from them as he signaled for the construction crews to pack up what they were doing and return to the city. 
Another detonation pinged on his screen, this one on the opposite side of the city and again against once of the power transfer nodes. A handful of seconds later a second explosion on that same node from a slightly different position knocked it offline, though there were no pyrotechnics involved. It simply registered as disabled on the map, though the turret island it fed remained undamaged nearby. 
As if in response a group of tagged infantry blinked out as those units were destroyed shy of their targets by a streak launching a torpedo on the still clustered group. Elsewhere individual units were winking out sporadically, all the while more were being tagged on the battlemap as the streaks moved out to the waypoints being provided by Ariel and some of the smaller defense towers. Kyler didn’t know how many units they were dealing with, leaving his assessment of the enemy as a giant question mark.
He hated not being able to know what was going on, but this was the situation he had to deal with so he made some guesses as to where the lizards were coming from and had a group of arrowheads looking for the infantry’s entry point when a third power node took a hit. 
One of the frigates simultaneously spotted a pair of infantry approaching another node and got to them first, blasting the surface ahead of them with their tiny plasma cannons, then knocking them out with PDM when they floated up high enough for sensors to lock on. Ships of all sizes across the city began swirling around the other nodes, looking for more enemies and finding many on approach, but they weren’t only targeting the nodes, for a few minutes later a large group of lizards appeared directly in front of one of the access tunnels leading into an interior docking bay, having been creeping along the connection of the main structure and the seafloor, using the almost 90 degree nook to hide from both sensors and vision.
As soon as they swam out into the short waterway they immediately were pinging on sensors as a swarm of PDM came at them from wall turrets, exploding on contact and taking out half of them without detonating the packs on their backs, for they were hit in the head or chest. The rest of them did detonate, cracking the surrounding walls and sending an overpressure wave into the internal bay, save for the egress shields stopped it at the end of the tunnel. 
The reflection of the concussion wave pushed the debris back out into the ocean, leaving bits and pieces of lizard and wall floating about before the heavier bits slowly sank through the dust cloud generated from the silt on the ground and the pulverized debris. Ambitious as they were, the lizards should have known better than to assume the entrances to the city wouldn’t be defended. 
Similar incidents continued to occur across the city landscape, with about half of the lizards getting through to their targets being obliterated by standing defenses, but the others that chose just to detonate against exterior walls were proving effective, both against the power nodes and other structures, two of which saw minor interior flooding as the detonations cracked the exterior armor and allowed the ocean to begin seeping through.
Just when Kyler thought things were winding down and the number of enemy contacts began to dwindle the pair of destroyers he’d sent outside the city on patrol picked up a contact a few kilometers outside the city…a hammerhead judging by the size and shape, small as the sensor silhouette was. A few seconds after it appeared Kyler saw another pop up beside it, followed by a slew of others as another lizard armada was making its way towards the side of the city where the mark 5 defense tower had been taken down. 
He checked the aerial sensors, seeing that the Black Pearl was 4 minutes out, meaning it would arrive before the enemy did, and he tagged the exact spot he wanted it to land, putting it between the city and the lizard fleet just in front of the partially reconstructed turret…then he indicated the depth he wanted it, so that both the dorsal and ventral weaponry would come into play. Then he sent a message to Captain Voru indicating that he wanted the battleship to be aggressive and dive right down their throats once they were in position, to which he received the following text reply.
WITH PLEASURE
As those two words hovered in the air beside Kyler inside the command nexus, more lizard ships began appearing behind the others, making this group far larger than the one that had hit them before. 
The destroyers launched a salvo of torpedoes at the leading hammerheads, then they turned and retreated laterally, both of them taking different directions and keeping extended sensor range out from the city for Kyler to observe the enemy fleet with, given that they were still outside the range of the city’s sensor grid. 
When the Black Pearl slowed to a stop, floating overtop the submerged city and began its descent into the water, Kyler’s gut clenched up as another group of lizard ships appeared on one of the destroyer’s sensors, coming in from a different angle and heading for the adjacent intact defense tower. If they could take that one down, then they’d have a clear run to the fence where the other towers couldn’t reach. 
Then, to make matters even worse, a slew of aerial targets emerged well away from the city but coming in at considerable speed. Kyler flipped over to a surface map as one, then two naval cruisers appeared.
That two became three…then four…and five…and six…with a slew of transports mixed in between them.
“Making this hard on us, aren’t you,” Kyler said with plenty of venom in his voice, mentally requesting an update on the incoming naval corvette. Gratefully its ETA put it ahead of the lizards, but it was severely outmatched, and the other two ships Paul was sending down were considerably farther behind in their atmospheric entry.
Kyler keyed for an open comm again, addressing all Star Force units across Manaan. 
“Alright people, looks like they mean business this time. Let’s light ‘em up.”
Kyler sent another mental command into the nexus, with the battlemap flipping back to underwater view. Six of the buildings on the seafloor suddenly detached and began rising up on extendable columns, pushing a huge amount of water askew as they rose. Attached to each of them were connecting lines looking like 5 ropes stretching down to the ground to tether it in place. Those ‘ropes’ were the armored power lines feeding the turret islands that were rising up to the surface, whereas the central column was solely for lifting purposes. 
Some of those power lines were now dead, their connecting nodes on the surface having been taken out by the lizard infantry, but each of the six artificial islands breached the ocean surface with at least 3 lines intact, allowing the smooth mushroom-shaped surfaces to sprout numerous plasma cannons, lachar turrets, missile racks, and anti-air batteries, ready to defend the submerged city from an aerial attack trying to drop units inside the fence perimeter.
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Blue plasma lances leapt out from three of the six turret islands towards the first of the incoming naval cruisers as Paul’s corvette moved out to engage the enemy before it could get to the fence perimeter, lashing out with its own plasma and its single mauler cannon, painting the forward edge of the flat yellow/tan ship with a wash of energetic fireworks that punched through the shields in short order.
The cruiser took the hits with impunity, letting the Star Force defenses chew into it as the rest of the aerial assault force slipped by…right into the face of a coordinated missile assault rising up from all six turret islands. They got chewed up by the lizards’ anti-air batteries, but there were so many coming in that more than half got through and nailed the leading transport, completely ignoring the cruisers that the plasma cannons were targeting.
The transport, half the size of the cruisers, went down hard in a cacophony of explosions…then dropped into the ocean with a massive splash the sent water up onto the nearest cruiser and two more smaller transports behind it. If any lizard units inside the transport survived, they now found themselves sinking outside the fence, meaning the missile barrage had done its job and stopped at least one transport from reaching the target.
The lizards apparently came to the same conclusion, realizing that the city’s aerial defenses were tougher than anticipated, so the 5 cruisers not entangled in the slugging match with the corvette moved ahead of the transports, leaving them momentarily exposed as they swatted down more incoming missile barrages at closer range. The turret islands in the back opened up with their plasma cannons when the enemy ships came in, but the cruisers kept moving forward, then suddenly split up, each going to an individual island and hovering over top of it.
Their underside shields fell before they got into position, but their hull armor soaked up most of the weaponsfire, with the rest being absorbed by the hull. The ships were so big they could take the damage and keep on fighting…though that wasn’t their intent.
Almost in unison the elongated starships dropped down on top of the smaller turret islands and pancaked them with their mass, crushing the weapons batteries on top while damaging their own hulls in the process. The weight of the cruisers pushed the islands back down into the water, leaving the starships partially submerged and firing at the nearby corvette and last remaining turret island with their topside weaponry as Paul’s frigate and trailing destroyer were approaching firing range, with the destroyer slightly in the lead and both coming in from different angles. 
“Son of a bitch,” Kyler swore, both in anger and frustration at getting their defenses owned by such a tactically brilliant maneuver. If he didn’t know better, he could have sworn Paul was on their side directing the naval attack. 
He tagged the incoming transports as priority targets for the remaining turret island, knowing they needed to knock down as many of them as possible before they got over the fence…and the corvette pilot obviously knew the same, because it’s smoking hull pulled out of its fight with the cruiser and diverted, ramming into two of the transports and taking a third down with what was left of its weapons batteries before the mostly intact cruiser finished it off and dropped its hulk down into the ocean perilously close to the approach of yet another lizard aquatics fleet that hadn’t shown up on city sensors yet. 
The other transports moved on and ducked down into the water just on the far side of the fence, some 19 in total, and began releasing their contents even as they began the submersion process. One of the largest 3 remaining took a hit from the topside by a heavy lachar from the approaching naval destroyer, followed quickly by a low powered rail gun slug from the frigate who had a better firing angle. 
The slug breached the shields and dented the hull, then the transport dipped underneath the water’s surface even as plasma lances from the destroyer targeted it, blasting plumes of steam up into the air marking the position of its descent…only to be followed by another rail gun slug that didn’t seem to mind the water, for it punched straight through it and into the topside of the transport delivering a lethal kill shot. 
Two other transports were damaged by plasma before they all disappeared beneath the waves, leaving the two starships with only the 5 sitting and 1 flying lizard cruisers as targets…and firing on them with rail guns was problematic because of what lay in the water beneath them should they miss. 
The destroyer flew straight in towards one of them and started blasting away with plasma, lachars, and missiles all at once while the frigate dropped as low to the water as it could and set up a rail gun shot that wouldn’t jeopardize any buildings if it missed or passed through the target, then started spitting out metal slugs at one of the bastards…only to have it rise up off the crushed turret island along with the others, all damaged, and start running away...following the one that had already been in the air.
The two Star Force warships, each smaller than the lizard cruisers and not normally a match for them, peppered them with weaponsfire as they fled, trying to do as much damage to their shieldless hulls as they could, but even if they’d wanted to they couldn’t have pursued more than 2 of the 6 ships. Instead they stayed over the city, guarding it against who knew what, while the 6th turret island streamed smoke into the air, a visible sign of their utter defeat as it had only 2 plasma cannons left operational.
That didn’t matter now, for the purpose of the aerial assault had been to deliver transports to ground…and they’d done just that. But if those transports thought they were going to fly off after they deposited their troops they were severely mistaken, and the destroyer and frigate were floating over the submerged city just waiting for them to poke up above the surface to offer them viable targets. 
  
Up in one of the orbiting warships the pilots of the drone frigate sat at their stations, controlling its weapons, shields, propulsions, comms, and every other system it had, spreading out the responsibilities between three people to maximize efficiency, as were most of the drones in the fleets, a lot of which were now engaging the lizards in an even larger naval battle.
The three pilots, all regulars, sat and monitored their sensor feeds, waiting for one of the lizard transports to come up but otherwise had nothing else to do while those pilots sitting at nearby stations were busily working their consoles as they pursued the naval battles occurring in orbit.
Then something they’d never had happen before caught all three off guard. Their control interfaces suddenly lost connection, though they were still able to observe all of the ship’s systems, as a strange, dark voice spoke through their headsets.
“Assuming direct control.”
It was followed with an ID tag, indicating that Kyler had remotely taken over their frigate. 
“What was that?” one of them asked aloud, glancing to the man beside him.
“Never had that happen before. What’s an aquatics specialist doing overriding us? Even if he is a trailblazer?”
Another pilot sitting opposite them behind their backs overhead and turned around, given that his drone ship wasn’t currently engaged in combat. “Did it say ‘assuming direct control?’”
“Yeah, but it wasn’t a regular voice.”
The other regular smiled. “Had that happen once to me. It’s an Archon joke. A reference from an old video game.”
“But what’s he doing with it?” one of the three pilots asked. “There’s nothing left to shoot.”
“They always have a reason,” the other pilot said, glancing back at his own console to make sure nothing new was happening there. “Wait and see.”
All four pilots ended the conversation there and put eyes back on their readouts, with the three dispossessed pilots watching as Kyler flew the frigate well outside the perimeter fence and brought it to a halt again…then it began to pivot, tipping the front end over so that it faced straight down.
“No way,” one of the pilots said in disbelief. “There’s too much water.”
“Yes way,” another one said in a whisper over their linked headsets. “Though there’s no targeting system to handle that. He’s going to have to do it old school.”
“Here we go,” the third said as the diagnostics indicated that a fresh slug was being rotated into the barrel from the ‘on deck’ position, with one from storage being rotated over to replace it. “Oh shit, he’s powering it up to full!”
“Splish splash,” the other said, guessing as to what was about to happen.
  
With a small enemy fleet inside the perimeter fence engaging the internal defenses and the few ships that remained, who were already busy hunting down the rest of the det pack carrying infantry, along with a massive battle brewing outside and several more looking to crop up at different positions around the perimeter, most commanders would have gone into panic mode…but not Kyler. Like all the trailblazers and most of the other Archons to some degree, when the intensity ratcheted up he got calmer…icy calm, with his adrenaline channeled into boosting his focus rather than fraying his nerves.
He knew he couldn’t get the troops inside the fence back out, so a battle was going to have to be fought there and they did have assets to counter the threat, though he knew it was going to be messy…but it was going to get even messier if the approaching fleets threw down with the perimeter defenses. A third had just popped up on sensors, with the second now coming into weapons range of the targeted defense tower, with it reaching out its shield columns and tagging the largest enemy ships as their armada pressed forward as fast as possible to close within their own weapons range.
Thinking ahead, Kyler took control of the now useless frigate hovering overhead and brought it into position just ahead of the path the 3rd lizard fleet was taking, knowing he needed to take out as many as he could while they were well away from the city, because he couldn’t risk doing this close to his own ships or infrastructure…for he didn’t know for sure how much of a concussion wave it would produce. 
When the spot he’d staked out via coordinates showed lizard ships passing under he fired, using battlemap telemetry given that the frigate’s sensors couldn’t detect the aquatics ships below. The pointed rail gun slug flashed out of the front of the frigate, passing through a couple hundred meters of air before slicing into the water and parting it with kinetic overload.
The slug’s momentum created a cavity in the water, pulling air down behind it like a tornado as the water walls spread out in a concussion wave that tunneled down deep into the ocean…then the back pressure of the collapse shot a geyser up out of the impact point that splashed the shields on the lowest point of the frigate. A few seconds later it fired another slug, and kept firing as fast as it could reload, sending deadly metallic spikes down into the water, fighting the friction to get deep enough to hit the enemy aquatic fleet.
The first shot missed its target by 50 meters, but the concussion wave knocked it and a dozen other ships askew before the slug eventually floated down and settled on the seafloor. Kyler eyeballed a correction, adjusting the aim of the weapon inside the hull of the ship by a tenth of a degree, coming closer with the second shot but still missing. Its concussion wave buffeted the ships around, and with the third shot and miss he actually succeeded in causing two of them to bump into one another, though the damage was little more than cosmetic.
He finally made contact on the 5th shot, though it was more by luck than skill, given that the turbulent water he was creating with the shockwaves with each shot was throwing off the slug tracks, some of which appeared to be skewing laterally as they dropped. The ship he did hit was a destroyer…following the cruiser he’d been aiming at. The metal bullet, the size of a bathtub, hit the ship’s shields and punched through, scratching the hull beneath. Normally it would have passed clean through, but the amount of water it was traveling through was killing its kinetic punch, making it less effective the deeper the lizard ships were.
And they knew that too. After the first few shots all of them began sinking deeper, getting more and more water between them and the rounds that kept falling. Unfortunately for them aquatics ships didn’t move very fast, and with each shot that the frigate fired Kyler got better at guessing where the slugs would fall and began racking up hits with every other shot, or so, against their aquatic cruisers and a few others that happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time on some of his misses.
What had been a long convoy of ships scattered in all directions, trying to put more space in between their ships rather than running directly into the impact zone that was a mass of water and air being mixed up like a blender as each shot dragged more air pockets down with it, and the effect was accumulating…allowing each shot to get a little deeper, because passing through rising air pockets was a lot less drag than the water. 
Kyler kept up the attack, damaging their ships in limited fashion while managing to kill only two until the Highwind arrived and he let the ironically larger aquatics ship take the place of the smaller naval vessel as it dropped down directly on top of the last few bubbles coming up from where Kyler had been raining metal down into the water. 
The battleship reached out with its shield columns as soon as the underside hit the water, with some of them stretching out more than 2 kilometers to hit medium sized targets that were running hard, knowing that if they could disable a few of them they could deal with the closer ships later as they futilely began attacking the larger ship’s heavily armored and shielded hull. 
Kyler tilted the frigate back up parallel to the ocean and had it gain some altitude before he relinquished control back over to its naval pilots, then turned his attention to the other three ongoing battles…and was galled to see that a fourth lizard fleet had been detected on approach. 
How many ships did they have to throw at them?
He put that fleet out of mind, given that it wouldn’t be here for some time, and checked in on the internal city defenses, seeing that they were slugging it out with the invaders admirably…then he followed the lizard ships, seeing what it was they were targeting. To his surprise it was the internal defenses themselves, all the while deploying hoards of infantry into the water that were heading down to the seafloor. 
Inside the nexus a side map flashed a warning, indicating that the mark 5 defense tower had started to take damage, and Kyler knew that the lizards had enough ships assembled to take it down, but it would thin their numbers enough that the Black Pearl should be able to finish them off after it got done blasting apart the first lizard fleet. 
Kyler took a moment, eyes darting from spot to spot on the overall battlemap, evaluating their standing. This was winnable, he determined, but it was going to stretch their defensive capability to the limits…and even if they won it’d leave them vulnerable for another round of attacks. 
That was, if there weren’t more than 4 lizard fleets on approach…and he wasn’t going to put money on that.
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“We have incoming,” Jess Walker said from her seat on the four man bridge of the Star Force destroyer leading the cargo convoy away from besieged Manaan as fast as the bulky freighters could move.
Commander Carver, sitting in the middle of the back edge of the triangle made up by the three control stations stared at his personal hologram rising up in front of his chair and behind the backs of the three bridge crew. Jess made an alteration for him to see, detailing a pack of lizard ships angling towards them from considerable distance away…and yet they were coming from ahead, not from the battle occurring behind them. 
He opened a comm channel to the other destroyer, with a short image of Commander Rena popping up over his armrest. 
“Looks like our troubles are ahead of us. Suggestions?”
“Going back is a really bad idea,” she said, getting the most obvious question out of the way. 
“Fight or run?”
Rena hesitated. “If we send the transports off we could be sending them to their deaths. We don’t know how many lizard ships are out there, or in what direction. I’d divert to station 4, that’ll delay this group’s arrival and give us some more guns if we can get there.”
“Agreed. Tom, get them turning,” he said to his comm officer…who also handled several other duties, given the multi-tasking, low crew bridge layout.
“Back door still looks clean,” Rena continued. “Do want us to move up?”
“No, we’ll come back to you as you drift out on the turn, and keep our spacing wide. We can’t let them slip by us.”
“Bit of a gamble, but I agree,” she said, seeing dozens of targets building the snake-like sensor swarm of approaching dots. “We need to hit them early while the angles are to our favor.”
“Looks like hammerheads and smaller. We can handle this so long as they come in stages. If they get tricky we’ll disrupt them here while you fall back.”
“Agreed,” the commander’s hologram said as the large transports on the battlemap began altering course to port like a school of fish swimming in a long line…save for they didn’t stay in line, with all of them turning at once to maximize distance over the enemy. Carver’s destroyer turned with them, but at a less sharp angle, drifting out further north to insure that there weren’t move enemies on their doorstep. 
“Happy hunting,” Carver said, ending their brief conversation. Rena nodded and her image blinked out, leaving him with his bridge crew as they powered up the weapon systems and reconfigured the shields into the most advantageous settings. “400 more meters, then stall out. Bring the bow around to face the enemy and get me a shield column as far out as we can. We’ve got to destroy or damage them at range or they’ll be able to slip by us.”
“Depth?” Kevin Smallee asked, manning the helm controls.
“Match them,” the Commander said, steepling his fingers in front of his face and leaning his chin against them as he watched both the convoy’s sluggish turn and the lizards’ far more agile approach. The closer they got the more information the computer had, with Jess helping to ID the types where the automation was confused. 
He saw more hammerheads get tagged first, for they were the largest ships with the biggest sensor profile, given their forward hulls. After that came a slew of corvettes, followed by the larger frigates, who’s stingray-shaped leading edge gave the sensors little to lock onto from straight ahead, but from above or below they made for easy targets…which meant their crews would try to keep them on edge as much as possible relative to the Star Force ships.
Smaller dots began popping up in between the larger contacts, which the computer quickly tagged as sharks, given their size…then a larger contact appeared in the back, which Jess felt like vocally announcing.
“Light destroyer,” she commented, even though the battlemap already had it tagged.
“All stop,” Kevin announced. “Adjusting attitude.”
“Standby shield column. Put it on the destroyer and stretch it as much as you can.”
“We don’t have a straight shot,” Tom said, already making track plots even though the battery wasn’t fully rotated around yet. It sat on the top/front edge of the ship, giving it a good field of fire, but typically the destroyer crews like to fire it straight on ahead, though the mechanics didn’t favor one angle more than another. 
“Blow apart whatever gets in the way, just start doing damage,” Carver ordered.
“Powering up shield generators,” Tom commented unnecessarily, but there was little else to do at the moment. “Currents are cross. That’s going to eat up some distance.”
“Get what you can,” the Commander said, encouraging him to stretch the shields to the breaking point in favor of extra range. If they did go down they’d have to reset and it’d waste time, but until they got within range they’d be wasting it anyway so there was little point in waiting.
“17 is extending column,” Jess noted, referring to the other destroyer’s ID number. Only aquatics battleships received names, so all smaller manned craft got designators, with their destroyer tagged as A-7, meaning it was the 7th produced on planet. Other worlds would have copies of their designators, given that they didn’t transfer off planet very often, making almost all aquatics ships of this size local builds.
“What are they going for?” Carver asked, seeing a tiny line extend out from A-17, followed by another from themselves a few seconds later.
“Something closer,” Jess answered without being specific, for the trace didn’t match up with any particular ship.
Both lines extended from the ships on the battlemap, then changed color starting near the destroyers and extending out as the shield columns widened from a pencil-width out into a waterless, airless vacuum corridor wide enough for the plasma to travel down without it touching the shield walls. That second color also indicated the positions they were capable of firing down, should a ship cross their lines, for the shields were set to automatically seal around any solid objects they came across rather than deflect them.
Which is what the A-17 was doing. It stuck its shield column into the lizard lines at a shallow angle, cutting across the paths of all but the leading ships and waiting for one of them to run into it. The smaller sharks saw and dodged it easily, with the other ships attempting to do the same, though they weren’t so agile. One of the corvettes nicked the edge of the column with its cylindrical hull, immediately drawing a blue plasma streak from the destroyer. 
It traveled down the 3.4 kilometer length in a flash akin to a lightning strike, save for it was perfectly straight, and blasted into the armored hull, vaporizing the outer layer and pushing to the interior before the plume of plasma against the target broke through the very weak shields, given the range they were stretched, and brought the water in on itself, quelling any hope of an explosive radius. 
The shield matrix, detecting the breach, sent a ‘plug’ up the length in a heartbeat, pushing out the vaporized water spreading back up its length in the vacuum and clearing the firing line again, though it had to slow drastically to push back the liquid water at the end and reconnect with the corvette…though by that time the enemy had passed out of the column, so it extended on past the point of attack and stretched out the ‘trip line’ to the far side of the lizard formation as the rest of the enemy ships, with more forewarning, diverted around it.
The A-7’s shield column passed over it by 75 meters, heading almost straight up the lizard lines, running into one of the flat frigates as it rose up to miss the other destroyer’s column. Tom sent a plasma blast straight into it, then two more as the column cycled and resealed, though on different portions of the hull as its momentum moved the point of impact. By the fourth cycle the way cleared and the column stretched out even further, leaving the enemy frigate with three hull breaches to contend with.
A shark got in the way and was toasted in a single shot, then a hammerhead which Carver was glad they hit, taking out a slew of its plasma nodes that it would undoubtedly be trying to ram either the destroyers or the freighters with, then the way cleared and the column reached all the way back to the light destroyer that was trying to move aside.
“Gotcha,” Tom said, pumping the first plasma lance down the pipe and hitting the large ship’s hull with a satisfying damage plume popping up on sensors…but then the ship began to rotate out of line, looking like they were only going to be able to get one or two more shots on it at best.
“Stay with it,” the Commander ordered.
“Don’t know how much play we’ve got,” Tom said, mentally crossing his fingers. He continued pumping the trigger as fast as the computer would allow him to, but at the same time he used the controls to move the shield column laterally…which was usually a bad idea, because the amount of water that would have to be pushed out of the way would drain additional energy out of the shields, threatening their integrity.
To minimize that Tom only nudged them a little, watching the strain meter. If a little targeting drift gave them another shot it’d be worth it, but there was no way they were going to be able to keep the shield column on the target at this range. If they’d had the power of a mark 5 tower with their large plasma cannons/shield columns then they could have managed more movement, but they only had the medium variety, and that alone required a huge energy drain on the ship’s power core. 
Carver watched as the light destroyer got hit again and again…then it moved out of line to the right, as well as dropping in altitude. 
“Let it go,” he ordered. “Focus on mid-range targets. Split them up so we can deal with them piecemeal.”
“They’re not charging ahead,” Jess warned. “They’re sticking to formation, so we might not have that option.”
“See if you can change their mind.”
“On it,” Tom said as the other destroyer’s shield column suddenly reached out and touched the light destroyer at its new location, prompting a grin to stretch across Carver’s face. 
“Tag team,” he whispered, seeing the enemy ship take several more hits. 
The long range shooting gallery continued on for several more minutes, with the Star Force destroyers picking off six vessels…then the lizards figured they were close enough and broke ranks, sending their sharks on ahead while launching torpedoes of their own towards the A-7, completely ignoring the other destroyer.
“Looks like we’re popular,” the Commander commented. “Standby PDM, ready offensive torpedoes and spitters.”
Kevin nodded, assuming control of the extra light plasma cannons used for short range defense, given that there wasn’t a need to maneuver the ship right now so long as they were playing battle station. The destroyer had 4 spitters in total, spread around the ship so that at least one could cover every angle. It was possible to hit a shark with one of them, but not likely. They’d use their torpedoes for that, but if the larger lizard ships came close enough to grapple with them the spitters would make them pay for it. 
“Here we go,” Carver commented as the fireworks started. “Keep the fight here. Focus on disabling, not destroying. We can clean up later, right now we have to keep them away from the transports.”
Rena’s hologram popped up again. “We’re coming across ahead of you, then turning and paralleling them. We’ll pick up what you drop. Try not to shoot us, please.”
“You can’t outrun the sharks,” he reminded her. 
“The transports aren’t completely unarmed. They can swat down a few gnats, it’s the big ones we have to knock down.”
“Permission to cross granted,” Carver said sarcastically, then watched as the friendly destroyer eeked its way out in front of them and dove into the lizards in slow motion…except for Carver saw it as fast, given the amount of time he’d been in the aquatics division. Aerial combat thoroughly confused his mind, given the insane speeds they operated at. He’d completely converted over to the physics of water combat and knew that he destroyer was actually moving in quite fast, using its narrow hull design to cut through the water like a thick knife.
It reached out with its shield column at short range, dragging it through the water and draining an insane amount of energy out of it in the process, but given it didn’t have to extend more than half a kilometer the maneuver was feasible and it pounded a nearby hammerhead mercilessly, adding to it with a couple of spitters. Simultaneously the ship launched wave after wave of offensive torpedoes out against multiple targets while defending against incoming torpedoes with hoards of PDM acting as intercepts. 
The water around the destroyer roiled with turbulence, steam, and muted explosions…with the battlemap updating the damage it was unleashing, as well as receiving. By the time it came out the opposite side and turned into the same direction the lizards were traveling its shields had gone down and multiple hull damage points were tagged on the hologram, but none were breaches, though more torpedoes were coming its way and trying to take advantage of the downed shields.
It spat out more PDMs to knock them down, as well as shooting out another shield column and tagging a flanking frigate, who couldn’t escape given the shorter range and the fact that both ships were traveling in the same direction, meaning its momentum offered it no dodging advantage. It tried to turn away but couldn’t in time, with repetitive plasma salvos coring into its hull and depriving it of power through internal damage.
“Our turn,” Carver said as the sharks began to zip around them, some firing minnows and others just trying to get past so they could head for the transports. Those trying to go around were giving the destroyer a wide berth, which required offensive torpedoes having to be fired to intercept them. Carver watched their speedy tracks on the battlemap, satisfied when they intercepted and destroyed their targets one after another, though he hated wasting the larger ordinance on the tiny ships. 
Before long the water around the destroyer was lit up in blue as the spitters began firing on the corvettes that were trying to get within ‘pinching’ range of the hull. They worked over the targets one by one, based on their proximity, with the main plasma cannon helping out when it could. Torpedoes were used as a last resort, and many did have to be expended to keep the enemy off the hull as the A-17 passed them by and left the main hoard to their guns…but then the lizards changed tactics, and rather than trying to get some ships by the destroyer, they adjusted their side slipping courses and angled directly for it, intent to wipe it out first, then go after the convoy.
“Oh shit,” Jess said as she worked the torpedo and PDM controls. 
“Calm yourself,” Carver said stoically. “We want to draw their attention away from the transports…just not this much. Reverse course, give us some more closure time for targeting, best speed.”
“Reversing,” Kevin acknowledged, taking a moment away from the spitters to reverse the jet engines and get them moving backward, adding a bit of anti-grav on top of it. As they accelerated all the computer calculated ETAs for the approaching vessels began to lengthen on the battlemap. 
Rena’s hologram popped up again. “Hold on, Carver. We’re circling back. Didn’t think they’d be this game for a fight.”
“They’re always full of surprises,” the Commander said, taking control of one of the spitters while Kevin was busy with the helm. He used it to shoot another corvette coming in, lighting up the bridge ‘window’ holographic view ahead of them with a blue lightning strike into the cavity in enemy ship where one of its forward claws had just extended from. While the Star Force destroyer had thick armor plating, there were several points on the hull that the lizard ship could get a grip on, and it had enough compression power to punch through their adamantium armor. 
A torpedo shot out from the hull below the ‘window’ and streaked up into the corvette, literally punching it in the face and visually knocking it back a bit while two more spitters reached out and tagged it with plasma…after which it began listing, unpowered and out of the fight, or so they hoped. 
Carver tagged it with another spitter for good measure, then let Kevin reassume control as their backwards path was now set into the helm’s autopilot. The carnage ahead of them continued, with the torpedo and especially the PDM count in their armory dropping perilously low. Enough scattered torpedoes were getting past their intercepts that portions of their forward shields had gone down and power from others was being shifting around to regenerate them faster. 
Just as their hull began to take a beating from more hits the A-17 came up underneath them and drifted out ahead, firing up at the underside of the stingray frigate’s wide silhouettes with both plasma and torpedoes, distracting a good portion of the incoming weaponsfire away from the A-7.
Carver blew out the breath. “Helm forward,” he ordered, knowing they needed to stay close to their sister ship. “Hold it together, people. A few more minutes and we’ll be through the worst of it.”
That prediction didn’t hold entirely true, for ‘a few minutes’ turned into more than an hour of pitched fighting before the incoming hoard thinned, for more ships had continued to enter sensor range behind the damaged light destroyer that eventually made its way into the fray. By the time it got up to the pair of destroyers most of the rest of its fleet was already drifting about as semi-operational rubble, blocking the straight on firing lines and requiring the hundreds of minnows it launched to swim evasive routes to get to their targets.
Both destroyers shot down what they could with their remaining PDM, but they were soon depleted and they had to resort to taking the small missiles impacts on what was left of their shields and the hull as the enemy ship extended its defense ‘trees’ and sat in place, spitting out more and more minnows until the destroyers double teamed it with their primary plasma cannons and pounded it into submission, eventually triggering an internal explosion that cracked the ship in two.
That left a few dozen smaller ships to deal with, but they were dropping fast given the attention the medium plasma cannon on each ship was giving them. The A-17 managed to get a lizard corvette attached to its left ‘wing’ where it dug in and began slicing up the hull piece by piece, conveniently tucked where a spitter battery couldn’t get at it, nor did they have any offensive torpedoes or PDM left to knock it off with.
Fortunately its sister ship was there, and with some fancy maneuvering from both destroyers, the attached corvette was brought into the A-7’s targeting range, which latched a shield column onto the clawed ship and burnt it off the hull while both ships’ other weapons finished off the remainder of the lizard fleet…with a few strays having turned off and taken after the now distant convoy. 
“Kevin, how we set for speed?” Carver asked, surveying the damage statics on his chair’s hologram. The hull was pot-marked with various levels of blasted armor, but the interior breaches numbered only 2, and were both minimal. He had the other 2 crew members not assigned to the bridge working on sealing them up, but there was nothing they could do about the exterior damage while they were moving.
“Just a limp,” the helmsman answered metaphorically. “Shall I get us underway?”
“Go,” Carver said, getting Rena back on the holographic comm. “We’re going after the ones that slipped by. You’re chewed up worse than us, what kind of speed have you got?”
“We won’t be able to keep up with that chunk out of our hull. The convoy will be station 4 before we can catch up to them. We’ll stay here and pound the wreckage while we make repairs. One of their torpedoes made it inside and made a mess of deck 3. Luckily the armory was empty.”
“Alright, we’re getting underway now. Good luck,” Carver said, knowing that there could be more lizard fleets roaming out beyond their limited sensor range.
“Likewise, Commander,” Rena said formally, then signed off.
“You want me to head aft and lend them a hand?” Tom asked.
“Go,” Carver said, toggling the hologram as his crewman walked past him and went to help with the repair efforts. The battlemap before him expanded out to include Manaan and the battle still ongoing there…with a lot more ships in play than there had been before. 
“Damn,” he commented, prompting Jess and Kevin to glance back. 
“They’re under siege,” Kevin said, aghast. Two more defense towers were gone, and multiple lizard fleets were encircling the city, with another one coming in from the edge of what was left of their sensor range. Both battleships were now tucked inside the fence and exchanging fire with ships outside it, targeting through the gaps.
“I’m glad we’re not there,” Jess said, a mixture of worry and relief on her face.
“I know we don’t have much left, but…” Kevin began.
“No, we have a duty to do,” Carver reminded them. “If Kyler wanted us back he’d tell us. Focus on the convoy, there may be more enemy ships headed after it. We need to get to station 4 and bolster their defenses, we might be in for another fight there...and if they have to evacuate the city they’ll do it by air. We’ll be of no help to them on the outside, as much as I’d like to try.”
“Copy that,” Kevin acknowledged. 
Jess nodded her agreement and both crewers turned back to their stations. 
Carver kept his eyes on the battlemap, zooming in to Manaan and watching the carnage occurring there while trusting his crew to keep an eye on the immediate area. 
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