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March 22, 2266
Epsilon Eridani System
Corneria
  
Paul wacked one of the three lizards directly in front of him with his stun sword as he ran forward, rendering it unconscious within a second, then hop-kicked the next closest into a bundle on the floor, bending the lizard over with his boot in its gut. He flicked his sword down and nicked it in the side of the head, knocking it out as he took half a plasma hit to his right shoulder armor.
The next moment he was on the lizard shooter and dropped it to the floor with a jab in the tail as it spun around and tried to run away. The Archon stepped past all three in the walkway connection between buildings, his eyes focused ahead and out the windows of the enclosure, knowing that they were sitting ducks for a strafing run. Meanwhile the three Star Force security guards he’d collected as he made his way toward the command building in the main Star Force colony, designated as Corneria Prime, shot the stunned lizards with plasma rifles, picking up the targets that Paul was dropping, as had become their standard operating procedure over the past half hour.
The trailblazer paused long enough to let them finish, then sprinted across the elevated walkway tunnel between one of the adjacent structures and the much larger command building, finding yet more lizards on guard at the other terminus, but these hadn’t set up their portable turret yet. In fact they were just unloading the device from a floating shipping crate when Paul caught their attention, punching two back through the air from the entrance to the walkway as they came up to check on the sound of weaponsfire. 
Those two hit the ground a split second before Paul jabbed one of the workers in the gut with the tip of his stun sword, releasing the pressure so he could flip it to his left and catch another that was scrambling to grab its weapon leaning against the wall in the small receiving atrium. 
Paul jumped over to stun the two he’d knocked out of the walkway just as reinforcements began to pour in from the nearby hallways, apparently unaware that any Star Force personnel were in the area prior to the ruckus, otherwise they’d have had better defensive lines set up. As the first came into view the Archon charged forward, clearing himself out of the atrium and into one of the two opposing hallways, giving the security guards behind him clear lines of fire as they emerged from the walkway. 
He heard the telltale sound of their own plasma weapons as he pummeled through a group of six closely packed lizards, one of which panickly fired at Paul and ended up hitting one of its own in the back, then another green plasma blast flew by him and accidentally took down another as the lizards in the opposite hall also began shooting at him.
He dodged side to side on purpose, increasing the odds that the lizards’ own troops would get caught in the crossfire as he cleared out the right side hallway, then turned around, making sure not to get tripped up in the bodies, to help the security guards finish off the others, though he needn’t have bothered. When that group of lizards had advanced to hit Paul from behind they’d walked right into the security guards’ firing lines, leaving only a pair of survivors to contend with. 
One of them went down before Paul caught back up, but the second hit one of the guards square in the chest with a plasma blast before it was gunned down by the others. 
“Cover,” Paul ordered as he dropped down to examine the wounded soldier. The two guards took up positions on either side, covering both hallways with their weapons, leaving the Archon and downed guard partially blocked between their legs. 
“It hurts,” the woman said, partially frozen with either pain or panic as Paul pulled her helmet off and unfastened her charred armored vest, tossing it aside on top of one of the dead lizards. Underneath he found a good amount of burnt skin, but the wound didn’t go deeper than a quarter inch and most of it had been cauterized…still, there was enough blood seeping out to be a major problem.
Paul brought the hilt of his stun sword up, popping open the nub at the base and dialed back the sword’s charge strength before tapping the woman in her wound. She immediately grimaced, then her face fell slack as the majority of the pain disappeared.
“Neat trick,” she said as her head began to clear, though her eyes were still wide with concern as she looked down at her wound. 
“Finish the wounded,” Paul ordered the other two guards before looking the injured one in the face, though she couldn’t see his through his armor’s faceplate. “You have to stop the bleeding, and we can’t stay behind with you.”
“I know,” she said stoically, reaching for her plasma rifle that she’d dropped. “Can you pull me over there,” she asked, inclining her head back towards the atrium.
Paul walked around behind her and looped his arms underneath her armpits and across the top of her chest a few inches above her wound. “Brace yourself.”
The woman yipped with pain despite the numbing effect, and Paul made sure to make the move as quick as possible, eventually propping her up against the right side wall where she could watch the left hallway and atrium. He grabbed one of the lizard’s rifles and set it down next to her in case she ran out of ammo. 
“I’ve logged your position and tagged you as injured on the battlemap, but there are no medics nearby. You’re going to have to hold out.”
“Might be a medic with Duke,” she said, her lips trembling. “Go get him.”
Paul gently laid a hand on her shoulder then disappeared down the right hallway with the others, leaving her sitting alone on the floor with the dead lizards and a seeping belly wound. She pulled up the hole in her shirt until the lower end covered the burn spot on her skin, then pressed and held it in place with her right hand while grasping her rifle in her left so she could aim at both hallways and the walkway entrance if need be…then waited.
Paul took his two remaining security guards and pressed down the side hallway until they got to a staircase then headed up. According to the battlemap Duke Hightower was holed up in the administrative levels in the top half of the building along with a lot of other ‘civilian’ Star Force personnel and a few security forces trying to hold off a group of lizards attacking from ground level. Paul and his team had come in 15 floors above the lizards’ entry point, hopefully bypassing at least some of them, but the battlemap said there was enemy activity all the way up to at least level 136. 
By the time they got to level 84 Paul started to run into lizards using the same stairwell. He ordered the security guards to hold position and shoot anyone coming up from below, knowing that the building’s elevators were already locked down. There was more than one stairwell, however, but this would be the best kill zone available to put the guards in, as well as partially securing an exit corridor when he got to the survivors…hopefully before the lizards overran them.
They didn’t have the insane numbers typical of their hoard tactics, but more kirbies were landing troops in the Star Force city constantly, being ferried in and out by their cruisers as the surviving defense towers hammered away at their shields. They’d detach from the larger ship once they were over the city, fly down to the surface between the buildings and unload within 30 seconds, then fly back up and dock to the larger ships as they blasted away at targets of opportunity or the defense towers, then they’d zip back off across the forest to one of their 3 intact bases, load up more troops and repeat the process.
The assault had been going on for the past 3 days, but the incursion to the command building had occurred less than 2 hours ago. Up until then the lizards had been dropping troops in the northeast and southern sections of the massive city along the periphery, but once they knocked out one of the central defense towers they moved in closer, weathering the plasma storm with their shields and choosing to take the damage to the hull that the heavy lachars were doing to them in exchange for the 2 min runs in and out.
Another defense tower had been taken down from within the city an hour ago, blown up by troops infiltrating the structure on foot. Paul had intercepted a second group headed for another tower when the call came through that the command building had come under attack. While it wasn’t the command center for the city’s war effort, it did hold the economic and administrative offices that Star Force’s senior leaders on the planet frequented, along with a lot of their personal quarters. 
The Archons had been evacuating people into the underground bunkers since the attack began, for fear of the cruisers just blasting away at buildings, but once it was clear that wasn’t their aim the evacuation efforts had started to focus on the invasion sectors of the city and getting people out of harm’s way, which Hightower and others had been helping to organize from the command building.
Paul didn’t know if the lizards’ knew it was a primary site of operations for the city or not, but he’d left his troops to protect the defense tower and began fighting his way across the city solo to get to Hightower, picking up stray troops he encountered along the way through what now felt like a ghost town with everyone either evacuated or taking sheltered, hidden somewhere inside the city’s massive buildings. 
Paul hooked his stun sword to the back of his armor, swapping it for his plasma rifle as he charged up the stairs moving far faster than the security guards had been capable of running. He killed a pair of lizards he caught up with from behind, then raced ahead to find more of them as sounds of a firefight could be heard a few levels above. 
He still didn’t know what the lizards were after, aside from trying to take the biggest building in the city. They had succeeded in bypassing most of Star Force’s troops, which were geared up and engaging the primary invasion points on the perimeter. Maybe that had been their aim and they’d just gone straight for the city’s center…but the fact was they were moving directly on the Duke’s position and he couldn’t rule out the possibility that they knew more about Star Force than he’d previously given them credit for. 
He was unsure of how that could have happened, unless they’d intercepted their communications and managed to piece together data from computer and verbal languages that they’d never encountered before. Paul found that unlikely, but the unfortunate truth was they were heading directly for Hightower whether they realized his importance or not.
This whole attack had been a last gasp of defiance from the lizards after several Star Force jumpship runs had ferried additional warships into the system and Paul had taken out another of the lizard bases through orbital bombardment. He’d had enough ships on site that the lizards hadn’t made more than a few hit and run strikes with their cruisers, seeking to preserve them in the face of an unwinnable battle in low orbit.
Paul’s fleet had then been distracted by the cruisers making a flurry of raids against their orbital facilities, most of which hadn’t been manned. After evacuating those remaining personnel in danger he effectively conceded 80% of Star Force’s orbital stations to the enemy if they chose to attack them, preferring to mass his forces for a subsequent bombardment campaign that wiped another lizard base from the surface of the planet.
Before he could set up a third the lizards had struck again but this time it wasn’t in orbit, it was against their strongest surface base, making Paul think this was them resigning themselves to doing as much damage as possible before their were wiped out, and in doing so they had exploited the greatest weakness in Star Force’s surface defenses.
The lizard cruisers could fight in atmosphere, hovering mere meters above the surface, while most of the Star Force fleet couldn’t. One defense turret couldn’t stop a cruiser, nor could it take its shields down. They had to work in conjunction with one another to destabilizing the lizards’ resilient defenses, and the first thing the enemy had done in the assault was send two cruisers out around the perimeter of the city engaging isolated turrets. After that they’d sacrificed one of their capital ships to cut a path through the rest of the turret field to get into the city, through which 3 other cruisers continually ran routes, sucking up most of the damage Star Force could throw a them while sheltering the kirbies inside their shields.
Each time they came through they knocked out another piece of infrastructure with their plasma cannons, and when it was a turret tower it decreased the amount of firepower being thrown back at them…but they still didn’t want to take on the turrets directly, almost as if they didn’t want Star Force to consider everything to be a loss and call down orbital bombardment on their own city. As long as the cruisers kept on the move the orbital guns couldn’t effectively track and hit them like they could with their motionless bases. 
All together they’d identified 5 active cruisers, one of which was drifting hundreds of kilometers away over the forests of the planet smoking something fierce as the crew attempted to contain the turret-induced damage all the while keeping the ship moving. Returning to the nearest base was impossible, given that Paul had ordered the third assault to begin piecemeal, even though he didn’t have enough ships in place yet. So far the base’s shields had held up to the incoming rail gun slugs, but the cruisers hadn’t flown up to orbit to engage the smaller fleet…instead they kept to their ferry runs, intent on doing as much damage to the Star Force planetary capitol as they could. 
And they were doing plenty. Already over 200 people had been confirmed killed, though that was extremely low considering how bad things could have been if the cruisers had hit them directly instead of aiding the ground incursion. The airfield had been trashed, with damage done to most of the bunkers. Fortunately they were well armored, giving the crews inside time to evacuate before they were breached. Most of the aircraft not already in the air at the time of the assault were subsequently damaged, leaving those that had made it up without the ability to refuel or rearm…which meant they had to divert to other bases, leaving the lizards with a longer span of air superiority.
Reinforcements were coming in from the other Star Force colonies as well as the Clans on a continual basis, but neither the skeets nor the gunships had enough firepower to down a fully shielded cruiser. The mechs encircling the base were another matter, but their hangars had also been hit, pinning a lot of the chassis under the rubble. Those in the field attempted to unload on the cruisers making their forays into the city, but given they were only making hit and fade runs to deliver the kirbies they weren’t parked over the city daring the mechs to shoot at them like they had been in the previous fighting up north.
Most of the weapon impacts on the cruisers’ shields were for naught, because they’d just retreat back out over the forest and recharge their matrixes. Only the lachar-equipped mechs were doing any damage, and had succeeded in taking out 3 batteries between all the active ships, but for the most part the cruisers simply ignored the mechs and continued ferrying their troop-laden kirbies inside the city perimeter. 
Paul knew it was only a matter of time before they started bringing in predators…or just parking over the city and blasting away if they got all the defense towers down, which was obviously part of their aim. They couldn’t afford to let that happen, though with each subsequent cruiser run they’d hit a tower with a few plasma shots before retreating, gradually wearing down their defenses until one fell, even without the aid of the ground troops.
When Paul got up another 10 levels he ran into a bottleneck of lizards pinned behind a desk on the stairwell, on top of which had been piled a heap of other furniture blocking the path upwards. Some of them were trying to disassemble the pile while others were abandoning the stairwell and spilling out into the hallways, probably looking to cross over and move up another one if they weren’t all blocked by now.
Paul fired up at the tails of the nearest three, then bullied his way past the falling lizards and fired rapidly at the group ahead of him, targeting any and all that turned around trying to sow as much confusion as possible before retreating back down a level and sliding out a side door to wait in ambush. 
As expected the lizards followed him down, half of them continuing to take the stairs down further while the other half waited on the small platform for one to poke its head out the door to see if Paul had gotten off at this level. Situated behind the door in a nook against the wall the lizard couldn’t see him, so after a few long seconds it closed the door and the other lizards continued down, figuring that was where the Human had went. 
As soon as the door shut Paul leapt out and pulled it back open again, firing into the side of several lizards and the backs of others headed down, hitting several in their scaly heads that were now at chest height. He turned right and punched another, doubling it over and firing at the one behind it before bringing a knee up into the first one’s chin and knocking it unconscious with the ferocity of the blow. 
He left it where it lay and jumped up three stairs as those below started to turn around and come back up. Paul finished off one more above him then had the stairs ahead clear and to himself for the moment, so he turned around and started walking up them backwards, sniping at any of the lizards coming up from below until he reached the bottom of the debris pile. There he made his stand, checking to see that there were no more lizards at his back and dropping to a knee before sliding up against the side of the wall so he could aim downward and not be in the center of the stairs for the lizards to shoot at on reflex.
As predicted they charged back up at him spaced evenly, giving him enough trigger time to sight and down each one with a single shot, followed up by a brief twitch check, during which he walked back down the stairs, stepping on and over the bodies looking for any signs of life. Where he found it he delivered cleanup shots, then he headed back up the stairs and onto the trail of the lizards further ahead of him cutting across the level.
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Hightower was crouched behind an overturned table set just inside the double doors to the conference room nervously waiting with stinger pistol in hand as he listened to the distant sounds of battle further out in the building as their few security guards did what they could to hold off the lizards working their way up from below. Beside him were two other civilians armed with stingers, but the rest of the 83 people holed up in the room had no weaponry at all. 
The Duke’s pistol had come from his desk, and he only kept one on hand because Paul had demanded that he get into the habit of stashing a personal weapon away years ago, and despite the fact that he was no longer Marquis of Clan Saber he’d kept to the Archon’s advice. 
He was certainly glad to have it now, but against the lizard hoard he doubted it would be enough. Hightower had helped the rest of the civilians pile whatever furniture they could into the stairwells to block the lizards from getting up to the higher levels of the building, but from the weaponsfire outside it was apparent that they’d broken through at least one of the barricades. There was a small chance that they might continue on up the stairs and bypass this room entirely, but as the sounds of plasma died out he lifted his pistol towards the doors expecting the worst. 
The rightmost door flicked open and Hightower pulled the trigger on reflex, sending the stun-laden glob of paint into Paul’s silver armor, splattering his chest plate with a blue glob. 
Paul’s helmet glanced down at his chest as he felt the armor suck the faint tingle of stun energy out of his body. “Nice shot.”
“Sorry,” Hightower apologized, standing up behind the table. “Are we clear?”
“Hardly,” Paul said, waving at everyone to get up and moving towards the doors. “We’ve partially secured an evacuation route. Is this everyone?”
“Not counting security, yes.”
Paul walked over to the table and pulled it right side up…then punched down into the middle of it, breaking it in half with a loud crack. He slid half of it aside and punched the small lean-to three more times, breaking off a roughly rectangular piece before snapping the legs off and handing the impromptu shield to Hightower. “Cover up and stay close to me.”
The Duke took the heavy piece of table, gripping it from the metal frame still attached to the backside and holding it in front of him with both hands.
“Like this,” Paul said, giving another piece of the table to the other two armed men, one of which he pressed it up against his shoulder. “Hold it one handed, weapon in the other.”
“It’s heavy,” the third man said, sagging a bit under the weight. 
“It’ll soak up plasma. If you can’t carry it find someone else who can and follow me out. Everyone else stay behind them and whatever you do, please don’t shoot me in the back. It tickles.”
Hightower suppressed a smirk and followed Paul out of the conference room and over to the debris-strewn remains of one of the barricades on the stairs. Two security guards were covering it, but there were bits and pieces of furniture everywhere having been blasted apart by some sort of explosive. 
“You two are a last out. Get me on the comms if you so much as see a scaly tail.”
The two armed, but armorless men nodded and stepped aside, making room for Paul and the table holders to pass by…but after taking a step forward Paul suddenly backtracked and ran a few dozen meters down the hallway and pried a squarish box off the wall. He returned and thrust the emergency medical kit into the hands of one of the evacuees.
“Carry that for me,” he instructed, heading down the stairs at the head of the line.
The Archon still had his plasma rifle in hand, though his remaining ammo count was running low. If he could manage to get this group out of the building then he could start backtracking through areas they’d already cleared and hopefully wouldn’t encounter many more lizards along the way. If they did he still had his stun sword, but the charge on it had to be below half by now as well. 
One level down and Paul passed another security guard stationed at the exit of the stairwell onto that floor, clapping him on the shoulder as he went by. The man stepped aside and waited till about half of the throng of civilians passed then mixed in with the flow as they descended as planned, just in case the lizards hit them from the flank on the way down. They didn’t want the civilians to get hit with all the armed personnel at the front and back of the line, so at least this way there would be someone with a weapon nearby if they did get flanked.
Paul ran down the stairs well ahead of the table shield bearers, making sure each platform was clear and then waiting up for the line to come down before repeating the process. Only twice did he run into any lizards, which he dispatched before they got within sight of the civilians, but the lower he went the more occasional plasma blasts he heard from down below. 
Suddenly the stairs below him filled with lizards and the two men he’d left to guard the ascent were firing down into the pile, out of which an orb of green plasma came up and shot past his head. A moment later he realized that most of the lizards he was seeing were dead and heaped together in a pile at the right turn in the descending stairs. 
“Coming through,” Paul yelled before jumping over his men and onto the stack of bodies. He only got partially tangled up in the mess of limbs that broke his fall, landing face to face with a live one.
Paul punched it back with a quick jab, then shot it in the chest twice to burn through its body armor before kicking it back down the heap and diving forward after it. 
He landed at the bottom of the stack and took a plasma shot right into the chest with his armor absorbing it in a wicked looking crater…but that was the last bit of damage the lizards would do to him. Two minutes later they were all dead and he was pulling bodies aside to make room for the civilians to come down.
“You two, get down here,” he told the security guards that had been responsible for creating the pile of dead lizards. 
“Are you alright, sir?” one of them asked after they’d made their way down, referring to the obvious damage in his armor.
“Just a little crispy,” he said, jerking a thumb to the side door onto the current level. “Stay here and keep watch. I’m heading on down. Follow the end of the line out of the building.”
“Will do,” the guard said, stepping out into the hallway to avoid the lizard corpses and the civilians picking their way through them as they tried to descend the stairs through the bottleneck.
Paul tucked his plasma rifle onto his back, knowing it was almost out, and pulled out his stun sword, pointing it tip down in front of him and flipping on the charge switch in the hilt. He heard the distinctive crack/pop as the blade invisibly lit up with energy and preceded to move down the stairs slowly, knowing that it was going to take a while for the line to get past the dead lizards and he didn’t want to get too far out ahead of them. 
He didn’t get down two levels before he ran into another group coming up and littered the stairs with their stunned bodies. Picking up one of their plasma rifles he finished them off just before another group came up, making Paul wonder just how many of the damn things they could stuff inside one kirby. 
He fought through that group and five more before he brought Hightower and the head of the evacuee line to level 16 where he held his position. 
“I need guards on the descending staircase to cover our flank,” he said into his team comm that now included all the members of his security forces that were wearing a helmet, then he turned to Hightower and the other table shield bearers. “Stand here and shoot anyone coming up from below until security relieves you. We’re almost out of the building.”
“Be quick,” the Duke urged, wedging up against one of the other men and slightly overlapping their shields as they took a knee to cover their legs, then dropped the shields down one stair to get the proper height to both cover themselves and shoot over if and when the lizards came up.
Paul led the head of the line of civilians through the area he had recently cleared on his way into the building then sprinted ahead to the walkway atrium, intent on clearing out any lizard presence before they got a line of fire on the evacuees. With so many cross hallways it was impossible to defend them all, so he figured the best chance they had was for him to play rabbit and see what incoming fire he could draw.
He made it all the way back to the atrium without incident, finding the wounded security guard still sitting where he’d left her…save the right side of her head now had a plasma burn on it. Paul also noticed three more dead lizards on the floor directly in front of her position, as well as the fact that the rifle she’d used to kill them had slid out of her grasp and was laying a few inches away from her bloody right hand. 
The Archon looked around for more threats, but finding none he waved back at the leaders in the line, signaling them down the long hallway when they emerged and didn’t seem to know where to go, then he knelt down next to the dead soldier and looked at her closed eyes. 
“I’m sorry. I should never have left you here,” he whispered, putting a hand on her shoulder in further apology before standing up and resigning himself to deal with the living. 
He stepped back out into the hallway and saw the people were walking…didn’t they know what an urgent waving hand meant?
“Move it people!” he yelled, amplified by the external speakers in his helmet. 
A bit of movement to his right caught his attention…and to his disbelief the woman opened her eyes and looked up at him, tears welling up. “I…knew you’d be back,” she stammered, the burnt flesh on her face making it difficult for her to speak.
“Damn it girl,” Paul said, dropping back to a knee beside her. “I thought you were dead.”
“They tried…but I got them. Guess I blacked out afterwards.”
Paul pried open the hilt of his sword again, dialing the stun charge back, but not as far as last time. 
“I’m going to get you out of here,” he said, ever so lightly touching her midsection with the blade, then her head. 
The woman’s eyes rolled back into her head for a moment but she remained conscious, barely. 
“I love you,” she said in sarcastic relief as the pain almost completely vanished.
The first of the evacuees appeared beside Paul, coming into the atrium. He turned to face them but didn’t stand up. “Give me the kit.”
The man with the emergency medical kit walked over and handed him the box as more and more civilians began to spill into the atrium, including the first of the security guards. 
“Check the walkway,” he ordered, prying open the box and finding a can of spray foam. 
“I hope this is already numb,” he told the woman as he pulled her blood-soaked shirt off her wound, mentally cataloging a future upgrade to add a numbing agent to the foam itself. He covered her abdomen with the stuff, double thick, then administered a painkiller injection that would supplement the stun charge he’d given her. 
He hesitated a moment, inspecting her head, then decided to spray a thin amount of foam over the burn mark, shielding her bloody right eye from the aerosol spray with his other hand. 
“You two, carry her,” he said, pointing separately to the two largest men in the group of civilians as he closed the lid on the med kit and handed it to a random person before he made his way over to the walkway where the civilians were waiting. At the far end he could see the security guard waving back. 
“All clear,” he reported over Paul’s comm.
“Let’s go,” the Archon said, leading them out at a jog through the suspended walkway, glancing out the windows and seeing a cruiser to the north unloading a fresh set of kirbies as small explosions were popping up across its hull from brief flashes of light that he recognized as lachar blasts. Meanwhile large lances of blue plasma were hitting the side and upper hull of the cruiser and being deflected by its intact shields as the yellow/tan troop-laden transports disengaged from the underside of the hull.
Paul knew that their lower shields had to have been dropped to release them and wished they had a few mechs walking the streets to target the underside.
Just then a blur of motion shot by underneath the walkway and hit one of the plasma cannon batteries on the underside of the cruiser, taking it out with one well-placed rail gun slug. Paul couldn’t see it passing by in any detail, but the from tell-tale damage he knew what had hit the ship. 
A gout of green plasma from another cannon flashed back the opposite way, also passing under the high walkway, making Paul’s skin twinge with goosebumps at being so exposed in the tiny tube suspended between buildings.
“Hurry!” he yelled, running faster as he looked to his right to see where the plasma had hit.
Far down the street but running forward with a smooth gait was a madcat mark II equipped with a pair of rail guns in the arms, one of which fired off another slug straight under the walkway. A few moments later it ran directly underneath them and Paul could hear the impact tremors from its footsteps. He stopped at the end of the walkway as the people ran out and watched both those coming across and the mech as it continued to attack the cruiser, dodging to the right and scraping its arm against one of the walls to avoid another plasma blast that hit the ground a few dozen meters in front of the walkway on street level.
Fortunately they were 15 stories above and unaffected but the bright green light swallowed up everything for a moment, then the madcat launched all its missiles simultaneously…or as simultaneously as it could. It took 4 seconds for it to unload both missile boxes in a flash of smoke that partially obscured Paul’s view…then the next thing he knew the glass in the walkway shattered in numerous places as the cruiser’s anti-air batteries opened fire to take down the missiles.
One man in the civilian line took a hit to the chest, vaporizing his midsection and dropping his disconnected arms and head to the side while his pelvis and legs fell out the hole on the far side that the potent plasma shard had cut straight through the walkway. A woman behind him froze in fear, then registering the gruesome death barely three feet in front of her as she bent over and puked on the floor before getting knocked down by others running for their lives behind her. 
“Move, move, move!” Paul yelled, ducking back behind the cover of the building but staying within a meter of the walkway. The anti-air misses cut out a few seconds later and Paul snuck a peak back out into the now windy walkway with the warm outside air flowing in through multiple sections of broken glass.
He saw the mech fire again…but it was missing its left missile box, having been sheered clear off presumably by the cruiser’s return fire. Its rail gun slug smashed into the underside of the now smoking ship as a few kirbies started to redock, already having unloaded fresh troops onto the battlefield. 
Suddenly another blast from what was left of the cruiser’s underside weaponry hit the mech square on, blasting apart its stocky body and knocking the machine backwards onto the ground, the impact from which Paul could clearly hear through the broken windows. He could see that the round nose of the central body had been blown open and the mechanics inside severed, which had made the mech’s legs go limp…but there was a bit of a glint from the dense Herculium armored cockpit showing through the blast damage, meaning that the pilot was probably still alive.
The mech didn’t move, however, and the cruiser left it alone, picking up the kirbies and then fleeing the city as the defense lachars continued to blast away at it through its intact shields as wave after wave of plasma tried to beat them down. One of the docked kirbies exploded from one of the hits, then the cruiser passed out of Paul’s view behind several other buildings as it fled the city, heading back to base to pick up more troops to deliver.
As if on cue a swarm of lizards came around one of the street corners below and swarmed into the command building they were just now leaving, hundreds strong with a few maulers among them. 
“Keep moving,” Paul yelled at the last few civilian stragglers as four security guards brought up the rear just behind the civilians that were carrying the foamed-up guard. He ran back out onto the shattered glass of the walkway and pulled one woman up who was bodily shaking but unwounded, and pushed her towards the exit before running on. 
He helped the security guards pick up two more wounded personnel, one of which had lost his left leg just above the knee from an anti-air blast, cutting and cauterizing the leg in the same instant. Paul picked the staggering man up like a rag doll and ran him back across the walkway and called for the med kit from the group milling about on the other side as the security guards in the lead held them back until Paul gave the word to move on, and in which direction.
The Archon used the last of the spray foam on the man’s half leg then gave him an injection to numb the pain, then one to knock him unconscious. 
“Carry him,” Paul told a man and woman beside him who seemed to be keeping their wits about them. 
“Control,” he said, using his helmet’s comm system to radio for assistance. “I need mantises to evac 100 or so survivors with medics on hand. We have some seriously wounded.”
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Two medium-sized mantises landed on the street a block away from the command building and the lizard incursion, retracting their blade-like wings into the hull and lowering down to the ground on anti-grav engines as the civilian survivors rushed to board from their cover inside the nearby buildings that extended well up into the skyline, constricting the transports maneuvering capabilities while shielding them from the nearby ground troops. As the boarding ramps lowered one of the mantises offloaded three Archons carrying an assortment of equipment packs.
As they stepped off a pair of medics followed them, quickly spotting the wounded and getting them onboard as a third mantis flew in and settled down on the street, accepting another two dozen or so passengers. 
“Thought you could use some backup,” Harrison said, tossing a heavy bundle to Paul as the other two Sabers went inside the building and deposited their satchels before coming back out with weapons drawn and their gaze alert. So far there hadn’t been any lizard activity on this street, but that could change at any moment and they knew better than to get caught off guard.
“How do things look?” Paul asked, setting the bundle down and pulling out pieces of replacement Archon armor.
“Last I heard we’ve clipped most of the cruisers’ underside weapons batteries, but they’re still using them to ferry in more troops. I don’t know what their aim is besides finding as many of us as possible to kill but it looks like this is turning into strictly a ground campaign.”
Paul tossed Harrison his rifle. “Reload that, will ya?”
Harrison didn’t answer, but walked inside the nearby building and set his other gear down, then pulled out an ammunition satchel and began to feed shells into Paul’s weapon as the trailblazer pulled off his damaged chest plate and replaced it with a new red one. The color didn’t match the rest of his silver armor, but soon that wasn’t going to matter for in a few hours’ time the sun would go down and the battle would be turning into another round of night fighting.
The other two Archons watched as the last of the civilians squeezed into the three transports and they lifted off, hovering low through the city streets and disappearing around the next corner, making Paul frown as he considered why they were doing that…they’d come in from directly above.
After he clicked his new chest piece into play he toggled his battlemap and got his answer.
Another cruiser was just arriving, making the local airspace too hot to risk flying through. 
Suddenly the sun was blotted out as the massive ship passed overhead, slowing to a stop just east of their position but still blocking out their view of half the sky. From underneath more kirbies dropped down and disappeared between the buildings as washes of blue plasma were collected on the ship’s shields as the cruiser blocked the brunt of the attack to protect the transports. 
“What’s the plan?” Fred-498 asked.
“Run and gun,” Paul said, also replacing a shoulder piece in his armor before carrying the bundle of spare parts off the street and over into the building. “We’ll establish a depot in this building for our gear and anything useful we can scavenge. We head out, rack up a kill count, then circle back here to regroup and reload as many times as we can. The lizards are hitting the command building hard, so there should be plenty to play with.”
“Any of them in this building yet?” Harrison asked as he handed back Paul his now fully reloaded plasma rifle along with a replacement power pack for his stun sword. 
“A few followed us across the walkway, but I don’t know if they’ve moved in in force,” he said, quickly swapping out the component. 
“The fighting’s getting pretty heavy in the northeast,” Kali said, crossing in front of Paul to guard the door back out onto the street. “And I think that cruiser just added a few hundred more troops to the fight.”
“How’d you guys get free?”
“Jason had us hunting a rogue group of lizards in the northwest, then redirected us here along with additional supplies. He says the lizards are up to something but he hasn’t figured out what yet.”
“What were the rogues doing?”
“Planting explosives,” Harrison answered.
“Where?”
Harrison toggled his battlemap and sent an icon over to Paul. 
“Damn it, I know what they’re after,” he said, opening a new comm line.
“What?” Harrison asked.
Paul held up a wait finger.
“Guys, you there?”
“A little bit busy, Paul,” Morgan answered.
“Here,” Greg answered.
“What’s up?” Jason asked.
“I think the lizards have figured out that we control our navy by remote and they’re trying to cut off our orbital bombardment by severing our uplink.”
“That’s nuts,” Cora said over the all trailblazer teamcomm. “We’ve got dozens of transmitters around the planet.”
“It may not be their only objective, but I’m sure it’s on their to-do list. Suggest you keep a close eye on all comm facilities within the city.”
“They’ve already knocked out a relay,” Rafa said. “Southern zone. They took down the whole building with cruiser fire early on, so I didn’t suspect it had anything to do with just the comm gear.”
“Damn it,” Jason said. “It’s not the naval communications they’re after. They’re trying to cut off our battlenet. I’m showing 7 relays down within the city, and we’re close to getting a dead zone in the northeast if we lose another one or two.”
“They may be after both,” Paul suggested, realizing that without the Excalibur in orbit the only transmitter stations they had for their fleet were on the surface. But unless the lizards were planning on taking out all the Clan colonies they weren’t going to be able to cut them off from their ships.
“I think they’re up to a lot of things,” Ace added. “I’m seeing a lot of tech gear being offloaded. Looks similar to their det packs only bigger. They’re also trying to take buildings rather than…”
Paul cringed as a loud screech pierced his ears before all sound cut out. He also noticed that his battlemap had frozen, giving him the last known positions of all troops thanks to the memory chip in his helmet, but the map itself was glazed over indicating no live signal was incoming…save for three dots around his own position on the map.
“Guys, sound off if you’re there?” he asked, just checking even though he knew they wouldn’t be so when no one responded he switched frequencies to his local teamcomm with the three Archons standing next to him.
“Are you guys up?” he asked through the comm, cutting off his external audio.
“I lost my battlemap,” Kali reported back, “but I can still hear you.”
“Ditto,” Fred said.
“I can’t get control,” Harrison added a moment later. “White noise?”
“Looks like it,” Paul said, still toggling his battlemap and comm gear, trying to isolate the source without success. All their various signal routes were being flooded with randomized data, making it impossible for their comm systems to filter out what was signal and what was junk. Normally they had backups to prevent this sort of thing from happening, but according to Paul’s armor’s self-diagnostics all the backups were being flooded as well.
“Kali, sing a song and take a run down the street.”
“Any requests?” she asked, heading out the door as Harrison moved over to take up her sentry position.
“No Ilva Sesteren,” Fred said, knowing that Kali was fond of that particularly annoying singer.
“Buddy you’re a boy make a big noise playing in the street gonna be a big man some day,” she sang as Paul watched her tracking dot move on his battlemap hugging the building and running away.
“You got mud on your face, yo big disgrace, kickin your can all over the place, singing…we…rock…will…you…” Paul heard before her audio completely cut out, followed by her dot a moment later as it froze in position, glassed over marking her last known position.
“She does know to come back, right?” Fred asked as Paul measured the distance to be approximately 70 meters before signal loss, meaning that their local transmitters were strong enough to punch through the rest of the signal, allowing their comm filters to pick up the pattern despite all the rest of the white noise. Star Force had gone to great care designing their comm systems to be nearly unjammable, and he was glad that they at least retained some functionality in this digital snowstorm.
“you’re an old man, poor man pleading,” Kali’s voice came back along with her dot as she ran back to the door.
“Got it, Kali,” Paul said. “Looks like 70 meters or so. As long as we keep close we shouldn’t be affected.”
“Where we headed?” she asked, coming back inside and bumped the other Archon out of her spot.
“It can’t be coming from the cruisers,” Harrison suggested, “or they’d have used it by now.”
“The new arrival brought a transmitter with it?” Fred guessed.
“No, Harrison is right,” Paul said, walking over to the door and looking up at the big lizard ship as it continued to sit in place soaking up weaponsfire with its shields as kirbies buzzed around underneath redocking. “They could have put one in place days ago. They have to be using one of ours…and I know the first place we’re going to look.”
“Let me guess,” Fred asked. “The command building?”
“Big transmitter and they attacked it directly,” Harrison commented. “But it’s small compared to the orbital relays.”
“Misdirection,” Paul said, stashing the bundle of armor parts into a nearby closet along with a host of other clothing and accessories that the store in this building supplied to the local Star Force personnel, and would one day sell if and when the mass civilian colonists from Sol would ever be given clearance to start arriving. “They’re probably going to hit those later, but as a stepping stone, and to keep us off balance, they seize one of the smaller ones.”
“And blow others up?” Harrison asked. “Sounds like a bit of a stretch.”
Paul fervently shook his head. “No, it’s typical lizard thinking. They may use mass tactics, but they still think they’re superior and can out think us. They started out bold, and every time we’ve made them pay for it they’ve gotten more and more devious. They know our ability to take out their bases with orbital bombardment is the one advantage we have over them, and now that we’ve got enough ships in system to hold off their defensive raids we’ve got them beat and they know it. They have to take away that ability, and the only viable way to do that is to cut our comm link.”
“You’re sure?” Harrison said, seeing the wisdom in his words but not the evidence to back it up.
“They also want to kill as many of us as they can, but then again that’s also window dressing to make us think this is one last, desperate attack. We know they can grow new troops in a matter of months to replace any they lose here, and they can repair and refit their cruisers in even less time, so the only damage that truly counts is what we do to their bases.”
“Ok, I’m sold,” Harrison said, adding another equipment satchel to the closet before dragging a low shelf over in front of the door to keep the casual wondering lizard out. “What’s our plan of attack?”
Paul just stared at him through his faceplate. “Kali, what does putting that in front of the door suggest?”
“That there’s something behind it we don’t want people to see,” she answered.
“Stick with anonymity,” Paul said, motioning for him to put it back.
“Ok, you have a point,” Harrison said sheepishly as he dragged the shelf back to where it had been. 
“Grab any lizard weapons you come across and stash them at various points around the building,” Paul said, walking off further into the structure with the other Archons falling in line. “We’ll need them if we run out of ammo and I’d rather the lizards not have access to them. Follow my lead and pick up what I drop. They were establishing defensive lines last time I came through, so they shouldn’t be hard to find.”
Paul led them up through the building towards the walkway, racking up a team kill count of 56 before they got to the entry atrium. There they ran up against two portable turrets, a ring of barricades, and several dozen more lizards. They hit and destroyed one turret then fled off into the building in pairs, hoping to draw off some pursuit.
Kali and Paul did, with a group of 8 lizards chasing after them, which left Harrison and Fred free to double back and hit the defenses again. They knocked out the other turret and took possession of the first two rows of barricades before they got stopped up by reinforcements coming across the walkway. Of the three rings of barricades, each of  which were about chest height, the pair of Sabers held position on the outside of ring 2 and were firing on the inside of ring 1 where five lizards were hunkered down, trying to hold on to that defensive position until reinforcements arrived.
Several green plasma blasts flew overhead as the incoming lizards took some long range shots over top their own troops, nearly hitting one of them when it popped up from cover to fire. Harrison ducked to the side, then fired a couple of lances of blue plasma back into the approaching lizard troops, taking two down as the group had nothing to hide behind on the walkway. He saw one jerk to the side out of reflex and fall out the broken window…then reach back up and grab the leg of another, pulling it to the ground before the two of them managed to get the fallen one back up into the walkway.
Harrison didn’t get another shot off because the five lizards on the barricade all came up at once and started laying down suppression fire in sequence, each taking their turn so that they couldn’t be caught off guard during the recharge period between each shot. That kept the Archons pinned down before Kali came back into the atrium firing as she crossed over to another exit in the room.
“Fall back,” she said, providing them some cover as she shot one of the lizards on the barricade. 
Harrison and Fred scooted across the ground then hopped over the third ring of barricades at different points. Harrison took a glancing blow on his left leg as he flew over the top, then the three Archons retreated out of the atrium and further into the building.
“Split up and ambush at will,” Kali told them before ducking down a side hallway.
“Adios,” Fred said before heading off a different direction.
“Run and gun,” Harrison reminded himself in a whisper as he settled into a jog and began working his way around a figure eight section of the level they were on and camped out there until lizards started to come his way in twos and threes…which were easy pickings for an Archon.
  
Back in the atrium Paul emerged a few minutes later carrying two lizard rifles, one in each hand, and running at full speed towards the barricades. He shot one lizard before he got to the outer row, then hurdled it and shot another upon landing. With the ease of an Olympic athlete he cleared the next barricade and fired again when his feet hit the ground, nailing another of the few guard lizards left in place while the others were out searching the building for the other Humans. 
Paul sailed over the last barricade and kicked one lizard aside while shooting a second, then quickly finished off the first. He paused for a moment, then fired off two shots down the walkway, both of which made it to the other side without hitting the walls. Turret fire answered him and he ducked aside, disappearing back into the corridors of the building and waiting to see if they had any more reinforcements to send.
Two more waves would come, then the lizards stopped sending troops. Paul and the other Archons rearranged their barricades and began pushing one slowly across the walkway, using it as cover against the turret all the way up to the other atrium, from which they sprang out and took down the light defenses. Only 1 turret and 4 guards had been posted on the far side, but more lizards were quick to show up once the firefight started.
The Archons split up two and two again, each taking one side of the hallway and fighting down it until they came across good ambush positions. From there one Archon in each group would run off and start killing everything in sight until they drew a sufficiently large response, then they’d run back to the other and draw the lizards into their improvised kill zones. They kept that up until their ammo began to diminish, then they retreated back to the atrium and across the walkway, disappearing into the other building again. 
The next assault they made was on ground level, having broken in through some of the lower windows and bypassing the guards at the doors. They went on another killing spree, thinning the lizard numbers as night fell, along with which came another cruiser and more kirbies landing right outside the command building, delivering more troops to hold the structure than the Archons had managed to kill in the previous hours.
Knowing that their best bet to thin them down would be to draw them into the other building the Archons staged small raids all night long, but only succeeded in drawing a few dozen off initially, then the lizards changed their tactics and no longer went beyond the boundaries of the command building. From their they began beefing up their defenses with additional turrets and barricades the kirbies were also bringing in, making it harder and harder for the Archons to enter the building to make their hunting runs. 
Midway through the night the foursome took a break to get a few hours of sleep, taking turns on watch and getting something to eat, as well as additional ambrosia doses to replace what they’d burned off. With all other troops busy at multiple invasion points, and their communications still down, Paul’s group had the command building all to themselves and a lot of work to do the coming day. 
Patience, he knew, was key to their longevity and kill count…and as long as their supplies held out they were going to take out as many lizards as they could, hoping that meanwhile the rest of Star Force was doing likewise and the lizards didn’t have any more surprises for them planned during the shroud of this comm whiteout. 
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March 23, 2266
Epsilon Eridani System
Corneria
  
Paul’s eyes snapped open as Kali’s hand jostled his shoulder. He looked up into her helmeted face as she gestured to the right and headed over to Fred and woke him up in the same manner, followed by Harrison. None of the three Archons said a word, but all grabbed their helmets and weapons and followed Kali outside the third floor interior office they’d claimed as their rest zone. 
She crossed over to the edge of a commons area and crawled up to the edge of the floor-to-ceiling windows lining the street. Paul did likewise while the other two Archons held back and stood watch over the approaching hallways. When he pulled up into view he saw a dimly lit street with harsh shadows being cut by the rising sun eeking through the slots between buildings…and a line of lizards marching from left to right following one of their assault vehicles. 
“That’s not a good sign,” Paul said over the comm. 
“What do you want to do?”
“I want to jump them…but we’ve got to find and disable that jamming signal.”
“Still think it’s in the command building?”
“Yes.”
“Then let’s go. I didn’t want to tangle with that tank anyway.”
“Are these the first to come through?”
“The first I’ve noticed, but I haven’t been at the window the whole watch.”
“Any movement inside?”
“Not a peep.”
Paul crawled back from the window with Kali following him until they were far enough out of sight to stand up, then they walked over to join the other two Archons.
“What’s the plan?” Harrison asked.
“Same as before. We keep hitting the command building until we can punch a hole inside.”
“Ground or walkway?” 
“I hate to be predictable, but let’s try the walkway again.”
Kali smiled beneath her helmet where the others couldn’t see as an idea occurred to her. “Let’s hit the walkway…from the top this time.”
Paul cocked his head her direction for a moment, then nodded as he caught her meaning. “Grab our gear on the way out. Let’s see if we can’t permanently relocate across the street.”
  
Half an hour later Paul stood on the semi-flat roof of the walkway that stretched between the 16th floor on both massive buildings, carrying his rifle in one hand and a gear satchel in the other, balancing carefully against the light, but erratic wind gusting through the gaps between the city structures. They had a meter-wide flat section of roof to work with, then a taper down to the edges and a very lethal fall after that, armor or no. Below them the lizards had reinforced the broken walkway with additional turrets and barricades, but there was no way for them to see or reach the top, for unlike the glass-covered sides it wasn’t transparent.
On the opposite side was a bank of windows a meter and a half up from the roof. They reflected the now bright sunlight back into Paul’s face as he walked out of shadow, catching the reflective angle just right in order to blind him…but fortunately his faceplate cut out the harshness of the bright flash and he was still able to see his feet in front of him and keep his balance.
“Watch the glare,” he warned, crossing the midway point and continuing on ahead of the others to the far side where he carefully turned around and set his satchel down on the roof. He got a two-handed grip on his plasma rifle and aimed at the lower edge of the window and fired three shots in a flat line across it. 
The panes melted and cracked, but didn’t break free as they had when the lizard anti-air plasma had hit the walkway. To remedy that fact Paul walked up and introduced the butt of his rifle to the cracked safety glass and tore open a hole large enough for him to crawl through. He looked inside to make sure the area was clear then pushed his weapon through before climbing up. From the inside he broke away more of the glass and accepted his satchel as Harrison passed it up to him, then his own.
Paul pulled both bags inside and tossed them to his right then grabbed Fred’s two satchels after Harrison came up. Kali came last, just in time to get to her feet in before a firefight broke out in the hallway just outside the office they were standing in.
“Stay or move?” Harrison asked, firing at a pair of lizards coming their way down a narrow hallway. 
“Both,” Paul answered, running over to the door. “Fred and Kali, stay and guard our gear. Harrison, you come with me and we’ll lead them off. Once you’re clear, reposition our gear to another hideaway.”
“Have fun,” Kali offered as Paul nudged past Harrison who was half blocking the door. Once outside he charged toward the one remaining lizard and nailed it in the head as it popped out of cover to fire at him. Five seconds later more appeared, coming out of a room further down the hall, but Paul lit them up at range and sprinted forward, knowing that standing in the narrow corridor was akin to camping out in a death zone. 
Harrison followed close behind, but couldn’t get a shot off past Paul until the trailblazer busted through three of them and landed on the other side. The adept shot two on the ground, then a third coming out of the room as Paul flipped around and shot the one closest to him as both men closed in on the doorway and fought their way inside, killing 4 more lizards in the process.
“What the hell is this?” Harrison asked, seeing a lot of lizard tech spread around the room. There were also even larger piles of computers, chairs, pieces of desks, video screens, and all other assorted items piled around, along with three cubes of metal lying on the floor next to one of the devices.
“Son of a bitch,” Paul said, motioning for Harrison to watch the door. “They really are moving in. This is recycling equipment,” he said, tapping a boot against one of the cubes. “Bet you a hundred credits they’ve got some sort of portable factory around here somewhere.”
“To make what?”
“I don’t know, but this definitely isn’t a smash raid,” Paul said, circling back to the door.
“You think they figure the only safe place from our orbital guns is in one of our own cities?”
Paul tapped Harrison on the shoulder, sending him back out into the hallway and to the right with him following a step behind. 
“Set up their own colony inside one of our cities…they might just be bold enough to try,” Paul said as they ducked into an intersection and split up, taking a step to either side as they each covered a hall, finding both clear, then continuing on.
“Could explain why they’re not blasting everything in sight.”
“I hate to say it, but I have a bad feeling you might be onto something.”
“So much for the desperate lizard theory. Up or down?” Harrison asked as they turned a corner and came to a familiar staircase.
“You take up, I’ll head down. Keep on the run until they signal we’re clear, then go to ground.”
“Copy,” Harrison confirmed as he hit the stairs. Paul went the opposite direction and began circling around, dropping down two levels before getting off and running through what he knew to be a heavy lizard zone from yesterday. He got through three turns of the hallway before running into his first opposition, gunning the lone lizard down at range then having three doors open up in response to the sound and start spewing lizards all over the hallway.
Paul didn’t hesitate and ran right into them, firing as he went. He plowed through their wounded or dead bodies as they fell, shoving others aside and all the while making progress down the corridor. When he finally broke through to clear running space on the far side he emerged into a large lounge with 20+ lizards scurrying about, some with weapons, some without as they worked to set up a makeshift barracks complete with the foul smelling foodstuff slices they heated on small powered plates.
Paul jumped right into the middle of them hoping to catch several off guard as he shot those with weapons first, then pushed a Human-made shelf over, dumping all kinds of lizard supplies onto the ground, some of which appeared to be liquid. He shot two more before running out another door, leaving a lot of dazed and angry lizards behind him.
The trailblazer didn’t give them a chance to regroup or catch up to him. As fast as they were Paul had gotten a few steps on them and that’s all he needed. He zigzagged across the level then ducked down a different staircase to three below, sowing as much confusion and alarm as he could and drawing attention away from Kali and Fred until he ran up against stiffer defenses, then rebounded back across the level in a different direction, collected a huge army of pursuit trailing him.
Knowing that he was quickly getting in over his head he switched tactics, gapping his pursuit long enough to get out of eyesight and duck into a supply room. Calming himself he climbed up to the top rack of supplies on a somewhat shaky shelf and laid down in between a pair of boxes, holding his rifle across his chest as he faced the ceiling less than half a meter above his face, making sure to pull his elbows in so they wouldn’t hang over the edge.
Then he waited. The room was dark save for the light coming in what had been an open door when he arrived, so he left it open at the same angle to avoid drawing suspicion. Never the less a few minutes later a lizard walked in with weapon draw, glanced around seeing nothing, then walked back out and closed the door behind it.
Taking a few deep breaths Paul studied his battlemap, noticing that his teammates were no longer showing up, as he’d expected. He’d gotten out of range by going lower in the building, but he hoped that Harrison was still in range to contact the others. 
Studying the frozen battlemap he took a closer look at the level he was on and what was around him both up and down, planning out his next move as he recalled the lizard positions from yesterday. The bottom three levels had been the heaviest infestations, with the enemy setting up operations at ground level and working their way up in force, but having sent expeditionary teams up to the walkways and a few other locations, along with having roving security teams moving about once they realized that Star Force had been able to infiltrate the building. 
Apparently overnight they’d moved more troops up into the middle levels while maintaining a strong hold on the roof where the transmitting gear was. They’d tried to get at it yesterday, but the lizards had made good use of the barricades that the Duke’s people had put up earlier and had kept the Archons bottled up long enough to whistle up reinforcements…which were now apparently using the elevators that had been locked down the moment the building came under attack.
That shouldn’t have surprised Paul. If they could hack their comm gear why couldn’t they also hack the elevator controls. It made him wonder how much more of their technology they could interface with, and was it because they’d studied samples of their tech for a long time or because it was so primitive by comparison that it wasn’t all that hard for them to figure out.
Star Force had been able to learn enough to work some of the lizard technology, but they hadn’t been able to hack into their computer systems because they hadn’t established an interlink program. The lizards, on the other hand, didn’t have access to any Star Force tech to begin with, unless they took it in those early raids. Regardless, the stupid bastards were proving to be more and more intelligent as time passed, despite their brutish combat philosophies. 
After giving the lizards more than 10 minutes to look elsewhere for him, Paul carefully climbed down the shelf and cracked the door open, listening for sounds of movement before poking his head out. To his right he saw the back of one lizard walking down the hallway, but his left was clear so he snuck out and sprinted down two sections and turned right…running into two other lizards.
He grabbed one by the throat as he kicked the other one to the floor, then pulled the choking one close and wrapped his arms around its head and jerked, snapping its neck before it could fire its weapon.
The other one dropped its rifle as it fell, then bounced back up off the ground like a cat and dove forward trying to reach its rifle. Paul leaned forward and dropped to a knee, catching its clawed hand at the wrist and pinning it to the ground before bringing his right fist down hard onto the back of its head. When the body went limp Paul got up and ran on down a few more lengths of hallway until he got to another stairwell, one he hadn’t used recently, and shot a pair of lizards coming down just as he got to the entrance. 
Knowing that the plasma fire was going to draw attention he dragged the bodies off the stairs and tossed them down the descending case, hoping to make any pursuit think he was headed that direction. 
Running upwards he made it two flights before getting caught up in a firefight with four more lizards that slowed him down. All around him he could hear the screeching calls of the enemy as they verbally coordinated their hunt, trying to pin him in one place where they could amass the numbers necessary to take him down.
Knowing exactly what they were trying to do Paul retreated back down the staircase one level, knocked aside and killing another lizard in his way, then sprinted across half the building to find another staircase.
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“There he is,” Harrison whispered to himself as he saw Paul’s tracking dot reappear on his battlemap three levels below. The Archon left his concealed post and headed over to the stairwell he thought Paul was headed up and caught a lizard from behind on the way, taking it down with a shot to the back of the head before jumping over the body. He got to the stairwell three seconds before Paul came into view motioning him backward.
Harrison complied, stepping back and letting him pass him going up the steps, then Paul turned around and fired back down at the hoard of lizards following him up. Harrison opened fire as well, surprised that there were so many so close to the trailblazer. 
“Hold here,” Paul said, dropping to a knee along one side of the entryway, obscuring half his body from view. 
Harrison did likewise on the opposite side and the pair held position, mowing down two dozen of the lizards before the flow finally stopped, then Paul leapt up out of his position and ran back towards the tracking dots of the other two Archons partway across the level. 
“Kali, you secure?” Paul asked over the comm.
“We’re good. This level is mostly quiet.”
“Bring me in.”
A moment later a waypoint materialized on Paul’s battlemap, leading him to a position 20 meters away from Kali’s and Fred’s tracking dots. Apparently they had positioned themselves just outside their newly acquired base. 
When he and Harrison got to the waypoint he almost laughed, noting that they’d chosen a restroom to hole up in this time. “Nice locale.”
“Saves us from making extra trips,” Kali commented as Paul pushed in the door and saw a double row of urinals transitioning over into stalls. The opposite end of the long room had another exit, meaning it would be difficult for the lizards to pin them in if they ever discovered their location.
“Third on the left,” Harrison suggested.
Paul walked down to the third set of stalls and opened the door on the left, finding their gear satchels stacked neatly on the floor. He opened the one containing their plasma rifle ammo and pulled out several small disposable boxes that held 9 rounds each, then sat down on the floor in the middle of the room and began to reload his weapon. 
“Now that we’re in…” Harrison asked.
“Thin their numbers,” Paul answered, still loading. “Randomly. Hit above and below this level, but don’t try to carve out any territory. See what kind of reinforcement rate they have and if we can bleed them dry. If we can’t, then we move our base up progressively until we get near the barricades, then we find or make a hole to get through.”
“Before or after we run out of ammo?”
“Depends how many lizards they’ve got to throw at us. If need be we use their weapons, but the more we kill here the less they have to redeploy elsewhere. And you’ve already seen that they’re setting up this building for a long term occupation. The more we disrupt that the better,” Paul said, finishing his reload and standing up. 
“Pairs?”
“Singles. Kali, Fred, make a run through the two higher levels. Keep it random and a straight shot and shoot what you can on sight, but don’t get pinned down. Harrison, you’ve got this level. I’m going back the way I came for a weapons grab.”
Harrison walked past Paul and headed out the far door while Paul backtracked through the half mile wide building to the staircase he’d come up, finding the stack of bodies where he’d left them. Listening for sounds of activity further down he began rifling through the corpses and pulling out their plasma rifles, tucking a stack of four under his left arm before retreating one section over and stashing them in a random office, hiding them under a desk. 
He repeated the process in other rooms across the level, killing two more lizards who had the misfortunate of running into him. He left those bodies and the others where they were for the other lizards to find, not wanting to give them the impression that he cared about this level more than the others by cleaning it up. 
Afterwards he conferred with his fellow Archons and began following up their raids with sneak runs to grab up the lizard weapons. He wasn’t always successful, as more lizards began moving into the areas they were cleaning out, but later on that day his captured weapon count surpassed 120, which he used to create small weapons caches around the building that he marked on the battlemap for the others to find should they run out of ammo without being able to return to base.
The next day the incoming flow of lizard reinforcements coming up from below suddenly stopped, with Paul thinking they’d finally bled them dry until Kali happened across a group of lizards coming down from above and heading straight through the 10-15 levels that the four Archons were terrorizing without even bothering to get off the staircase. Paul found that odd so he caught up with and followed the lizards down all the way to the lower five levels, noting that all others in between had been empty as far as he could see. 
The usual check points, barricaded halls, and guarded rooms were devoid of lizards. Paul even made a side trip over to what they had identified earlier as a lizard stronghold, finding the room full of lizard gea but completely empty of occupants. Frowning, he retreated back over to the staircase and followed the lizards on down, wondering what they were doing…and hoping that they hadn’t decided to blow up the building.
To his surprise blue dots began popping up on his battlemap when he descended to the 4th floor, suddenly explaining why the lizards had been moving down en mass. 
Abandoning his recon run Paul charged down to the third level, then the second before he caught up with any of the lizards, running up on the back of a group of six that were holding a barricade checkpoint near the stairwell as others were retreating back to their position in ones and twos. 
Tucking his rifle onto his back Paul whipped out and activated his stun sword, running up behind the lizards and getting the drop on them, jabbing and slashing them into unconsciousness until he claimed the checkpoint barricades for his own, then he switched over to his rifle again and began shooting the retreating lizards from cover, sparring a shot now and then for those on the ground around him.
After clearing out the hallway Paul abandoned his position and ran forward, searching out the closest firefight. He caught two more lizards in retreat before he came up on an intact barricade defense onto an overlook of the building’s main lobby that was the size of several football fields. As he got closer dozens of blue dots began popping up all around him, with most of them centered on that open area…and all of which were tagged as Canderians. 
Paul switched weapons again and ambushed this barricade from behind as he had the last one, then he kicked aside one of the sturdy, but not incredibly heavy, plastic-like obstructions and ran out onto the walkway ringing the lobby. One level below him there were knots of lizards holding out against the Canderians, but only because they’d been cut off from any hope of retreat. To his right and left there were more defenses set up, but many of them were pulling back as Canderians in full green body armor were popping up at various positions on the second floor perimeter and flanking the turrets and gunners firing down on the invading troops.
Paul did likewise, running off to the right and taking down a lizard manning a more beefy, manually fired turret that was blasting away parts of the floor below. Paul kicked it out of the small gunner’s seat and shot it dead, then moved on to a knot of snipers, taking two down before the other three even noticed he was there. He continued running the edge of the 3-sided box all the way up to the windows on the front of the building as the Canderians swarmed over the lizard defenses, then he backtracked and met up with a group coming up one of the stairwells, killing a retreating lizard in the process.
Paul waved the four Canderians forward and led them across the level to the nearest knot of resistance and helped them take it down before his helmet comm activated. 
“Sir, Arc Tribune Raines reporting. We are at your command.”
Paul located his signal position on the battlemap and started jogging towards it through the hallways. 
“Glad to have the backup, Tribune. The lizards have been reinforcing this building periodically, so I need you to establish a defensive line in the lobby and all other level 1 entrances. I’ve got three other Archons on the higher levels and we’ve been thinning their numbers for the past two days, but they’ve got the upper part of the building locked down and that’s where we need to go,” Paul said as he rounded a corner and saw Raines’ ID tag pop up over one of several identical green suits of armor roaming the hallways.
“What do they have up there?” the slightly taller man asked as they met faceplate to faceplate.
“They’ve been redecorating the entire building with various pieces of equipment, but I think they’re using the comm systems to send out the jamming signal messing with our battlemap.”
“There’s more than one signal, I’m afraid. Control had identified a minimum of 4 sources before we entered the dead zone, and that was 4 hours ago.”
“What’d you come in on?”
“Assault shuttles, but we had to ground several blocks away and fight our way up here. The lizards have mobile anti-air vehicles roaming the streets along with what we’re calling ‘chip’ missile launchers mixed in with their infantry. Something new, I think, as far as the intel reports have indicated.”
“How many men have you got?”
“Four centuries on the ground, with the others being flown down as fast as we can get them here. We would have liked to have landed on the roof, but the lizards have it full of anti-air emplacements. If we can take those down my men won’t have to hoof it several kilometers over here after landing.”
Paul nodded his agreement. Four centuries meant approximately 1000 soldiers in play, which should be enough to hold the building at ground level, but if the lizards were using the landing pads on the roof it was possible they could have been reinforcing from that direction…though to date he hadn’t seen any kirbies flying that high, probably due to the fact that they didn’t want to risk being taken down by the defense towers.
“How many defense towers are down?”
“Two more since yesterday, both ground affairs, but their cruisers are so beat up we’ve still got air superiority at altitude, just not down in the trenches. Skeet and gunship assaults are being fended off by their anti-air assets, but they were able to provide a distraction for our landing.”
“Any mech support on the ground?”
“Yesterday six dropships of reinforcements from up north were intercepted by a lizard cruiser. Two were shot down while the others were able to retreat. That cruiser is still lingering about, out of turret range, and preventing any of our larger transports from getting to the city. I think they know our mechs will eat up their vehicles and don’t want us getting more in play.”
“Damn it,” Paul said, looking around at the growing number of Canderians standing and listening to the two men. “I want sweeps on the ground level immediately, with checkpoints on all stairwells and elevators. Once cleared, we move up and repeat on the next level. I also want your best evocaton released to me to push upwards. Keep one stairwell with a man on each level to act as a relay for our comms and battlemap.”  
“I’ll have your evocaton here within 3 minutes,” the Tribune promised, getting in contact with his men as Paul headed over to the nearest stairwell and waited, switching his comm gear over to relay status. In addition to his own identification signal his armor’s built in gear now began transmitting his battlemap data out as well as serving as a data relay for short range signals passing between distant targets. Normally transmitters within the city or on mechs and aircraft would handle those duties, but given the extreme short range the troops were facing with the whiteout they were going to have to link up their armor systems to stay in contact.
A few minutes later the 43 troops of his evocaton arrived. 6 Triarill, each composed of 6 troops and their leading Triarii, made up the larger Canderian unit, led by an Evocati that Paul’s HUD tagged as Lila-A623-34. Like the Archons all Canderians only had one name with an identification number to follow. In their case the first sequence identified their orisect, which was the family unit they’d been raised with, followed by their ‘familiar’ number used within that orisect, ranging from 00-99. Canderian converts, made up of initiates who did not enter the their training programs at birth, had their orisect number listed first, followed by the letter, while those who joined through periodic or individual training had a sequential number bracketed by Rs, such as R236R, indicating that they were of ‘rogue’ origin. 
“Lila,” Paul said as she arrived with the others. “We’re going up to rendezvous with 3 other Archons. Follow me by twos and keep it close. Have all your men set their helmets to relay mode.
“Lead on,” she prompted before giving unit commands that Paul couldn’t hear to her Evocaton. 
He took to the stairs, sword in hand, and led them back up to their base of operations, dispatching 20 of their men by 5s to guard the four walkway access points to the surrounding buildings on the way up. As soon as Kali’s dot appeared on his battlemap he got on the comm. 
“Switch to relay mode, we’ve got Canderous reinforcements. That’s what the lizards were running towards. What’s the activity level been up here?”
“A few passing groups headed down,” she answered as Fred and Harrison’s dots popped up on separate sections of the map, adding them into the teamcomm. “Other than that it’s been quiet as a tomb. Harrison went up to check the floors above.”
“Quiet all the way to the barricade line. Drew some fire there, so they haven’t abandoned their positions. Looks like you made some friends?”
“There are 1000 more downstairs and more on the way,” Paul said, finally seeing Kali as she stepped out into the hallway from her hiding place. “They’re going to execute a floor by floor sweep and keep the walkways covered. In the meantime we’re poking a hole into the upstairs.”
Paul turned towards Lila. “Give her a Triarill and assign two more for the other Archons. You and the remainder stick with me.”
The green armored Canderian made two quick hand gestures and a group of seven troops broke off and advanced to Kali’s position. 
“Are the elevators functional?” Lila asked.
“We cut the power feeds a few hours ago so the lizards couldn’t use them,” Paul said as he ran off toward Fred’s dot elsewhere on the same level while Harrison was coming down from one above. “They hacked the controls from the upper floors where the Duke had locked them out and I don’t have the gear with me to override from down here. Besides, they’d be stupid if they didn’t have the exits guarded with those portable turrets of theirs.”
“Stairs then?” she asked, dispatching Fred’s men with another quick gesture as the Archon came into view. Paul took a quick turn and headed a different direction, reducing the Canderians following him down to 9. 
“They’ve upgraded the furniture piles the Duke made with additional junk, leaving only one route clear and that’s heavily guarded.”
“We have men with explosives downstairs,” the Evocati offered.
“We’ll save that as a fallback. We’ve got a few options already laid out, we’ve just been low on manpower.”
A few steps later and they were at another staircase, meeting Harrison as he came down.
“Take your men and hit point 5,” Paul told him as they ran by and he took to the stairs with only Lila and one other Canderian following him.
“You taking 4?” Harrison asked over the comm as Paul disappeared up to the next level.
“We’re keeping 1 honest and redeploying as necessary. Issue your troops lizard rifles, two each.”
“On it,” Harrison said.
Paul ran up three flights of stairs before making a detour to the south, hoping over a dead lizard that the others hadn’t bothered to pick up yet, and darting into a residential block consisting of only 4 quarters with doors all facing one another. They were used either by high ranking staff that migrated from location to location on a temporary basis or by those regulars that didn’t work a standard shift and spent repetitive, irregular hours in the building, such as Duke Hightower. 
None of these four were his, and two of them were currently unused. Paul led his pair of Canderians into one of them and back into the small bedroom, placing his stun sword on top of the geometrically shaped bed as he knelt down on the other side and pulled open a storage drawer from underneath it. 
“Extra firepower,” he said, tossing the Canderians four lizard rifles from one of the Archons’ many stashes. 
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Paul ducked behind what was left of one of the lizard barricades, trying to contort his body around the holes the plasma from their portable turret had melted out. He and his two Canderians had managed to take down the first line of lizard defenses around point 1, eliminating their guards on the first row of three barricades in two opposite facing hallways. Getting up to them had been problematic, but Paul was now positioned on the outside of the first row as the turret was blasting away and eating through the barrier trying to get at him.
A particularly close blast lit up his faceplate with a flash of green as he patiently crunched down, waiting for the others to attack from the opposite side. 
It took the pair some time to run around the flank, having to retreat quite a ways to get around the block and come in opposite their previous position. They’d already hit that side earlier, but the lizards had reinforced it with additional personnel…one shy of what they had earlier, which he took as a sign that the others were drawing off a lot of attention. That had been his job, which meant they needed to hit this position harder, hence his one man assault on the turret.
“It’s spinning,” Lila said through his helmet as she fired off both her captured lizard rifles from the opposite side, nailing one of their troops in the head on accident as she aimed for the armored turret. Her plasma missed wide and high at first, given the length of the hallway, but she caught a few hits on the gunner’s seat shields, which flashed opaque as they protected the lizard from behind. The plasma turret started to spin around with a decidedly slow rotational speed then fired at the Canderians down the length of the hallway.
The green orbs that came their way were more than three times as large as the ones coming from the rifles of the lizards behind the barricades. The turret was elevated to fire over their heads, so Lila had to keep around the corner behind cover to avoid getting mowed down, but poked one of her arms around to keep firing plasma their direction, hoping to grab their attention and not accidentally hit Paul on the far side as he leapt over the first line of barricades firing away with his Star Force plasma rifle.
He wasn’t aiming for the turret, however, despite the fact that the shields had to be near depletion. His aim was on the pair of lizards behind the second row of barricades. He had to take a hit to his right arm to get at them, but he shot them down inside of 1.5 seconds and hurdled the barricade.
He knew he should have slid down behind it, or at least the third one and fought it out inches away from the others, but his objective was knocking out the turret and drawing up more lizard reinforcements. Other than the hit on the shoulder his armor was in fairly good condition, with only a few nicks here and there, so he decided to get reckless and jumped over the third barricade…and the lizards kneeling behind it.
He landed on one’s tail, then spun kicked the nearest one in the head, knocking it out with one blow just before he shot the one next to it, taking a shot in his back at the same time. 
Paul rolled forward and twisted over, shooting back over his head and downing the last two lizards there as the turret spun and tried to shoot him…but he was now under its depression angle and it couldn’t lower the weapon low enough to target him. Before the other lizards stationed in the stairwell niche could fire at him he scurried across the floor and positioned himself between the turret and the wall opposite the stairs, then fired into the backs of the lizards on the opposite barricade as the Canderians were continuing to exchange fire with them, of which a few plasma blasts were hitting the turret.
One got through and blew out a shower of armor-dust sparks over Paul’s head just as one of the lizards he was shooting managed to spin around and hit him in the side of his helmet with a nearly pointblank shot. Paul felt the heat soak through and suddenly his battlemap went offline, but that was the worst of the damage. He shot the lizard and the one beside it, then had the area around the turret and between the three barricades all to himself, though there were still lizards on the opposite side of the stairwell barricade trying to get a shot off at him.
With the turret blocking their firing line Paul dropped his plasma rifle on the ground near his feet and put his hands on the front of the turret as it fired another shot directly over his head, blasting into the wall two meters away from him. His hands hit the shields at first, then broke through as the already weakened matrix snapped under the pressure. The turret rocked a bit as Paul’s contact was momentarily broken, but then his hands found the armored front panels surrounding the plasma muzzle and pushed again.
Suddenly the lizard in the gunner’s seat jumped out and to the left as Paul lifted and tipped the portable turret over, then the Archon ran and dove over the first line barricade he’d come in by, not having time to grab his rifle as a line of four lizards from the stairwell began shooting at him. He almost took another hit as he slammed down on the hallway floor behind cover and slid into the gunner as the plasma blasts flew over his head. 
Neither one of them had a weapon, but Paul had the advantage in strength. He wrestled the lizard to the ground as it scrambled for one of the dropped weapons, then he got hold of one himself and awkwardly shot it in the head before spinning back around and taking up a shooter’s position on the innermost barricade.
Meanwhile the two Canderians were advancing up the opposite hallway, taking out the distracted lizards on the front two barricades as Paul overturned the turret. They came forward firing their Star Force issue plasma rifles with a much higher cycling rate, burning holes into the top of the nearest barricade along with the upper torsos and heads of the lizards, half of which were turned around and firing at Paul.
The Archon flashed them some quick hand signals as they got to the third barricade opposite his position and hunkered down. The far right side of his faceplate was melted and distorted, but he still had about 90% of his view unobstructed, and the lizards were on his left anyway. That didn’t bode well for his battle longevity, but it was a tradeoff he was comfortable with, now that they’d eliminated the turret.
Lila slid out along the barricade and into view along the box-like perimeter they were pinned on. All three sides of the box were inset from the walls, meaning it was difficult to shoot to the other side because the corners would get in the way, offering Paul, the Canderians, and the lizards plenty of cover where they needed it…though if both Star Force groups slid out their overlapping fields of fire would leave the lizards without a covered angle.
Paul had another idea, though. Instead of shooting it out across the barricades he stood up close to the wall and walked back to the second barrier, which was actually two sections latched together. Paul reached down and disconnected the two with some wiggling, then picked up one of the heavy pieces and put it on his shoulder like a stubby, thick beam. He walked it forward, hugging as close as he could to the wall for cover, and brought it up to the first row. 
Dropping it down he attached it to the top of one of the others, sliding the prefab pieces together as they were designed to, giving him a barrier he could stand up behind. 
He stooped down and slid his fingers under the other half and disconnected it with considerable effort while trying to keep his head down. Once it was free he pulled back and began shoving the taller half of the barrier forward a few inches at a time. 
Plasma blasts began to pour into the barrier as the lizards figured out what he was doing. The Canderians moved out into firing range, spraying plasma their way to diminish their focus on Paul as he swung the wall-like barricade around until it blocked off half of the lizard’s firing arc. Once that was done the Canderians had enough cover to jump over and enter the square along with Paul. Lila took up position behind the downed turret and fired into the stairway gap that had numerous lizards pouring down into it, though only a few had room enough to fire at the Humans. 
Sensing their weakness the lizards chose to charge forward, hopping over the barricade half that wasn’t covered by Paul’s improvised wall two at a time and getting shot almost before their feet hit the ground. 
Before their swarm tactics could prove effective Paul took his captured lizard weapon and turned it on the downed turret, blasting into the control panel and taking it out of the battle even if the lizards could find the strength to right it. Lila slid him his Star Force plasma rifle across the floor with her foot and the threesome began to retreat back behind the half barricade on Paul’s side, killing more and more lizards as they poured out as they retook the ground they’d lost. 
Paul held position on the half barricade as the Canderians retreated back to the second row, then he ran back and jumped over it to join them, dropping on his damaged shoulder with a crunch as tiny bits of melted and rehardened armor broke off on impact. 
They held there, knowing that the lizards only had half a barricade to hide behind. The hallway didn’t offer them a lot of flanking room, so between the three of them they were able to down so many lizards that their bodies began to stack up and interfere with the movement of the others. Eventually they got the point and stopped rushing them, instead retaking what defensive positions they had and continuing to guard the entrance to the upper levels.
Paul thrust a thumb backwards and the Canderians began retreating back down the hallway, first hopping over the last barricade and pausing there, then running down and turning the nearest corner to get out of view. Paul kept up firing on the lizard positions to keep them pinned then turned and ran after the Canderians, hurdling the barrier and pulling out of the hallway within a few long seconds.
“That’ll keep ‘em busy,” Paul said, leaning back against the wall so he could keep his peripheral senses trained in both directions as he faced the Canderians. “My battlemap and comm are out. Are any of the others through?”
“Archon Fred’s team is currently on the move above us.”
“Good. Let’s get over to their breach point,” Paul said, running off to the left. “Inform Fred that I’m offline.”
It took a few minutes to get across to the stairwell that they’d broken through and Paul just caught a glimpse of green armor shooting up the stairs ahead of them. He jumped over several broken and smoking pieces of furniture cluttering the hallway, chopping into bits by plasma fire and discarded to the sides, then stepped over a pair of lizards at the foot of an even larger pile that had been trampled down as the other teams had climbed over it.
Paul followed them up and found a pile of lizard bodies just outside the next level where Fred’s team had pulled them off the stairs. Further into the level he heard sounds of weaponsfire but he didn’t head that way. Instead he headed further up the stairs, hoping to flank the lizards, then came up behind Kali’s team two levels higher, cursing his luck for not having his battlemap up and running.
“Make way!” Paul yelled, getting the Canderians’ attention ahead of him on the narrow staircase. He pushed his way through until he was right behind Kali as she took peaking shots around the corner and further up the stairs simultaneously. “What have we got?”
“Where’d you come…oh,” she said, seeing the damage to his helmet. “You alright?”
“Comm’s out,” he said, ducking as a plasma shot hit a meter above his head coming down from upstairs. 
“I’ll take the stairs if you can go right?” Kali suggested. “Harrison is coming around that way in about 20 seconds. Time it right and you’ll catch them from both sides.”
“Say when,” Paul said, switching places with her on the third stair below the doorway onto that level. He fired a shot up the opposite side as a lizard poked out around the switchback, discouraging further curiosity for a few seconds. 
“Three, two, one…go,” Kali said calmly, running up the three stairs in sync with Paul. She crossed the short landing and hit the opposite bank of stairs just as he hung tight to the turn and smashed himself up against the right side wall of the hallway, facing a group of five lizards with more milling around behind. He exchanged shots with one, hitting it in the chest armor and dropping it to a knee but not taking it out of the fight. Its shot hit him in the left pectoral, but the next few bursts of plasma missed to his left as he slammed into the wall. 
The shots hit the inside of the stairwell just before the first Canderian came through. By then Paul had another two lizards down and had gotten up close enough to take the fight to them hand to hand. He was moving so fast it appeared as a blur to Lila as she came through in third position while half of the others followed Kali upstairs. Paul knocked a lizard back her way three meters through the air with a single punch, then Lila finished it off with a shot to the head as she advanced.
Several furious seconds of fighting later and the lizard line was broken, with Paul running forward and bagging more lizards with his bare hands as Harrison’s group appeared from a side hallway, pushing another four lizards back in retreat. Paul got one of them in a headlock, which he then snapped with lethal efficiency as his fellow Archon gunned down the other three.
Lila picked up Paul’s rifle from where he dropped it and brought it over to him.
“Thanks,” he said, placing it on his back and pulling off his stun sword. He thumbed it on and started to head back to the stairs.
“She’s already through,” Harrison said, stopping him. “This way.”
Paul turned about and followed him, with the Canderians keeping their distance from his sword, which waved back and forth in front of the Archon as he ran a couple steps behind Harrison. He led the now growing group of Canderians to another stairwell, this one completely unguarded, and charged up another 8 levels until they met up with another set of barricades, not set on a stairwell, but in the middle of a hallway.
“They’re guarding something,” Harrison explained as they ducked across to another hallway out of the lizards line of fire. “Fred’s on the other side. Give me a 10 count then take these,” he said, running off another direction and turning a corner out of sight.
Paul started counting, and by the time he got to 8 he heard a firefight start down the hallway. Two more seconds and he did a blind turn around the corner and started sprinting towards the barricades. 
Only one of the lizards was looking in his direction. The other three had turned around and were firing at Fred’s team down the long hallway as they broke through from the right side. Paul ducked right, dodging a plasma shot, then Harrison broke through from the left, adding further confusion. The lizard aiming at him suffered through his weapon’s recycle time then got one more shot off at Paul, which he successfully faked his way out of, twitching to the left right before jumping right and bouncing off the wall as he ran. 
Paul leapt over the barrier and swiped his sword around from his left, catching the lizard in the head and smashing it up against the sidewall from the force of the impact. Harrison had already gotten two more of the nearby lizards, but Paul got the last one with a poke in the back, giving them a moment of calm in the hallway before Fred’s team broke into another chamber and the sounds of plasma fire renewed. 
Harrison walked over and shot the lizards Paul had stunned. “You out of ammo?”
“Yes,” Paul said, following him up to Fred’s position. As they ran down the long hallway Kali appeared from the right, all of them converging on the same area. “What’s the room?”
“Maintenance area,” Harrison said as the plasma fire stopped again. They jogged the last 10 meters up to the entrance then carefully stepped inside with Paul letting Harrison’s plasma rifle lead the way. 
“That looks important,” Harrison said sarcastically as they spotted two large pieces of lizard tech standing as tall as a phone booth, one wedged up and attached to a bank of the building’s computer systems…the other attached to a thin pipe heading up into the ceiling.
“Transmitter,” Paul said, pointing to the top of the pipe that he surmised led up to the roof of the building. 
“Permission to get acquainted with the device?”
“Granted,” Paul said with a wry smile.
Harrison waved Fred and his triarill aside as they came back from the other end of the large room, then fired six shots into the lizard device, melting/exploding the outside in several spurts of sparking components, then all the glowing control nubs went dark.
“Bingo,” Harrison said, seeing all the Canderians below him in the building suddenly appear on his battlemap. 
“Jamming gone?” Paul asked, doing a lazy sweep around the room looking for other devices or lingering lizards.
“Locally…but I can’t access any signals more than 3 blocks away. They must have more than one jamming device in play.”
“They do. Get rid of their other toy then get to the roof and take out that anti-air. There are more Canderian assault shuttles on the way and they’d prefer to land here if they could.”
“I like the sound of that,” Harrison said, shooting the second lizard device. 
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March 25, 2266
Epsilon Eridani System
Corneria
  
Paul stood on the roof of the command building, a wide, flat, square plain that stood higher than any other structure in the Star Force colony. From his perch on the north side he could see out over the tops of the rest of the buildings, but not a lot of what was going on in the streets below. He could see the 7 defense towers they had left, each of which co-tied for the city’s second tallest buildings, and were mostly spaced around the perimeter along with six closer ones in what he thought of as a second ring of defense. Four of those were down, one thanks to a cruiser and the other three to lizard ground teams. 
The two that were operational were keeping the cruisers off the command building. The lizard ships would fly over them, once directly over, to deposit more reinforcements elsewhere in the city but they wouldn’t linger. The plasma from those towers was potent at the closer range, doing more damage than the lachars if and when the shields came down but to date Paul hadn’t seen that happen. Granted, he’d been incommunicado for a great deal of that time and inside the urban structures most of the rest, but it seemed the lizard naval crews were being smart about their reinforcement raids and only braving the city defenses if they knew they could keep their shields up for the duration.
The damage the lachars were doing to them, however, was significant. Many of the shield-penetrating blasts had been targeting the cruisers’ heavy plasma batteries, reducing their available kill power when they flew over the city. After the majority of those had been hit they began sniping the harder to hit anti-air batteries, as well as the docked kirbies the cruisers were carrying in.
To compensate for this the cruisers began flying lower and lower, trying to eek out some cover from the various buildings and picking landing zones along the perimeter so at least the underside of the giant ships wouldn’t come under fire from the towers, that way their kirbies would be safe while docking and undocking. The cruisers had also got in the habit of rapid approaches and departures, minimizing the time the towers had to poke at them. 
As Paul zoomed in on the northeastern combat zone with his helmet scope he could see the top nubs on one just sticking up above two midrange buildings. One of the remaining perimeter towers was hitting it from the flank, but he didn’t think it had a shot on the underside. Several small flashes were visible as the long range plasma streaks hit the shields, doing less damage due to the dispersion factor associated with range, let alone the atmosphere it had to travel through. The lizards’ plasma cannons didn’t have such a limited range, nor did they fire in squirt gun-like streaks. Somehow they managed to hold their plasma together in a compact orb past its departure point from the cannons.
Paul wished their techs had figured that one out, but they had to work with what they had available. Despite the city’s size, the ranges involved were considerably smaller than a naval engagement, but the air was proving to be the biggest detriment, especially when it was windy. Like a bullet-firing sniper rifle, they had to account for the wind when aiming, and snow or rain serious hampered their efficiency the further out the plasma got from the turret. 
Today was good weather, however, and Paul had a clear line of sight out to the grassy perimeter surrounding the city…which he truly wished was filled with mechs, but the lizards had been doing a surprisingly good job of keeping their larger transports away. The small assault shuttles the Canderians were using to ferry troops down from their seda were slipping past, but anything large enough to carry a mech was being pursued by their local guardian cruiser, which was right now hovering above the forest to the east. 
Paul could just barely make it out with his scope, and it was hard to find since it was constantly moving…no doubt to keep his orbiting fleet from blowing the smithereens out of it. He hadn’t had contact with them since the comm whiteout began and he seriously wondered if the lizards hadn’t tried to hit them after they took down one of the comm relays. The city had three transmitters, one primary, one backup, and a second smaller backup used to issue commands to their orbiting fleet all the way out into the star system via line of sight. As such, they had to be extremely powerful transmitters.
The lizards had managed to destroy the backup in explosive fashion, then just yesterday managed to disable the primary. It was outside of Paul’s communication range, but he could see from his perch that the transmitter had taken damage from small arms fire, possibly even their anti-air weapons. He could tell it was offline, and thanks to the extra powerful jamming signal that had blanketed the command building a few hours ago he’d figured that they’d also captured and repurposed the secondary backup.
It was the only one powerful enough to cut off their communications within 10 meters of each other, making their armors’ comms all but useless. Fortunately Paul had a fleet of assault shuttles at his disposal that could run messages up to orbit and to some select locations within the city, though the lizard anti-air ground troops were everywhere, making low level flight dangerous and high level runs almost suicide. The command building, being the tallest in the city and a half mile wide, gave them a narrow approach vector from directly above to travel down through, otherwise they’d have to land on the outskirts and send their reinforcements over ground, which they had initially.
With the direct link to the seda established Paul had ordered them to bring down an army of techs to repair the building, most notably the comm and computer systems. The lizard augmentations had mostly been add-ons, so they’d gotten the building systems operational in short order, allowing fiber optic communication options from floor to floor. It was a bit inefficient, but by posting comm guard units on each level to relay messages out to the nearby troops Paul now had the building fully under his control and he could be alerted up on the roof of any incursions at ground level or at the walkways. 
With the influx of Canderian troops Paul had swept the entire building and set up a proper command and control facility, bringing down a host of equipment and supplies, including a new set of acolyte armor that Clan Saber had sent down via the Canderians along with a handful of lower ranking adepts to help augment their excursion teams that he had probing the surrounding buildings. 
So far they’d managed to capture, sweep, and secure three of them. Harrison was currently working on the fourth that had a connection to the command building while Kali and Fred were out working on non-connected neighbors, extending their safe zone and gathering up any wandering Star Force units in the area. Yesterday they’d collected a limping raven mech that had had the crap kicked out of it by the lizard ground vehicles. Paul had ordered replacement parts to be shipped in via the assault shuttles to get it back in the fight, the first of which had just arrived less than an hour ago.
He’d also sent a messenger up to the seda to then be dropped back down on the city outskirts and make contact with Jason or whatever other trailblazer he could find, updating them on their current position and numbers. He didn’t expect him back for more than a day, at the earliest, but the messenger had been for their benefit, not his. He had a feeling that this fight was going to tip one way or the other very soon, and he figured his command was going to have to fight this out cut off from the others…he just wanted them to know where they had a safe zone to work around and hopefully connect to at some point.
The lizard cruiser to the northeast suddenly rose up just above the buildings and zipped away out towards the forest, taking a few hits along the way as it crossed into another tower’s line of sight. Paul knew they had the ability to grow new troops in a matter of weeks, but the cruisers had been bringing in reinforcements nonstop since the assault began, making him wonder just how many thousands they now had in play.
A bright flash brought Paul’s attention to a building off to the northeast several blocks away. It disappeared before he could pin it down, then it appeared again in a sequence of three. Paul adjusted his scope and zoomed in on the spot, catching another three flash sequence before he finally spotted a group of armored troops on the top of the building. 
“Raines!” Paul turned around and yelled, looking for the tribune on the roof. Off in the distance there were four assault shuttles on one of the pads, one of which was still offloading gear, but he’d kept the Canderian nearby when he’d come up here to look around. 
“Yes, sir,” Raines said, stepping out from behind one of the lizard anti-air batteries that they’d installed on the roof. A few of them were still operational, but most of them had been damaged during the fighting when the gunners had swung them around and used them to fire on the troops…except that they couldn’t depress below horizontal. After discovering that the Canderians had literally crawled up on turrets and taken them out with grenades.
“Get one of the laser relays over here, quick.”
The green armored soldier nodded and took off running, not wasting the two seconds to form a verbal reply. Paul turned back to the lower building and zoomed in again, then raised an arm up and waved back at the signal. It flashed twice more then cut out, recognizing the receipt of the contact wave.
Raines came back over with two other Canderians carrying a crate which they set down next to Paul and began to unpack. Clan Saber had sent over four of the units, along with the message that the other Clans were doing the same in an attempt to get around the jamming signals, but this was the first one he or any of his men had been able to spot. 
The unit came out in three pieces. The bottom one was a wide tripod with vibration buffers at four points. The second, middle section was the laser transmitter, and the third was the targeting sphere that inflated from a small tube out to three quarters of a meter in diameter. Once they had the unit assembled and inflated Paul used a built in scope to target the first laser transmitter. The unit had four so that it could form a nexus within a grid system, but for the moment he only needed to align one of them with the other building.
It took him well over a minute to find the position in the small scope, given the distances involved. Once he found the building top it didn’t take long, but the width of the viewing aperture was narrower than his helmet scope and it was easy to get the zoom lost in the various buildings when he couldn’t pull back as far. The unit was designed to work over insane distances, and one item on their to-do list was to test a link between Corneria and Dxun once they got a drift protocol established…otherwise even if they did manage to locate the other unit the spin of the planet and the orbital velocity of the moon would misalign it immediately.
Use on the same planet required firm, locked positions, hence the need for vibration buffers in the tripod. A mech walking past could easily misalign the laser over a distance of a kilometer, let alone 10k or 100k. Atmospheric conditions came into play, but if used in space or on an airless moon the range was almost unlimited.
Paul finally got the laser trained on the opposite target sphere and locked the transmitter in place, then stood up and looked at the display panel, seeing that there was already an incoming signal. He flipped on the audio and immediately heard a voice.
“…you receiving?”
“Copy,” Paul answered. “You got me?”
“Copy,” the voice answered. “This is Archon Miranda-943 of Clan Samus.”
“Paul-024. What’s your status?”
“We’re part of a hunting team sent out to track down rogue lizard units and simultaneously set up a comm grid. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but they’ve got teams sneaking around everywhere, half of which we don’t have a clue what they’re up to.”
“We’ve been beating back a major assault force with Canderous and have retaken the command building. They had a jammer installed but we took it out, then the big one went up and we’ve been forced to use couriers and the building’s intercom hard lines.”
“Too bad somebody didn’t think to include running those between buildings,” Miranda commented dryly. 
“Hightower set up the larger buildings as self-sufficient units,” Paul guessed, knowing how the Duke worked. “That probably meant he put down an edict stating no interconnecting lines. The comm systems I’ve come across in the building have multiple redundancies, just no hard lines. It’s a design oversight I’ll chew him out for later, but the up side is there’s no main power core for the lizards to knock out and we’ve got most of the building’s functions online, including the rooftop landing pads which are just outside the range of the lizards’ anti-air ground batteries, so we’ve been able to bring in supplies and troops via the Canderian assault shuttles.”
“Yeah, we’ve noticed a few coming and going. I’m surprised the cruisers haven’t taken them out.”
“I’ve been watching them and they only seem to be concerned with the larger transports, plus it’d be hard for them to hit the shuttles without flying into range of the turrets. How far have you set up your grid?”
“We had a link all the way back to what’s left of the airfield and Rafa but we lost one of the intermediaries, so we’ve got 4 buildings linked up now, counting yours.”
“How many men have you got?”
“14, all Archons.”
“How are you set with supplies?”
“Running low and our armor is chewed up.”
“You can resupply here, and we’ve got spare parts.”
“Ambrosia?”
“Plenty to go around.”
“We’ll definitely be heading your way, but there are plenty of lizards between here and there to get around.”
“I’ve been keeping an eye from up top here, but I can’t see much other than the one street. How thick are they in your area?”
“They’re up to something and have large, mobile units moving about to discourage attention. At least three armed transports, but they’re never together. We can building hop, but they’re starting to plant booby traps so we’re having to take it slow.”
“What kind?”
“Proximity mines…shrapnel and plasma. Unless we step on one they’re not so bad, but some of us are starting to look like porcupines.”
Paul frowned. “Where exactly are you coming across them?”
“Multiple buildings, both at the entrances and further in.”
“Which buildings…be specific.”
“We’ve been bouncing around so much I don’t remember them all, but one was residential and two were industrial.”
“What did you find inside?”
“Not much, but we didn’t stick around too long. Killed a few lizard teams but didn’t find anything else of interest.”
“I’m guessing the building with the downed transmitter has more than a few lizards in it. They were redecorating the command building with the intent to stick around for a few decades. I’m guessing they’re setting up similar sites around the city. You probably stumbled across a few…except we didn’t come across any booby traps here.”
“If you were dealing with a lot of troops maybe they thought they didn’t need them. The most we’ve come across at any one moment was about 30, so maybe they’re fortifying their holdings with the devices in lieu of the troops they don’t have.”
“Why can’t the damn things just stay still,” Paul commented, realizing just how serious their enemy was about moving in for keeps. Smart actually, because even if Star Force evacuated and Paul bombarded the city from orbit the lizards would have succeeded in getting him to destroy one of their own cities. 
“I’m assuming command of your team, Miranda. Get over here as soon as you can. We’re making building by building sweeps, and it looks like that’s the only way we’re going to make any progress against the strays.”
“Agreed. How close are your lines?”
“One block radius.”
“Do you have control of the streets?”
“For the moment. There’s been some attempts to retake the building from the south, but we’ve got enough rocket launchers in play to make them think twice about bringing in vehicles.”
“Want a couple of mechs?”
“Please.”
“We’ll have to backtrack a bit, but we came across a pair hiding out in a courtyard parking lot. They’re non-Archon mechwarriors, survivors of the mainline unit that the cruisers tore up that first day. They said they’ve been corned by ground troops no matter which way they go so they decided to hold ground and let them come to them. They didn’t so they’ve just been waiting until Morgan could get to them with a ground offensive, hoping to hit the lizards from the front and use the mechs to flank them from behind, but since the comm whiteout they haven’t known what to do.”
“They’ve been in their mechs the whole time?”
“No, they’ve been rotating out and living in a nearby building, but their nerves are frayed and their mechs look just as bad, but most of the weaponry is still intact. Not sure how much heavy fire they’ll stand up to, but as far as infantry support goes I’d rather have them at my back than not.”
“You have their position marked?”
“Yes.”
“Once you get back here I’ll send out a retrieval team and we’ll bring them in.”
“With your permission I’ll head back and stay with them until it arrives, my team can bring the coordinates to you.”
“Permission granted and good idea. Keep their heads level and their mechs intact. We’re going to need them both.”
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“Where we at?” Paul asked.
“Teams just finished sweeping these two buildings,” Raines said, comparing notes with the Archon on a holographic map inside one of the parked assault shuttles on the command building’s roof. “Forward elements are engaging here and here,” he said, pointing at two streets that spread out like a ‘V’ from the edge of their current safe zone.
Paul nodded, shifting the weight of the extra pack he wore slung over his right shoulder. “Anti-air?”
“Everything we could find has been neutralized within the predetermined radius. You should be clear to go.”
“Alright. Mind the store while I’m gone.”
“Store?” Raines asked.
“Figure of speech. Keep clearing buildings and pushing our lines to the south. Leave the other vectors to the Archon teams and focus on taking pressure off that tower. If we lose that we’re hurting.”
“We’ll get there,” Raines said, stepping back outside the shuttle and clapping his fist against his chest in a quick salute as the boarding ramp rose up and closed Paul inside the hold by himself. He grabbed a ceiling handhold, choosing to remain standing as he stared at the wall. 
“Pilot, let’s go,” he half yelled up into the cockpit. A few seconds later the shuttle lifted off the pad, but Paul couldn’t feel the acceleration due to the internal dampeners. Less than a minute later the pilot remote triggered the boarding ramp to lower, depositing Paul on the rooftop of another lower building…as far out as they could dare fly without running into enemy anti-air ground units.
Paul jogged off and the shuttle quickly departed. After a glance around the immediate area to make sure it was clear he turned around and watched the Canderian craft fly back across the safe zone and up to the top of the command building, which now rose up behind him like a giant mountain…a mountain that Star Force now controlled and was reconquering their city out from.
The building Paul was standing on now was not in the safe zone. It was two blocks outside it, but the surrounding streets had just been cleared of anti-air troops and the roof of this and the surrounding buildings hadn’t shown any signs of the lizards, making for an adequate drop point into enemy territory. How much of the building and the surrounding area the lizards controlled they didn’t know, but it didn’t appear to be a dense occupation area.
Wasting no time Paul ran across the sparse rooftop to a stairwell entrance, spying the larger building off to his right. That was his target, but he was going to have to get there on foot and hopefully avoid attention while doing so. Hefting around a large gear satchel wasn’t exactly the way he wanted to go into combat, so stealth was his greatest asset at the moment.
Paul took the stairs straight down to the ground floor, not encountering any resistance in what appeared to be a completely deserted building, though in truth he’d only seen a tiny piece of it. Still, there were no guards or defensive barricades set up on the southern set of doors which Paul cautiously peeked out of. 
The street to his left was clear as far as he could see, but to his right there was an anti-personnel vehicle creeping along several blocks down headed the opposite direction. With it were ranks of ground troops, apparently on patrol for there were too few to be an assault force. They also had their tails towards his position, so he ducked across the street and up to the doors on the building on the far side, but when he tried to open them he found that they were locked.
He was so surprised he almost laughed. Every building he’d come across in the city had their exterior doors unlocked, as was standard protocol. A lot of them didn’t even have locks built into them and this one in particular, given that it was comprised entirely of glass, looked almost pathetic being locked. He wondered if the building manager had done so as a last thought during the evacuation. 
Paul brought his boot up and kicked the door near the handle, but the glass held firm. He kicked a second time, harder, and was rewarded with a small crack. Glancing around to make sure he was still in the clear he set down his gear satchel and took a step back, setting himself before he launched forward into a side kick that punched straight through the safety glass, pinning his foot in place.
He wiggled it free of the hole and reached inside to open the door from the push handle on the opposite side with a muted click, then he ducked into the building reshouldering his gear satchel and ran across the ground floor to the exit on the far side where he street jumped again, this time coming up to an open door and signs of looting.
Knowing that meant the lizards had been through the area at some point he walked slowly through the hallways, listening ahead and trying to stay out of sight. He didn’t know if they were still in the building or not but there was no visible security so he took a straight line path across the building and arrived at the other side just in time to see another patrol pass by, this one with several lizards driving small hover carts with anti-air batteries on the back. 
Paul could have jumped them easily enough but that wasn’t his mission, so he let them pass and waited for another 20 minutes for an opportunity to building jump again. This time he did meet up with a rogue lizard inside and dispatched it with a quick jab of his stun sword before it could get to its weapon. He didn’t kill it, but rather let it lay unconscious on the floor as he moved on, not wanting the sound of plasma fire to give away his location. 
Paul passed through another three buildings with minimal resistance until he finally got to his target…which of course had to be one with a lizard guard at the door. He could see at least half a dozen inside behind a pair of brand new barricades. They wouldn’t be hard to take if he left his satchel behind, but drawing attention to himself was going to make more trouble than he wanted so he chose to move across to an adjacent building, then one up further so he could come around and observe another entrance into his target.
It too was guarded, but the third side he later checked wasn’t and he managed to slip across and into the building unnoticed. He took to the stairs and quietly began to ascend the medium-height building up to the roof, having to pause and wait out several close encounters with lizards milling about erecting gear that indicated to Paul that they were setting up shop in the building for more onsite industrial use. Fortunately he wouldn’t be sticking around for long.
When he finally made it to the roof he encountered two lizards putting together an anti-air turret and took them down with four well placed shots before taking cover and waiting, wondering if there were any more on the roof along with them. After a few minutes of silence he did a slow perimeter sweep and eventually came up with nothing. His insertion had been a success. 
As he made his way back to where he’d dropped his satchel he saw an Eagle-class dropship scoot across the forest edge and dip down into the grassy clearing ringing the city. Paul did a double take, wondering if he was seeing things until another followed it up from a different approach angle before dropping out of sight. He was still well within the center of the city and the perimeter was a ways off in the distance but there was no way his eyes were misjudging the sight of the dropships on approach.
By the time he got his helmet scope engaged a Falcon-class dropship joined them and he was able to confirm that they were landing in the clearing, but the perimeter buildings were blocking his line of sight so he couldn’t see what they were offloading but he knew it had to be mechs. Up until now their guardian cruiser had been intercepting and driving off all attempts to reinforce the city via dropship, which made him wonder where exactly it was now.
Scanning the horizon with his scope he did a full half turn before the command building blocked his view, then he skipped over it and got another partial turn in before he spotted it even further away than it normally was, and on the opposite side of the city from where the dropships were coming in. A flash of blue impacted on its shields and Paul followed the plasma streak back to a grey rectangular cube…no, three cubes, all cutter-class by the looks of them, that were engaging the cruiser at close range. 
At the same time he noticed a scattering of dots crossing his vision, which he soon realized were more dropships heading in from that direction, under the cover of the three naval ships that had dropped down into atmosphere to take on the wounded cruiser, who’d lost most of its offensive plasma cannons over the previous days. Paul didn’t know which side would win out in that fight, but get enough mechs on the ground and it wouldn’t matter…which is exactly what this Clan had planned, though he couldn’t tell from this range who the dropships belonged to. 
Even if they were flying over the city he wouldn’t have been able to spot the small icons on the hull, but he knew that the remote pilots flying those warships had to be transmitting from one of the Clan colonies on a beam signal, otherwise the jamming coming from the city would have overwhelmed their control receivers. It was possible that they’d sent the ships in on autopilot with the cruiser pre-tagged as their target, but Paul found that unlikely as he watched the distant battle unfold based on the way the ships moved about to gain maximum advantage.
The shields on the cruiser eventually went down and the plasma lances cut into its hull just as a large glob of green plasma found one of the cutters and broke through its Herculium armor, resulting in multiple internal explosions that dropped the ‘brick’ out of the sky and down into the forest where it dug up and sprayed a massive plume of vegetation into the air. The cruiser didn’t stick around, however, and began to retreat to the left but both cutters stayed with it, pounding its aft arc with plasma and then launching a huge missile salvo from both ships that completely obscured Paul’s view for a moment with all the smoke and impact debris fouling the air. 
Then all of a sudden the back end of the cruiser dipped below the cloud and hit the forest canopy, sinking down in with its front end still suspended up in the air. Paul knew instantly that the rear gravity drives had been knocked out, meaning that the ship was all but doomed. Unless they could get enough power to the forward units for it to limp up off into space, or at least up higher into the atmosphere, it was going to be a sitting duck for the cutters to finish off or, if they couldn’t, would be an applicable candidate for orbital bombardment, given its distance from the edge of the city.
As Paul watched he saw more and more flocks of dropships skirting the top of the forest as they zipped into the outer edges of the city. They were merely dots from his perspective, but he knew they contained dozens of fresh mechs that would at minimum help them clear the streets of the lizard ground vehicles, and if they got enough mechs clustered together they might even have a chance of downing or driving off the cruisers bringing in additional lizard troops.
Paul didn’t know what Clan had pulled this off but he was proud of them, especially for that bit of naval strategy. He watched a bit longer until he saw the rest of the lizard ship crash into the ground and the two remaining cutters swarm over it, firing their plasma barrages directly down on top of it with maximum cohesion and intensity. From his perspective they were just flashes of blue, but he could imagine the carnage they were unleashing on that ship and he was more than glad to have it eliminated from the engagement.
Remembering why he was here Paul deactivated his scope and carried his satchel over to the southwest corner of the building and began unloading its contents onto the rooftop a few meters in from the railing that was the only divider between flat roof and sheer drop off on the other side. He pulled out the varying components and reassembled his rocket launcher, along with adding on the guiding matrix and scope before loading the first of four smart missiles into the wide barrel. 
He hefted the heavy tube up onto his shoulder, feeling the appropriately placed padding mold to fit his body and provide stability for the weapon. It was so heavy that only an Archon or Knight could wield it, and Paul had had it shipped in from Clan Saber specifically for this mission, knowing that he was going to need the heavier firepower and range compared to the launchers the Canderians were using to great effect on the city streets. 
Bracing against the weight Paul slowly took a knee and steadied himself as he looked through the scope across several lower height buildings until he found the one he wanted. It was a bit higher than those immediately around it, but lower still than the building Paul was on. Unlike his, however, the target had a large apparatus on top looking like an elongated version of one of the Archons’ personal shields. It was suspended above the rooftop several meters and beveled at the edges while the interior was completely flat with a long center swipe having been cut out. 
Paul could just make out the roof below through that swipe and chose to aim further to the side in case he accidentally hit the gap and missed the orbital transmitter that was his target. He pushed a small button on the side of the launcher near the trigger and a laser shot out, marking the spot he intended to hit. Paul aligned it exactly where he wanted and activated the missile’s navigational system, getting receipt of laser recognition as a small icon on the launcher’s scope HUD. 
The Archon pulled the trigger and the thick missile shot out in a cloud of smoke that covered him from all angles to reduce the recoil of the launch, save for the front of the launcher where the scope and laser ended. Paul kept his concentration on the target as well as the laser dot as the missile swooped across the rooftops at a shallow angle, crossing to the target and ramming into the topside of the transmitter where it detonated.
Paul waited for the debris to clear, glancing up at his still inactive battlemap, then back down at the hole the weapon had torn in the transmitter…but the array was so big that it was going to take more than one to knock it out.
Pulling his head back from the scope Paul set the launcher down on the ground and loaded a second missile into it, checking again to make sure that the roof was clear of lizards behind him. Being patient enough to forestall any mistakes he hefted the launcher back up onto his shoulder and repositioned on his knee to get the correct angle before dipping the tip of the long tube over the top of the railing and sighting in on a different segment of the transmission ‘table’ covering the other building’s rooftop. 
Another trigger pull and the second missile fired off, streaking over to the target and blasting another hole into the opposite side, but still it wasn’t enough to knock it out. Paul had wondered if two would do it, but had brought four along just in case not wanting to come up short, but now he was starting to get worried. He loaded up the third missile and aimed for the biggest section of intact transmitter that he could and fired it off…then a split second after it hit his battlemap lit up with new data, showing all but three areas of the city with a huge number of Star Force unit signals.
Paul smiled, not having realized how much progress the others had been making. The three remaining dead zones had to be from smaller jamming transmitters, but from the looks of it most of their defensive forces were now in communications range…included a large number of mechs assembling in five locations out in the grassy perimeter zone.
Paul adjusted his comm to the trailblazer only teamcomm. “Anyone online?”
“Paul, I hear you,” Jason’s voice answered back. “My battlemap just lit up. Did someone take out a jammer?”
“Guilty as charged, but it looks like there are still three smaller ones in play.”
“Nice work,” Morgan commented. “I especially like the little naval engagement you’ve got going on.”
“That wasn’t my handiwork. I’ve been with Canderous working out of the command building and incommunicado aside from courier runs. Whoever arranged that, I’m glad we’re finally getting more mechs into play.”
“What? No, I meant the engagement in space.”
“What engagement?” Paul asked, frowning.
“I thought that was you too,” Jason added. 
“What engagement?” Paul repeated.
“It’s still going on, but we’ve downed two cruisers that tried to hit our shipyard,” Jason explained. “Another pair are still going at it with our fleet, but they’re losing badly.”
“Where are you getting that feed from?”
“A mantis laser relay back to colony 4. I thought you’d hooked into the link and were organizing things upstairs.”
“I’ve been blind for days…and at the moment I’m behind enemy lines,” he said as a small flashing icon indicated that he was receiving a signal on another frequency. “I’ll get back to you later.”
Paul dumped the missile launcher onto the rooftop as he adjusted his comm. “Paul here.”
“It appears you were successful,” Raines said. “Our comms are no longer jammed and we’re getting requests from new mechs on the field to link up with our ground units.”
“Organize and secure a conduit straight in to the safe zone. We’re sticking to the plan and pushing out, sector by sector. Add them into the fold until I get back.”
“Same extraction point?”
“Negative. I’ll call for pickup when I get in range. I’m not heading back by the same route I came in on. I might as well scout out the enemy positions a bit while I’m here.”
“I’ll leave a shuttle standing by with pilot and extraction team onboard.”
“Copy that,” Paul said, ending the conversation and walking up to the railing so he could see the streets below that made an ‘X’ directly underneath his position. Three of the directions were clear, but there was another patrol coming his way from the upper left portion of the ‘X’ so Paul loaded up his last missile and sighted in on the anti-air vehicle trailing the anti-personnel vehicle a few meters in front of it. Both were hovering less than a meter off the street as they moved down the wide lane between buildings with ground troops flanking them on the sidewalks.
Paul pulled the trigger and held the launcher steady until there was a small ‘puff’ of an explosion in the distance, then he stood up and chucked the launcher over the edge of the railing, hoping it might hit a passing lizard on the way down. He pulled out his plasma rifle from the rack on his back and headed over to the stairwell entrance, then disappeared inside the building and lizard territory, slowly making his way back to Star Force-controlled streets. 
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Paul stood side by side with Jason in the back of the mantis as its boarding ramp lowered into open air. Behind him stood Morgan and Rafa, each loaded up with weapons, explosives, and ammo, especially Morgan who was carrying an insanely large pack. As soon as the ramp locked into place Paul walked off the edge and dropped half a step ahead of Jason and fell to the upper hull of the lizard cruiser a few meters below.
He caught himself as his feet hit damaged armor plates and tried to roll over, then he walked out of his stumble and clear of the drop point while the other two trailblazers came down, then the mantis roared off into the city skyline, taking a bit of anti-air fire from the ground as it left, but it wasn’t enough to take the transport down. 
All around the downed cruiser the lizards were making their final stand. Dozens of assault vehicles were battling it out with mechs as thousands of lizards dug in to the surrounding buildings, but the Archons didn’t have time to look around. As soon as they were boots down on the hull Paul ran over a few meters and hopped into a hot and recently cut breach point and dropped inside. Jason followed quickly, a few steps ahead of the trailing pair. Two seconds after Morgan slipped through last in line the cruiser’s shields reformed a meter and a half above the hull in a brief shimmer, then disappeared into their standard invisibility.
Over the past week Star Force had systematically swept through the city sector by sector as the lizards continued to land more troops, but with the mech reinforcements coming in they hadn’t been able to hold the streets and had been forced to either retreat or stand their ground and fight it out in a long, losing campaign, making the Humans earn every block and building they retook. Then 3 days into the mech-backed counteroffensive one of the lizards’ remaining cruisers had landed within the city, crushing several small buildings underneath it as it sank down into the cityscape and out of targeting range of the remaining defense towers.
Its shields had then been reconfigured to cover not only the ship but several surrounding buildings as well, all the way down to ground level in some cases. In addition, some of the cruiser’s weaponry was still intact, which made mech assault problematic. They could whether brief exposure to their strong anti-air batteries, but one square hit from a main cannon was all it would take to knock a mech down, and given the narrow confines of the streets they were fighting on several of the approaches were all but death traps, which forced the mechs to attack through a limited number of approaches that the lizard ground troops had heavily reinforced.
The other remaining cruisers were now dropping reinforcements directly onto the downed cruiser and pushing back forcefully to carve out a niche within the city that they could hold against the mechs. Meanwhile, they’d discovered the underground network of tunnels and chambers that ran beneath the city and beyond and had been fighting desperately to push down into those areas, knowing that they stood their best chance underground where Star Force air and orbital power couldn’t get to them. 
The mechs still could, however, and had been stalling their subterranean advance, but with more and more lizards being poured into the effort it was only a matter of time before they broke through, especially given the amount of anti-mech equipment being brought in. Larger and larger portable turrets were popping up on the streets, almost as if the lizards were custom designing them to meet the needs of the battle. 
Booby traps were also beginning to pop up on the defensive lines and had forced the ground teams to move cautiously around the perimeter, buying even more times for the lizards to press underground. Paul knew they were pushing the enemy to the breaking point, but their adaptability and industrial resourcefulness still posed a significant threat should they be able to establish a secure base of operations to work out of…and if they did manage to get set up underground it would all but disable their primary weapon against the lizards, that being their orbital bombardment.
Taking the grounded cruiser out of the equation was critical, so Paul and the other three trailblazers had opted to try something a bit reckless. Skeet and gunship assaults on the shield had successfully brought it down, but only after a massive salvo of missiles…something they couldn’t maintain indefinitely. While the skeets then tried to disable as many shield generators as they could the mantis had sped them down to the hull and into one of the newest breach points, intent on getting them into the ship before the shields regenerated and closed over the hole.
“Well we went nowhere fast,” Morgan commented as the four of them were crammed into a deep, but unopen crater in the hull, the bottom of which Paul and Jason were standing on as they dug through melted and sheered components, pulling out what they could pry loose with their armored hands.
“Patience, young Jedi,” Jason said, ripping out a long section of pipe and seeing it catch on fire as the contents spilled out onto a hot piece of metal. “Whoa,” he commented as the entire section became a flame thrower until the pressure ran out a few seconds later.
“There,” Paul said, ignoring the bits of burning liquid that were dripping down onto his armor as he pulled and pried his way through more bits of the ship until he got to a solid, flat panel. “Morgan?”
The ranger set her pack down and reached inside, moving various contents around until her hand came up with a small explosive bar which she tossed to him. 
Paul set it into the position he wanted then smooshed it down into a flatter ‘pancake’ to give them a wider breach point rather than a deeper one…or so he hoped. He also didn’t know what was below them, exactly, but there should have been a series of rooms based off the schematics they’d recovered from the Bounty, and he was fairly sure that the flat section below him was the ceiling of one of them.
Paul set the timer chip imbedded into the explosive playdoh for five seconds then backed away from the spot a couple of meters, pushing Jason a bit farther away until he bumped up against Rafa’s leg. Both of the higher situated Archons on the sloped crater covered their packs with their armored bodies and waited for the blast.
When it blew several pieces flew out and hit Paul and Jason in the armor, scratching and bouncing off randomly, but most of the blast was directed upwards into the shield. It flared into a cascade of tiny bright speckles then returned to invisible as if it were nothing more than a bug zapper that had just caught a gnat. The pieces of that ‘gnat’ rained back down on the Archons, covering them in a wash of dust and smoke.
“We through?” Rafa asked as Paul moved back over to check the blast point.
To answer his question both Paul and Jason pulled their rifles off their backs and fired down at a lizard looking up through the newly formed hole. A moment later Paul dropped through the tight fit, followed by a pair of rifle shots, then everything went silent as Jason followed him through. 
“Clear,” Paul reported, then Rafa and Morgan began to wedge their packs through the breach. 
Jason headed for the nearest door in what looked like a service area with tables full of partially assembled components and bins of replacement parts and took up guard duty. Apparently there had only been one lizard in the room, which made sense if most of them were fighting down below the ship, but there was no way of knowing how many more were nearby.
Jason held position while Paul found another entrance on the other side as the other two Archons hauled their cargo through the blast point, which in Morgan’s case had to be partially unloaded and passed down to make it small enough to squeeze through. After her pack came down the ranger followed and quickly repacked everything she’d taken out, then moved up behind Paul and tapped him on the shoulder. 
He lead her and Rafa out into a smaller hallway than those they’d encountered on the jumpship as Jason ran to catch up, abandoning his position at the other doorway. The foursome traveled together down a third of the length of the ship, only seeing and shooting seven lizards on the way before they split up into pairs with Jason and Rafa heading for the primary shield power generator and Paul and Morgan headed over to the twin reactor that powered the main weapons. 
The third major power generator on the ship fed the propulsion systems while other smaller ones serviced support systems, essentially giving the cruiser three ‘hearts’ as opposed to the single power sources that fed all Star Force ships, save for backups. It was yet another design variation that Paul was interested in studying after all this was over, along with several other ingenious designs he intended to steal from the enemy.
When he and Morgan got to the power core they had to fight through several guards…or engineers, he couldn’t be sure which because they were all armed. A lot of lizards on the jumpship hadn’t been, so he wasn’t sure exactly what these had been positioned here for, but they were all the ‘standard issue’ variety. 
With Paul covering the area Morgan began unpacking several large explosives from her bag of goodies and positioning them around the room for maximum effect, most of which went along the wall that butted up against the reactor. She didn’t use all of her stores, for the idea was to knock it offline rather than trigger an overload, seeing as how they were still inside the ship. The lizards might not have a problem going kamikaze, but for any and all Star Force troops that was one of the few taboos they had. 
Killing yourself might serve a purpose today, but you wouldn’t be around for the battles to come tomorrow…and given how long Archons lived, ‘tomorrow’ could be hundreds, if not thousands of engagements. With that in mind, passing up a kill or victory to stay alive made much more tactical sense when you considered the long term implications. 
With their battlemap functional on the cruiser, and everywhere else in the city now that they’d hit and eliminated the other jamming sites, the two groups met up again in the lower aft section of the ship, well away from the explosives they’d just planted. It felt odd to Paul to be running around an almost empty ship, as far as crew were concerned, but he wasn’t about to complain about their good fortune…though he was double checking every turn they took, waiting for some nasty surprise that seemed to be lurking at the edge of his senses.
Morgan pulled out her detonator and held it in the air until Rafa did the same, then both triggered their charges simultaneously as Paul mentally crossed his fingers.
A sharp jerk shook the ship, knocking Paul into Jason and Jason into the wall, but that was the worst of it. Several vibrations followed, probably resulting from secondary explosions, but power to the section of the ship they were in remained steady and the four Archons looked around for a few seconds, waiting for something else to happen, but nothing did.
“Next?” Morgan asked.
“Propulsion and comms,” Jason answered, “but let’s hold off detonation and see if we can’t take control of the ship. There don’t seem to be very many onboard,” he said, glancing at Paul who nodded back, thinking the same.
“I’ll go with Morgan,” Rafa offered. “You two go do your thing.”
With barely a nod of recognition Paul and Jason headed off to the right while Rafa and Morgan went left, both knowing that the faster they got control of/disabled the ship the better it would be for their assault forces fighting outside.
  
Cora fired off both plasma cannons from her Neo’s forearms sending two streaks of blue into a lizard anti-vehicle hovering tank as she darted across an intersection, popping into view for a couple of seconds then passing behind another building on the other side. Both shots hit true and took down its shields, kissing the hull beneath with a warm bath of air but doing no damage. As Cora slowed her running mech to a halt a madcat walked out across the intersection from behind her, torso twisted to the left, and fired off its larger plasma cannons, one of which missed high but the other hit dead center on the plasma turret up top and decapitated the machine.
It didn’t explode or drop to the ground, but its primary weapon was gone making it no real threat to the mechs unless it tried to ram them in the legs. 
“Cora, I think the cruiser’s shields are down,” Jasmine said as her mech also finished crossing the intersection into cover. “One of my shots missed high and I could have swore it hit the hull.”
“Did you take a hit?” Cora asked, passing the raggedy mech as she turned around and headed back to the intersection.
“Just some spit from the small ones,” she said, referencing the pair of anti-personnel vehicles that had what amounted to a pair of plasma gatling guns on top sitting side by side giving it the appearance of an old fashioned police car. The plasma shards were very small, smaller than the anti-air vehicles they had roaming around and barely bigger than the lizards’ rifles…except that these could fire nonstop, pumping out 5 shots per second, and with two of them per vehicle they made for quite the killer of infantry when they were stupid enough to come out of cover. Fortunately Star Force infantry wasn’t stupid, and the Canderians had gotten quite adept a taking out the dangerous vehicles with shoulder firing rocket launchers.
Cora poked the left side of her mech out into the intersection and raised her arm up, aiming above the lizard blockade and fired off a quick plasma lance into the cruiser…which did in fact bypass the shields and hit the hull. 
“They are down,” Cora said, pulling back behind cover for a moment as the ‘coppers’ hit the building with dozens of rounds of plasma fire, putting a trio of scratches on her mech’s arm. “Jason, what’s your status?”
There was a long pause, during which Cora got set up with Jasmine at her back for another attack, this one of a more direct variety. 
“Bridge secure,” Jason finally responded. 
“Good,” Cora said, flexing her hands that were now free of motor control since the plasma cannons in her forearms were active. “Did you take the shields down?”
“Yeah, long time ago.”
“What…give a girl a heads up next time, jeez.” 
“I thought it would be rather obvious…hold on, how’s this for a heads up. Paul thinks he’s got their helm control worked out.”
“Copy that,” Cora said, walking forward and turning the corner. “Let’s go,” she told Jasmine over the comm, then started firing at the rightmost copper with both cannons while holding to the right side of the street so Jasmine could have a firing line down the left. 
The mechs were more than 250 meters away from the blockade, but Cora’s neo crossed that space rather quickly. Jasmine’s madcat caught up soon enough after she negotiated the turn and got up to a cant legged run, hopping with each step as she fired off both her plasma cannons and the few missiles she had left. Both of the coppers were taken out before Cora got up to the blockade and started pounding the infantry stupid enough to remain out in the street…then a bolt of green plasma flashed by her mech’s head and hit the madcat in one of the missile boxes, sheering it off with an internal explosion, courtesy of the remaining missiles inside. 
Cora kicked one of the vehicular barricades aside and made room for the less agile madcat to pull up behind cover at the next intersection as the second lizard blockade down the street started to punish the mechs for their frontal assault. It was located halfway down the road to the next intersection where there was a third blockade standing guard over a longer stretch of road that led to the cruiser, which was sitting on several crushed buildings with a narrow gap underneath for infantry traffic and the coppers to get through…the rest of their vehicles were too tall, apparently, and had to skirt around the perimeter of the ship to get to the other side.
As Cora ducked to the left side of the intersection, firing back and hitting the shields on the ‘shade’ that was firing at them, for the vehicle’s design gave a fair imitation of a sundial, there was a mild earthquake that she heard rather than felt rumble across the area. When she ducked her neo back out and fired off another volley of plasma she could see daylight expanding beneath the cruiser as it very slowly lifted off from the buildings it had been sitting on. 
“Aim for the pyro behind the shade,” Cora told Jasmine.
“Which one?”
“I only saw one…hit whichever you can. I think we’re about to get some air support.”
“Copy,” Jasmine said, walking her mech out and kicking the smoking remains of one of the dead coppers aside as she fired simultaneously with Cora as her Neo came out and crossed behind her larger mech. Their combined plasma salvo hit the pyro on the left and got at least something through its shields, but Jasmine couldn’t be sure if it was out of commission or not. 
Another green orb flashed by, nicking the madcat’s left arm but not cutting all the way through the armor. One good thing about the shades was the fact that they were slow firing and didn’t track well when rotating, designed more like a mobile artillery unit than a tank, but made all the more deadly by the confined streets they were fighting in. They’d already lost two mechs in Cora’s unofficial unit, leaving only the pair of Archons left to probe this side of the cruiser’s defenses while the main mech assault was occurring on the far side. 
By now the lizard cruiser was well up into the air and climbing higher by the second, lifting straight up, Cora thought, because Paul probably hadn’t figured out where the throttle was yet. That part didn’t matter, so long as the ship was out of the way, and as predicted a squadron of fast moving skeets flashed over their mechs and took out the shade with a hail of plasma fire and at least one bomb being dropped. She didn’t know what they were loaded with, but whatever it was did the trick nicely and even took out the pair of pyros and the infantry around them.
Her sensors did spot one of the skeets pull up damaged, so apparently the pyros had gotten off some return fire. That skeet crisscrossed with dozens of others coming from the far side after making strafing runs there. The immediate area was filled with aircraft for a few moments then they dispersed out to the fringes before circling back around to begin a second wave of support strikes. 
“Let’s push on,” Cora insisted, seeing that the blockade ahead of them had partial damage, but at least one copper there was still active. 
“Right behind you,” Jasmine confirmed, slowly kicking the wreck of the shade out of her way before bounding off down the street again. “They are so toast now.”
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August 13, 2266
Epsilon Eridani System
Corneria
  
Paul watched from a command nexus in his Clan Saber colony as the rail gun rounds fell from orbit onto the last lizard base on Corneria, pummeling through its already breached shields and laying waste to their infrastructure. A ground team was standing by to insert after the deadly rain ceased, waiting in a fleet of dropships and mantises that Paul had given the go ahead signal to launch ten minutes ago. By the time they arrived the majority of the base’s defenses would be down, as nearly all the buildings would be, but there was always something left intact after bombardment and Star Force had gotten lots of practice over the past months executing just this sort of a cleanup operation.
With the Bounty captured and this last base being taken out the lizard invasion was grinding to a halt. No new reinforcements had entered the system, as far as they could tell. They did now have access to the jumpship’s sensors so they weren’t completely blind to lizard naval incursions, but its sensors were still line of sight and limited in range, which Paul had thoroughly tested using their captured cruiser once they’d patched up the hull and made other repairs.
The jumpship now sat in a lazy orbit far above Corneria where it could watch over all but a small approach vector as an army of techs worked to repair the extensive damage to the ship while learning more about the enemy’s technology…especially their seed-like industrial capability, which allowed them to produce, Paul had discovered, and entire tech tree all the way up to building new jumpships if their inserted colonies were allowed to grow to a sufficient level. 
Already Paul had built several of their ground vehicles and aircraft using just that technology in his own lizard base situated a few hundred miles north of Clan Saber. Disassembling and reverse engineering the tech was proving to be much harder, so for the sake of study Paul was following the lizard’s path and using the intact pieces they’d recovered to build new ones, both to give the techs more samples to tear apart and to give him and the other Archons pieces to field test new weaponry and tactics against. 
Next to their lizard colony was a large section of forest that had been cleared out and designated the ‘battle range’ where they could conduct their weapon tests. Thanks to some handiwork on Jason’s part all the lizard vehicles could be remote piloted by a dummy mechanism placed inside each vehicle and aircraft that would relay control prompts in Star Force terminals to mechanical arms and button depressors that would act as if they were a lizard sitting at the controls. 
Rigging up Star Force tech to remote control their own craft was much easier, and once they had the kinks worked out Jason, Paul, Greg, and every other trailblazer on the planet began devoting a portion of their time to the war games, feeling out weaknesses in the enemy’s and their own tech, prompting redesigns and altogether new models as they prepared for the day when the lizards would return in what everyone mutually agreed would be much greater force.
That’s why they hadn’t waited to begin experimenting until all the lizards were gone from the planet. Taking down and cleaning out the remaining lizard bases was time consuming and costly in terms of manpower and hours, all the while the rest of the planet was still on alert but had nothing else to do. Multi-tasking was one thing Star Force, and especially the trailblazers, were good at so even as the last lizard base fell another one was growing on the other side of the planet under Star Force’s control.
Today’s orbital bombardment was going as expected. Though they never did get a full count of how many cruisers were in play, none had been seen over the past 2 months. The damage done to those remaining had rendered them visible on short range sensors, at minimum, and Star Force had made a point of hunting them down across the vast tracks of the planet’s forest as they tried to escape and lay low rather than returning to base to effect repairs. 
Oddly enough none made a run for space, even though Paul figured that was probably their best alternative. It was true that they had nowhere to go, for the gravity drives in the cruisers were too weak for all but a very slow retreat across the stars without the aid of a jumpship, during which it’d take them dozens, if not hundreds of years to return to their homeworld. If one or more had escaped the system by that means Paul was willing to let them go, knowing that by the time they whistled up any support Star Force would be ready to fight the war they’d be bringing back with them.
“How we doing?”
Paul half turned around inside the nexus, glancing behind him even though he recognized the voice.
“I didn’t realize you were here. They’re showing almost no signs of movement at all.”
Jason walked inside the holographic barrier and suddenly the sensor scans from orbit became visible, along with several side views from scout craft they had flying around the perimeter over the forest.
“Think we exhausted their reverses or they scurried off elsewhere?”
“A few vehicles escaped into the tree line,” Paul said, pointing at the virtual screen in front of them. “But I haven’t spotted a single kirby, gunship, or fighter taking to the air.”
“Burrowing again?”
Paul shrugged. “We’ll find out shortly. I’d like to think this is the end of their rope, but I wouldn’t be surprised if they changed the game again.”
“Who’s to say the Hycre found them all?”
“Exactly. I’ll concede this is probably the last of their major bases, but if I was them I’d have created a few subterranean ones elsewhere after it became evident that we could target and take their shields down from orbit.”
Jason rubbed his chin distractedly. “I don’t think they were ever playing defensive, and while you might consider that to be a long term offensive strategy, I doubt they’d agree. They’re too aggressive. Cagey, I’ll give them, but their general mindset seems to be hit rather than cower.”
“They’re adaptable,” Paul differed. “They may prefer to bust in through the front door, but take that option away and they’ll go in through a window.”
“As far as subterranean bases go…”
“Clan Saber is holding off construction until we eliminate this base. I’ve got three sites tagged but I don’t want to give away their location to prying eyes. You?”
“Clan Sangheili is expanding underneath our current facilities and will branch out from there, but we’re not establishing any separate sites. I want the option of reinforcement and evacuation retained for all our bases, including camouflaged bolt holes on the surface. The lizards are too good at frontal assaults for us not to have a means of flanking them.”
That they were good at their initial, mass strikes. Paul had personally headed up numerous hunter teams scouring the remains of Corneria Prime for lingering lizard presence, getting much more widespread view of the battle damage in the process. Most of the city’s buildings still stood, but two thirds of them had received significant damage, the worst of which was the area where the cruiser had landed, crushing several underneath. 
The insides were another story, for the lizards and trashed and gutted every building they came across, funneling the raw materials they desired to their onsite factories to produce the barricades and turrets that they had quickly spread out across the city, while leaving other materials strewn about in a very untidy fashion. 
Jason’s assertion was correct. The lizards did favor the frontal, ‘we will dominate’ assault profile he referenced, but it was their secondary tactics that were the more impressive. Paul didn’t doubt that they’d had many long centuries, if not millennia, to iron out their battle regimen and tweak it against dozens of races. They were a formidable enemy, more so than he thought Jason gave them credit for, though he would never suggest that his friend was taking them lightly. He knew better than that, but from a purely strategic perspective Paul was growing more and more convinced that there was additional levels of depth to their cunning that weren’t made readily apparent, hidden beneath their often distracting aggression.
“How long do you think we have?” Paul asked.
“I would hope decades, but I get the feeling you think it’ll be sooner than that.”
“I think we just earned ourselves a breather…and that we have far too few jumpships to feed us the reinforcements we need to shore up the planet before they come back.”
“Can’t argue with you there. What are the techs saying about getting the Bounty jumping again?”
“On their own, nil. The only chance we have is to build new parts for the gravity drives, which we can if we expand their captured infrastructure far enough to include an orbital shipyard.”
“Not soon enough then?”
“No.”
“Alright then. Assuming we finish up here without any unforeseen problems I’m hitching a ride on the next jumpship back to Earth. Someone needs to bring Davis and the others up to speed in person, and I want to get back before round 2 begins.”
“We need to halt all other expansion until we can solidify our supply lines,” Paul reminded him. “As much as I want to be charting new systems, we can’t spare a single jumpship right now, let alone start setting up new colonies we can’t defend. We’re lucky the lizards only hit us here, and hopefully it’s here they’ll hit us again. We’re more vulnerable than it seems and I’m glad they’re not in a position to exploit that vulnerability.”
“Is that your way of saying we need to focus our jumpship shipments to local industrial growth?”
“That would be on my wish list, yes, but make sure Davis understands that we need Sol building jumpships by the dozens, no matter how drastically he has to rework our shipbuilding infrastructure.”
“I’ll get it done,” Jason promised as a man walked up behind the nexus.
“Sirs,” the control room officer interrupted politely. 
“What is it?” Paul said, turning away from the view of the continuing orbital bombardment as it shattered the debris piles that were all that was left of the lizard buildings. 
“The Hycre artifact is…acting up again.”
Paul and Jason exchanged glances.
“Finish them off,” Jason said. “I’ll take care of this.”
“Keep me updated,” Paul said as his friend walked off with the man and left the control room. Two levels up and a few hundred meters to the east they came to an empty room that had been rededicated to the study of the Hycre probe after it had been moved from Corneria Prime during the first day of the assault on the city. 
“You weren’t kidding,” Jason said as the artifact floated in the center of the room, flashing like a strobe light from alternating crystalline segments in a fast and erratic pattern. Two other techs were present, one of which shrugged when Jason looked at him.
The trailblazer walked forward and touched the main body…with no effect. Frowning he proceeded to touch each of the tendrils until finally one contact stopped the light show by turning on every component’s glow at the highest setting, and all in vivid pink. 
“What did you do?” the control room officer asked.
“Not a clue,” Jason admitted, then a long screech sounded, quickly followed by a holographic line forming that started just above his head and extended down to a half meter off the ground…then a second one began at the top next to the first one and continued the pattern.
“Where’s the damn mute,” he complained, realizing that they were receiving a message directly from the Hycre, which meant they had to be somewhere in the system. 
“I don’t know,” one of the techs said walking up to the device as if to look for the off button, but Jason put a hand on his arm to stop him. “Rhetorical question.”
“Oh,” the man said, retreating to his seat as the sound finally stopped. The text line continued on for a few seconds, catching up with the audio, then stood glowing in deep purple characters as Jason tried to read it, but he couldn’t pick out more than a few words. He hadn’t spent much time with the device, and his Hycre wasn’t nearly as good as his lizard…which also sucked. 
“Can any of you read that?”
“A little,” one of the techs said walking up closer to better see the intricacy of the tiny symbols. “Communication…agreement…enemy…food fight…travel.”
“Wait…food fight?” 
“That’s what it says, I think.”
Jason turned to look at the control room officer. “Comm,” he said, holding out his hand.
The man took his comm piece off his ear and handed it to the Archon, who slipped it on and ran through the audial menu.
“Paul, get over here. I’ll switch off with you if want someone in the booth, but it looks like we’ve just received a message from the Hycre and I need you to translate.”
“Aren’t there language techs there?”
“They came up with ‘food fight.’”
Paul sighed. “Stay there, I’m on my way.” 
He typed in a last few commands, one of which was for the ships in orbit to fire off two more rounds each then to cease bombardment, then he gave Morgan the go ahead for the ground op before powering down the nexus and heading over to the artifact room. 
“Just this?” Paul asked as he walked in and saw the lines of text floating in between the probe and Jason in glowing holo. 
“It came through in audio, which we had to suffer through, then recorded it in text.”
Paul bit his lip as his brain started to work overtime trying to recognize and align the symbols. Each had different connections that imparted different meanings, similar to verb tense without there actually being any words. All their symbols were nouns, sort of, so it was quite a brain teaser to try and reconstruct their script into an English sentence.
“Anything?” Jason asked when Paul started to rub his forehead.
“I don’t recognize half of the vocabulary, but I can look it up later. The gist of it is that they want to formalize terms of an alliance against the lizards…and I think they’re sending ships. A lot of ships.”
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