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Barbriea Nooner set up the
harvesting equipment over pod #1934 in the Antarctic bioharvest facility where
she worked with a few button presses. Then after visually confirming with a
glance that the apple trees were ready to be plucked again, she opened the top
hatch on the acre-wide pod from her position outside the clear glass walls via
a control gauntlet that the Star Force tech wore on her left arm. 


The collector assembly lowered through the containment
shield beneath, entering the thicker atmosphere inside that was mostly CO2 and
would suffocate her or anyone else that went inside, but the trees absolutely
loved it and the machines designed to harvest crops didn’t need to breathe. The
platform that lowered into a gap between the trees stayed on the roof of the
pod and extended a number of arms and tubes down as if it were a mechanical
mirror image of those growing below, but it did nothing else as it waited for
Barbriea to get to work.


Standing outside the pod on the narrow walkway that
separated it from the one directly behind her, the tech hit a button on her
gauntlet that caused it to create a holographic control board that didn’t move
with her arm. It floated independently in front of her and allowed the tech to
press the tactile floating buttons in conjunction with the mental control patch
attached to her forehead. 


One of the buttons brought her into a virtual view
inside the pod that overlaid with her actual senses, making her both in the
walkway and between the trees at the same time. When Barbriea had first been
taught to use this equipment that duality had caused her a lot of trouble, but
after 67 years working bioharvest facilities it had become second nature now
and she linked with the collector arms as easily as if they were her own.


Using the sensors on the mechanical platform she was
able to see the various apples, both those exposed and hidden beneath leaves.
At a glance she could measure their width and ripeness, knowing which ones to
pick and which ones to leave for more development. Those that were ready she
locked as targets mentally, then pressed buttons for each that the collector
automatically maneuvered an arm to, located the stem, and cut it when a
collection basket was placed underneath.


Those baskets weren’t physical, but rather made of
shields that caught the 10-15 pound apples softly as they fell, then maneuvered
them low to the ground near the tree trunks and back towards the small center
gap below the collector. There they were pulled into a physical terminal that
shunted them up a tube that had an atmospheric shield of its own. Each of the
huge apples passed through it into normal atmosphere as they were carried along
via the lifting shields inside the tube that would take them to a prep area to
either be cut up and processed or stored whole for later usage…but that was
beyond Barbriea’s task, for she was assigned to only
collect and spent four hours each day moving from pod to pod harvesting crops,
whether they be apples, corn, potatoes, toretia, narcal, kepper, or the thousands
of other varieties that Star Force grew that ended up becoming food cubes,
noodles, or the Archon favorite donuts.


It was a repetitive job, but then again most tech
assignments were unless you were in maintenance, construction, or research. She
didn’t mind the solitude that the position brought, meandering about the huge
indoor fields of crops and crossing paths occasionally with other bioharvest
techs. This was an essential part of logistics within the empire, for without
food it could not exist. So while it was quiet, repetitive work it was
important and Barbriea was both pleased and honored to have the assignment.


In the past she’d been paid credits for similar jobs,
but she’d risen to a tier 6 rank now and they were the first level that
received no pay, nor did those above them. That meant she was full Star Force
and didn’t have any civilian interests…such as starting her own business or
indulging in credit purchases of luxuries. Tier 5 and below were paid, with tier
5 being paid fairly well. The transition between the two meant that those who
agreed to level up to 6 were interested in doing the work for work’s sake
rather than it being a means to gain credits.


Barbriea got everything she needed for free now,
without limits, but that didn’t include the public markets. Everything that
Star Force produced she could get, but privately made products required
credits. She still got a small stipend from previous work completed, but there
was no pay for days worked going forward. She wasn’t going to be buying any
private spacecraft or building her own station in Earth orbit. After all, why
would she want to when Star Force built far better ones and she could move
about them freely?


It was true she didn’t own any of it, but tier 6s and
above considered each other to be family, and now that she was an ‘insider’
there was no desire to try and build something of her own when the entire
empire now belonged to her in part. 


Other people couldn’t understand that and would never
work unless compensated with credits…and that’s why those people would never
rise far within the Star Force ranks. Greed was easy to weed out, and Star
Force certainly wasn’t hurting for workers. It had taken Barbriea a long time
to get this far by developing her skills, for her harvest rate had increased
greatly since she’d begun, and in the bioharvest industry time was also a
commodity. 


Some had argued for using fully automated harvesting
equipment, but doing so in some experimental pods had resulted in greater
inefficiency. A machine could only do what it was programmed to, and deciding
which apples to take and how to take them was more of an art than science. She
didn’t want to break branches in the process, and since trees didn’t grow along
predictable paths a machine didn’t always know how to move around them to get
at the apples.


It was a minor thing, but Star Force liked to get the
absolute most out of each pod and that required a mind guiding the collecting
arms and choosing when to take an apple or when to let it continue to grow.
This pod and the others that Barbriea worked were hers and hers alone, and the
mild competition to see who could produce the most over the course of time was
an added motivation to attend to detail each and every day.


When her four hour shift was over she’d rejoin the
civilian population in the nearby cities, take care of her training, then have
free time to deal with however she wished. Some people worked doubled or even
triple shifts to acquire more credits, but Star Force discouraged such things
and outright prevented it at her tier. Unless there was a shortage, they
weren’t going to encourage people to skip workouts or sleep, with the four hour
shift being about average throughout the various divisions within the empire. 


But every moment of that four hours Barbriea was in
motion, moving from one pod to another and harvesting crops or adjusting
nutrient and atmospheric levels. It was quiet work, but mildly intense as
neither she nor the other bioharvest techs wanted to waste time. Their job was
too important, for it was them that fed Earth, and those of their tier and
above were here because they wanted to be, so they took their job very
seriously.


The quietness was also soothing, which Barbriea
appreciated, so when an alarm sounded throughout the facility it spooked her so
hard that her mental connection to the collector arms inside the pod caused
several to jerk wildly, snapping branches and causing a few apples to come
crashing down to the ground far below, with some breaking apart on impact.


Barbriea disconnected from the equipment, shutting
down her control gauntlet and following the new holograms popping up in the
walkways. The one to her left was specifically for her, and as she began
running towards it the little dashed line in the air disappeared. She followed
the evacuation path quickly, not knowing what was happening but the presence of
an alien fleet in the system wasn’t a secret. She and just about everyone else
had been following the news feeds intently, but when she’d come to work the
professional in her and the others meant they didn’t sneak looks, rather being
patient enough to wait until their shifts were over before catching up on the
battles occurring on their doorstep.


But if there was an evacuation order for this
bioharvest facility that either meant there was a major malfunction or, more
than likely, the invaders were headed here…and that thought made her run
through the various walkways as fast as prudence would allow, for the turns
were very sharp and if she went any faster she’d start bouncing off the clear
pod walls. 


With her eating up her evacuation route line like old
school Pacman she eventually merged with another line, seeing out of the corner
of her eye at the turn another tech racing towards her 50 meters back. Barbriea
didn’t wait for him, knowing to clear out as quickly as possible. If there was
going to be fighting occurring here then they needed to clear the area so the
military wouldn’t be hampered by them…and if the facility was going to get
blown up there was no point in waiting around even a second longer than necessary.


She knew the planet had huge shields covering every
square meter of it that these V’kit’no’sat would have to break through, so why
they were being evacuated now she didn’t know. Barbriea trusted her fellow Star
Forcers enough to just go with the evacuation route and worry about figuring
things out later, so when she got to the end of the holographic line and joined
the crowd of others briefly waiting to get onboard subsurface cars at a transit
hub there was no talking or hysterics. No pushing or shoving. When a new car
became available they crammed as many people into it then the few security force
officers present sent it off and began loading the next one. 


Barbriea waited her turn then got pancaked inside one
a couple minutes later, standing shoulder to shoulder with the other bioharvest
techs as the tube visible outside the car started flashing by as they traveled
through the undercity and hopefully away from whatever the danger was.


“Does anyone know what’s going on?” a guy somewhere
behind her asked.


“No,” she said after a moment of awkward silence. “I
just got the evac warning and ran.”


“They have to be attacking Earth. Attacking here,”
someone else suggested. 


“Why here?” the man next to her asked. 


No one had an answer for that, and without any
knowledge to share between them there wasn’t much point in talking. By the time
they reached the end of their transit they were several hundreds of miles away,
having been taken north across Antarctica and deposited in a random city
there…but when they got out of the car they didn’t see or hear any alarms.
Everyone in the giant plaza they eventually came out into were behaving
normally aside from seeing the curious number of Star Force techs suddenly
pouring out of the transit system.


Barbriea meandered out with the others, having
received no further instructions and not being sure what she should do with
herself, but eventually she and a lot of the techs were drawn to a live news
feed that was being put up on the main holo in the
next promenade outside the plaza. When she got there she saw images of the
enemy fleet orbiting Earth. Their ships were so huge it was crazy, and they
were all clustered together in a group while the much more numerous Star Force
fleet was nearby but not yet fighting.


Then she saw the zoomed images of a giant orange beam
traveling all the way from the high up enemy fleet hitting the planetary shield
over top of them…which had to be why they’d been evacuated. If it managed to
punch through and hit the bioharvest facility they’d all be vaporized.


But as she continued to look and listen to the
commentary being provided it didn’t make sense. There was only one enemy ship
attacking, and doing so from a range outside the planetary defenses…meaning
Earth couldn’t shoot back. But if only one ship was attacking…


Then the enemy suddenly started to move with the whole
mass of ships heading in closer to the planet and Barbriea’s
hand involuntarily came up and covered her mouth as her jaw dropped. 


They were coming here. And they were going to attack
Earth with every ship they had.


She saw the Star Force fleets react instantly,
accelerating to intercept them and her not knowing if they’d get here in time
or even how long it would take them to pound through the planetary shields.
She’d been told the defenses were stupidly strong, but against that many huge
ships who knew…


But then she noticed something odd, for the point on
the shields where the orange beam had been hitting was marked on the map…yet it
wasn’t located over the facility where she worked. Not even close. The beam was
coming down on the very edge of the continent and her evacuation route had
actually brought her a bit closer to it.


“What the fuck?” she whispered, trusting Star Force
but not having any why they’d been evacuated from that bioharvest facility.



 

Mak’to’ran watched the readouts from the command deck
on his Kafcha as the J’gar fired its Tar’vem’jic into the planetary shields. It
did not penetrate on first hit, and as subsequent impacts were registered and
data analysis was conducted he began to grow very displeased. As powerful as
the Mach’nel was, it couldn’t easily get through the shields protecting the
planet…which were multi-layered and modulating. Even when it did puncture the
top layer several minutes in, the lower layers prevented it from hitting the
shield generators beneath. Doing the math he could see that it would take days
to break through at the minimum, then when his analysts got him their determination
of the effectiveness of the attack it was clear that the Mach’nel’s Tar’vem’jic
wasn’t powerful enough on its own to get through to the surface.


He was going to have to bring other weaponry into
range in order to breach their planetary shields…and that meant exposing his
fleet to their orbital defense guns.


The Era’tran knew that would result in the loss of
many more ships, for there was no way the Star Force fleet was just going to
sit by and watch while they broke through and took out ground based defenses.
They were probably sitting by now and waiting because they knew the Tar’vem’jic
wouldn’t be enough on its own to get through, but as soon as he sent ships down
to cover and assist the Mach’nel as it brought its full arsenal to bear against
the shield they’d swoop in and engage in the most defensible position they had within
the system.


Mak’to’ran had already plucked the nearby Sentinels
from orbit, so at least they wouldn’t be able to add defensive firepower, but
this was going to be a bloody fight to punch through the shields and land his Zen’zat
assault team…with the fleet commander knowing that the way to limit his losses
was by making this as quick as possible. That meant taking the entire fleet in,
assaulting the shields and creating a breach point in the minimum amount of
time, and distracting the planetary defenses long enough to get a single ship
to the surface.


He’d wanted to pluck those planetary defenses prior to
that, but now there wasn’t going to be time. He’d label them as primary
targets, but this slugging match had to be as short and to the point. If the
Zen’zat could be delivered safely he was confident they would accomplish their
mission and give the J’gar a remote link to the planetary defense stations
systems, allowing them to bypass the locks and give the Zen’zat full control of
the defenses…which they could then use to hold that position indefinitely so
long as they won the battle inside.


To make sure they did he’d already assembled all the
top Zen’zat in the fleet onto one Voro’nam Domjo that would hide behind the
protection of other vessels as they escorted it down through the kill zone he
was about to thrust the V’kit’no’sat fleet into…but there was no other way to
do this. Send less vessels and he’d lose more. The safest means to take the planetary
defense station was to hit the planet with everything they had and let their
mass strength be their shield. 


The weak link was that single Domjo. He had to make
sure it wasn’t hit and got to the surface before their enemy could react to the
light invasion. The lockout the J’gar had implemented on the now hidden planetary
defense station did not include the defense shields, so if Star Force had
managed to repair the damage the Rit’ko’sor had done to it they could throw up
that additional shield and block the Domjo from landing…which was why they’d be
going down outside the maximum perimeter of the shield and landing the Zen’zat
in gunships that would travel underneath its altitude as far as they could get
before being forced down.


Mak’to’ran thought there was a chance they could make
it all the way to the defense station’s location before Star Force could throw up
sufficient aerial interference, and if they wanted to send some of their tiny
starships down to strike them they’d have to lower the shields to do so. If
they did Mak’to’ran was going to send his own ships down and fight it out long
enough to block the attempted maneuver, even if it meant losing every one of
them to create the distraction.


If he succeeded there then the only hindrance to the
Zen’zat would be anti-air surface defenses and their aerial division. The
Zen’zat knew to head to ground rather than fight it out if they couldn’t
progress as far as needed, taking to the Star Force cities and their numerous
underground structures that the V’kit’no’sat had not been able to enter on
their ‘Ribbon.’ Only Zen’zat had been small enough to fight there, and likewise
only they would be small enough to fight on the planet below. Their battlesuits and aerial craft could not fit, and Mak’to’ran
was confident that his elite Zen’zat could handle any number of infantry thrown
at them. 


They’d make it to the defense station sooner or later,
meaning the difficult task lay in getting them safely to the surface. If they
could do that then he could have the fleet withdrawal to a safe distance and
wait for the defense station to come back online…but if Star Force was able to
accidentally down that Domjo before it delivered the Zen’zat, this attack would
be an utter failure.


The Era’tran huffed his approval. He was a fleet
commander for a reason, and if he couldn’t protect a single ship with the
thousands of others he still had, then they didn’t deserve to win this fight.


With a thought through his mental interface he gave
the attack order and the entire V’kit’no’sat fleet moved as one down into low
orbit over Terrax and began exchanging fire with the Star Force planetary
defenses.
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Kaalo waited inside the Voro’nam hangar bay in one of
several Brat’mar gunships that contained their most elite Zen’zat, of which he
was the strongest, but there were several Zen’zat from the other factions that
were stronger than him and all of them were assembled here for the insertion to
the planet below. The plan was for the Domjo to get them down to the surface
below the majority of the anti-air defenses then release all the gunships from
the hangar at minimum altitude…after which they would be on their own as the
ship returned to orbit, assuming it made it that far. There was a good chance
that it would be destroyed prior to that along with many more ships securing
their entry.


This mission relied entirely on the Zen’zat after the
insertion and Kaalo knew that if they could get down inside the Human cities
and travel through rather than over
them, then there would be nothing that could stop them short of orbital
bombardment. The fleet was going to make sure that didn’t happen for as long as
they could, but they couldn’t hold position forever under the assault they were
going to have to endure. The Humans had a great deal of planetary defenses in
addition to their assembled fleet that continued to get larger with every
passing day.


He and the other Zen’zat had to get in and secure the
planetary defense station, and in order to do that some of the weaker Zen’zat
accompanying them were carrying breaching gear to override the locks on the
various entrances. Finding one was going to be difficult if the entire
structure was built over, but even if they had to blast their way to the
exterior of the station they would and they’d brought sufficient munitions for
that if needed, though nothing was going to cut into the thick Yeg’gor armor
with the haste they required. 


That meant they had to hack their way in, and
fortunately they had the two primary races in the V’kit’no’sat with them to
supply the necessary codes to override whatever Star Force was using. Kaalo and
the others would get inside even if only a few Zen’zat made it that far, and he
knew that if either he or one of those stronger made it, they’d be enough to
kill every Archon inside assuming Rio and the other elites hadn’t predicted
this attack. If they were waiting in ambush it would take Kaalo plus support,
but the other Brat’mar Zen’zat standing beside him and in the other waiting
gunships would be enough…though he didn’t expect all of them to make it to
ground.


Whether he died in the short gunship flight or
survived to make it inside the defense station it did not matter. Star Force
wouldn’t stop all the Zen’zat, and those that did make it would take control of
the battle station and use its weaponry to blast enough of the city overtop of
them away to allow additional ships to land while securing the orbital tracks
above them. If they could do that there was nothing Star Force could throw at
them to dislodge their foothold…and then they could begin eating away at the
vermin on this planet one city at a time as more reinforcements were summoned.


It all depended on the fleet getting them to the
surface and then the Zen’zat taking the defense station, but for now he and the
other Zen’zat waited in silence inside the gunships, not knowing what was
occurring until they got the order to depart. Until then they loyally and
patiently sat on the benches shoulder to shoulder and still as statues. 



 

“There they go,” Roger said through his computerized
mind meld with Sara, Ethan, and Rio. He’d been wondering how long it would take
them to figure out that their shields weren’t going to fall to just the
Mach’nel’s Tar’vem’jic. Powerful as it was, the recharge rate of the planetary
generators were greater and the multi-layered shielding prevented spot
punctures thanks to the scattering effect of the second layer. 


“Ignore the Mach’nel?” Sara asked, seeing the tactical
situation along with the others, though their holograms were but bobble-head
sized on the periphery of her command nexus.


“Yes,” Roger said while sending out orders to the
planetary gunners as well as his part of the combined fleet in orbit, though
each chunk wasn’t in exactly the same location. “We have to destroy weapons, not
ships, and we won’t get to them until the shields go down so ignore it
completely. Make the rest of the battle look convincing but keep the Ultimas
intact.”


“Copy that,” Ethan agreed as the V’kit’no’sat ships
raced down towards Antarctica and the trailblazers knew they were going to
arrive first, but the bulk of the Sol defense fleet was now in Earth orbit and
would be there shortly…and if the Viks were busy
shooting the planetary shield then they wouldn’t have weaponsfire to counter
the incoming ships. If they shot the ships then the planetary shields would
hold up longer. It was a paradox that the enemy had to deal with by hitting as
fast and hard as possible, meaning this was going to escalate quickly.


“Rio, backdoor.”


“The surface isn’t evacuated yet.”


“I know,” Roger said as his command ship accelerated
and the view of Earth began to increase in size as they approached. “We don’t
have a choice. Slug it out until then, but don’t lose your Ultimas.”


“If we don’t use them, will they suspect a trap?”


“They’re not trying to run this time, so don’t even
bother pinning their ships in place. Just use them for fire support, but make
sure they’re close enough to the Mach’nel to grab it when needed.”


“I doubt they’ll make it that easy,” Sara complained
as her icon on the battlemap began to get closer and closer to the other
trailblazers’ and the single dot that was the full V’kit’no’sat fleet. 


“They need the Mach’nel’s other weapons, so they won’t
pull it out. Grab a few ships so they can’t retreat to recharge shields if they
try, but I think most are going to hold their ground and pound the planetary
shields until they’re through.”


“I agree,” Ethan added, pulling up a quick Mass Effect
clip from the ship’s database of all things cool. 


“Our influence stopped the Rachni,
but before that we held the line. Our influence stopped the Krogan,
but before that we held the line. Our influence will stop Saren.
In the battle today, we will hold the
line!”


“Yeah, I think that pretty much fits,” Sara echoed. “They
ain’t moving for nothing.”


“Make sure they don’t and we can win this,” Roger
insisted as the first weaponsfire started to register on the planetary shield
in addition to the Tar’vem’jic that continued to fire on approach.
Simultaneously hundreds of Ardent began streaking up from points around
Antarctica as the V’kit’no’sat fleet slowed and maneuvered around into a line
of attacking ships…primarily the larger ones with the Mach’nel at the
center…and a line of defenders above them in a flattened half sphere to protect
against the incoming Star Force ships.


Roger saw several metallic rail gun slugs popping up
from the surface through brief gaps in the shield that went streaking into the
assaulting fleet, some of which were targeted and deflected prior to impact,
but those that hit put huge dents in the shield energy of the targets,
including one Na’shor that had already been weakened by concentrated Ardent
beams. It punched straight through the remaining shields and planted a huge
crater in the hull, though the 26 mile long battleship hardly felt the impact
as its weaponry continued to pour down into the atmosphere, setting it aglow
even before hitting the first of the shield layers with a combination of beams
and orbs, though none of the ships were getting close enough to engage their
short ranged weapons, which would have meant they had to get inside the
atmosphere where their maneuvering options would be significantly limited.


Suddenly the fleet disposition changed and some of the
frontline ships started throwing up dampening shields that stopped the incoming
rail gun slugs cold, but that meant power had to be diverted away from the
regular shields, weakening their recharge rate and making the Ardent strikes
even more effective as multiple breach points started to occur in the first
planetary shield, allowing the Tar’vem’jic clear shots at the second
layer…which broke on the first hit, though it scattered the beam so much it
became a cone as it traveled down to the third.


The hammering continued both ways as the Star Force
fleet decelerated hard and got itself into a bit of alignment before engaging.
Going in recklessly was to the V’kit’no’sat’s advantage, so the four
trailblazers forced themselves to be patient a bit longer and got their drones
into their favorite engagement formations before taking it to the defensive
sphere over top the bombarding ships. Rio took the high road avoiding the first
conflicts, cutting off their exiting jumpline and
making the highest V’kit’no’sat ships turn around to attack them…all the while
coordinating with ground-based weaponry so they didn’t get involved in friendly
fire when an Ardent or railgun slug missed, or hit and passed through an enemy
ship.


Numerous Bra’hems also
opened fire, having been the primary defense weapons for many decades and now
taking a secondary role, but still effective in adding so much firepower to
select V’kit’no’sat ships that they were destroyed within a minute of initial
contact. They never wavered though, holding position and firing constantly up
until their destruction as layer after layer of planetary shields were being
stripped away until the first Tar’vem’jic blast shot through a gap in all of
them and hit the shield generator beneath on the surface.


The auxiliary shield covering the structure itself
couldn’t stand up to that amount of raw energy, with the orange beam
penetrating it on contact and vaporizing the huge tower along the internal
spine, blowing out the rest of it in a donut of shrapnel that hit and destroying
surrounding buildings…not to mention the damage done to the undercity as the
beam penetrated even further. Fortunately the shield generator was the same one
the Tar’vem’jic had been firing upon from higher up in orbit and the people in
the area of assault had been evacuated, but that didn’t hold true for the
weapons batteries and additional shield generators ringing it that were
subsequently targeted.


The planetary shields tried to regenerate, but their
ability to do so was weakened with the loss of that single generator and the
bombardment hadn’t diminished with the destruction of the first V’kit’no’sat
ships, for whenever one was destroyed another from higher up would drop down
and assume its position, giving them a nearly constant assault that was
continuing to push through and keep the shield from regenerating what had been
lost while other ships were targeting through the gaps and taking out key
structures in a wave of destruction that began to snowball…with the coverage of
the planetary shield pulling back as a result.



 

Kaalo got word the same as all the other Zen’zat
inside that their Domjo was deploying, but none of them moved. There was no
point in doing so until they were on the ground, so all of them continued to
sit and wait but the pilots shunted tactical data to them so they could start
familiarizing themselves with the battle conditions on the surface that they
were about to fly through. 


Kaalo was pleased to see so many defensive weapons
being blasted into oblivion, but the exchange of fire between the fleet, the
surface, and the defending fleet was far greater than he had anticipated. The
V’kit’no’sat ships engaging in the bombardment were getting torn apart, but
they had succeeded in punching a short-lived hole in the shields that they were
holding open with additional bombardment while softening the approach area for
the Zen’zat.


It was costly, but as expected they were getting the
job done as the Domjo moved out of its parking orbit between the two layers of
ships and headed down towards the planet at the back of a formation of some 83
vessels that drew immediate fire from the planetary defenses. Kaalo saw a
Lir’nen Na’shor get obliterated within half a minute as they came into the
atmosphere and had to slow down, with so many surface batteries still remaining
that its bulk was torn apart with alarming speed. The burning chunks from it
floated up, relatively speaking, through the descending fleet as the drag tore
at them as the rest of the ships powered down through the atmosphere as fast as
possible…but the debris would rain down on either the planetary shield or
through the gap and hit the surface soon enough.


Even as they descended, the blocking ships targeted
and took out many of the exposed defensive batteries, but there were so many adjacent
to them and still protected underneath the planetary shields that the descent
to the planet was a gauntlet that had to be endured rather than defeated, and
as another Na’shor broke up ahead of them and the other ships had to fly
evasively around its debris, Kaalo could sense the moment of their inevitable
victory coming, for soon they’d be below the firing arcs of most of the
planetary defense guns and they’d…



 

“Time?” Jasmine-1188 asked, her voice calm but
strained as she stood within the V’kit’no’sat pyramid at one of their Zen’zat
control stations atop the Oso’lon platform on the command deck while another
Archon was manning a Star Force add-on a few feet away. The pyramid systems and
the Star Force battlemap had never been integrated into one another for
security reasons, so Jasmine wasn’t able to monitor the progress of the evacuation
of the bioharvest factory above them, but she could see the carnage occurring
in orbit further to the west over the edge of Antarctica as the V’kit’no’sat
began to punch through the planetary shield and hit a surface generator with
the Mach’nel’s primary weapon, taking it down in a single shot and making the
eventual fall of the rest of the shield layers covering the continent just a
matter of time.


The pyramid’s own shields couldn’t extend that far
out, which was probably why the V’kit’no’sat were attacking that far away, but
she couldn’t understand why they were being so stupid. Yes, Star Force had to
evacuate the people above them first, but what made the V’kit’no’sat think they
wouldn’t come under attack by its weaponry? It made no sense. They obviously
knew it was still here, otherwise there would be no reason to invade Antarctica
when they didn’t have enough ships and troops to take the planet. They had to
be trying to retake the pyramid by landing ground troops outside the shield
perimeter, but as soon as the evacuation was complete they were going to get
hammered. 


“40 seconds,” the nearby Archon confirmed, watching
the tracks of the people moving out through the adjacent cityscape. They had a
minimum calculated range to get clear from, otherwise Jasmine would not fire.
Dying in battle was one thing, but Star Force wasn’t going to kill its own
people no matter what the situation was and damn anyone who argued otherwise.


“Good,” she said, seeing a column of V’kit’no’sat
ships heading to ground already. Gritting her teeth, she realized that they
might make it before she could get the first shot off, but there was no way in
hell they were going to park there and just unload with impunity. Maybe the
V’kit’no’sat were willing to accept egregious losses to get some troops on the
planet, but at this point she didn’t care. They’d just made a very bad mistake
and she was going to make them pay for it.


With a thought she shunted power to all the weapon
systems in the pyramid, taking them through a quick pre-cycle as the power core
buried deep in the planet beneath the pyramid amped up its production by the
tens, then hundreds, then thousands of times. What Star Force had originally
misinterpreted as the extend of the pyramid was really just the cap on the
massive defense station, for below the living levels was over 35 miles of
automated structure that sunk down to touch the magma layer beneath, sucking
some additional energy from it but primarily using the rock of the planet as
additional, lateral armor while the thick Yeg’gor atop protected against the
most direct and obvious attacks.


The structure beneath that cap stretched down like a
spike into the planet, and within it was the massive power cores in addition to
the bulk of the Tar’vem’jic, whose firing aperture was located atop the
pyramid. The destructive energy would be gathered below and channeled up to it
when needed, meaning that even if the armored cap was destroyed the bulk of the
weapon would still lie intact deep inside the planetary crust along with most of
the major systems, insuring that they would outlast the inhabitants. 


Jasmine started sending pyramid data to the Star Force
battlemap over comms so the planetary shields could
coordinate their rapid and precise lowerings around
the firing lines of the weapons she was about to bring online and had not been
test fired in over 100,000 years…but neither she nor anyone else in the pyramid
had any doubts as to whether they would work. As malevolent as they were, the
V’kit’no’sat knew how to build proper equipment that time could barely scratch
at.


Jasmine let her mind become absorbed in the
V’kit’no’sat firing program, into which she incorporated other ‘Zen’zat’
stationed on different pedestals around the command deck. They took control of
the other myriad weapons the pyramid had while she retained command of the big
gun herself, sending the first energy transfer up to the peak and pooling it
there in its final form as the last few seconds ticked off.


“Confirmed,” the Archon nearby said. “Evacuation zone
is now clear.”


“Firing,” Jasmine said, rousing the large Tar’vem’jic beam cannon from its
slumber and taking aim at the Mach’nel in orbit.
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Ethan stood in the nexus onboard a command ship that
was situated well away from the combat, as were the other manned vessels that
could be taken out in a single shot from the Mach’nel, but his mind was right
in the thick of the battle along with the other trailblazers as their drone
fleets hammered the V’kit’no’sat in a weapons exchange that eclipsed everything
to date in Star Force history. 


The size of the enemy ships was so problematic that
Ethan literally had to throw away drones in order to do damage, and even the Shivas and Ultimas weren’t making a huge dent. Had they
brought in other summons that would have changed, but they didn’t have time now
and they also didn’t want to let the V’kit’no’sat know they existed, leaving
him with a superior ship count to fight with, but he was losing them at a rate
that was galling. 


The V’kit’no’sat were winning too, and not just in
their assault on the shields. If this battle was allowed to continue as it was
going the Mach’nel would remain standing after the other ships basically
annihilated each other. Ethan knew it wasn’t going to come to that, for the
planetary shields were going to fall first, but so long as Star Force didn’t
get baited into attacking the Mach’nel they were going to destroy all the other
V’kit’no’sat ships with the help of the planetary defense guns. That would be a
win despite the losses, but the Mach’nel could then sit over its hole in the
shields and systematically destroy every bit of infrastructure on Earth’s
surface with impunity.


Using the summons against it was suicide, for the
bigger ships were easier to destroy. Ethan knew they needed thousands of little
stings that were hard to target to get through that armor and the V’kit’no’sat
knew it as well, meaning that no matter how this battle ended the V’kit’no’sat
were going to end up last man standing.


Except that they had made one critical mistake, and as
the countdown in Ethan’s mind began to approach zero he and the other
trailblazers started moving the Ultimas in closer to the Mach’nel subtly,
keeping them behind a lot of other drones and their IDFs silent for the most
part, but getting within range to completely blanket the huge ship. If even a
single one of its multiple gravity drives could pull on the star or push off
the planet then it could escape, meaning that full immersion was required with
enough backups that when the V’kit’no’sat realized their mistake and turned their
full attack on the Ultimas the overlapping field wouldn’t fall instantly. 


How long it would stay up was the question mark here,
and when the countdown reached 7 seconds all four trailblazers lit up the
Ultimas and caught hundreds of V’kit’no’sat ships and thousands of their own drones
inside the engine-crippling fields along with the Mach’nel.


“Time for the boomstick,” Ethan whispered as the
countdown reached zero.



 

Mak’to’ran was onboard his Kafcha in the outer defense
sphere with his Era’tran engaging in battle but also keeping his ship out of
the worst of it as he watched the column of ships descending through the hole
in the planetary shields. The leading vessels were taking a beating, but he
could see that the Domjo with the Zen’zat onboard would easily make it to
ground to release them. Whether or not it made it back up to orbit wasn’t
certain but they were going to accomplish their mission one way or another,
after which the fleet would withdraw and the assault would be solely in the
Zen’zat’s hands.


Suddenly his displays lit up with the presence of
interdiction fields. None were crossing his ship, but a huge chunk of both
fleets were now without engine power, including the Mach’nel. He expected some
type of counterattack to come, but the warning alarm indicating a tiny amount
of power buildup at the assumed location of the planetary defense station
nearly escaped his attention. Just as he was trying to determine the source of
both issues the energy surge spiked as a massive detonation occurred in the
cityscape on the heels of a brilliant orange beam that shot at an angle into
the sky and tracked through the battling fleets and directly into the Mach’nel.


The horror of that single attack and all it implied
chilled him to the bone. The planetary defense station was operational. The J’gar and Oso’lon had assured him that was
impossible, for only they had the necessary codes to unlock the weaponry. This
should not have been happening, but
Mak’to’ran knew he didn’t have time to think about it. He had his fleet to
save…or as much of it as he could.


“Target their
interdictors exclusively!” he roared while also sending out mental commands
to his Era’tran and the overall fleet. “We
must free the Mach’nel!”



 

“Yeah baby!” Sara yelled while still micromanaging her
portion of the fleet and making sure all of their own ships stayed out of the
firing line they’d cleverly disguised, for only a handful of seconds after the
first Tar’vem’jic beam hit the Mach’nel’s shields and took a chunk out of their
power a second shot was fired, then quickly a third.


Meanwhile there was a huge debris cloud expanding out
around where the pyramid was, but it wasn’t diminishing. Within the next 20
seconds more chunks of debris were began being blown off, soon followed by a
scattering of additional weaponsfire, for while far smaller in magnitude, the
pyramid did have more than one battery that could reach orbit. And as more
holes were punched in the surrounding cityscape and firing lines were opened
up, that weaponry, in both beam and orb form, began flying up to hit the lowest
ships in the V’kit’no’sat lines that were no longer assaulting the planet, but
were turning around and charging towards the Ultimas.


But the Ultimas weren’t the only interdiction-capable
drones in the fleet, and the much smaller support ships were actively snagging single
vessels and delaying their attacks on the larger platforms as the Mach’nel used
its own Tar’vem’jic to shoot through multiple drones simultaneously to get at
the Ultimas. It didn’t even bother trying to shoot back at the pyramid, who now
had its own shield generator active beneath the planetary layers, making it
clear that nothing was going to get down to it. 


That meant it was a race to do damage to the Mach’nel
before it could escape, and Sara literally jumped for joy a few inches into the
air when subsequent hits from that big, beautiful gun finally punched through
the Mach’nel’s shields and hit the Yeg’gor armor beneath. It had already been
damaged from its run-in with the star, but it greedily began soaking up as much
energy as it could and diminishing the destructive effect…but there was no way
to absorb that much energy, and bits and pieces of glowing armor debris began
blasting off like fireworks with each additional hit.


Over and over the pyramid fired, with its secondary
weaponry getting more and more intense as it ripped apart the cityscape around
it. Those Dair’me and Sat’chi may have been older models, with the former now
replaced by the upgrades made to the Var’ko that most V’kit’no’sat ships
carried, but the sheer size of the Dair’me saw pure green beams of transit
energy hit enemy shields and scatter across their surface like lightning,
draining so much energy that it almost like cheating. 


The shield draining weapon did damage to the hull
where it hit, but considerably less. The armor on the V’kit’no’sat Kafcha
especially could almost shrug it off, but the gunners in the pyramid wisely
didn’t continue with the attack, switching to other ship targets that were
going for the closest Ultimas and stripping their shields away as well, allowing
the drones to do more damage on their own but also setting up shots for the
Sat’chi orbs.


They were the slowest firing weapon the pyramid had
that could reach orbit, though their tightly packed energy matrix continually
expanded as it traveled, making it an extended ‘medium’ ranged weapon, but the
V’kit’no’sat fleet was close enough and their ships large enough to catch
virtually all of the sparkling teal orbs that were the big brother to the basic
Dre’mo’don that was the foundation for V’kit’no’sat weaponry. 


When one of the Sat’chi hit the unshielded hull of a
V’kit’no’sat Domjo it nearly snapped the entire ship in half, melting in
through the armor and detonating inside. It blew out through so many areas that
the ship was immediately out of the fight, though the larger vessels with
thicker armor didn’t succumb so fast, but there were six different Sat’chi
cannons in the pyramid and soon all of them had broken free of the cityscape
and were following up on the Dair’me, knocking out ships so fast that many Ultimas
survived longer than they should have on the lower edge of the battle.


All the while the Tar’vem’jic continued to hammer the
Mach’nel, pounding the same spot in the armor until it finally broke through.
When it did the interior decks vaporized…both the water, the J’gar, and the
weaker internal structures. The ship was so huge everything didn’t die at once,
but with a couple shots put into that hole the Tar’vem’jic readjusted its aim
and started boring another one some 60 miles away on the hull all the while the
Mach’nel sat helpless as it fought the surrounding fleet trying to free itself
from the interdiction effect.



 

Kaalo saw the cityscape over the planetary defense
station explode, with his eyes noticing the orange beam leaping up into space
even before the destruction registered. It was so powerful it just melted
through all the unarmored structures above, then the surrounding destruction
ensued as horror gripped him and every other Zen’zat. Their mission had gone
from one of leisurely time to a desperate assault. He knew they had to get to
the planetary defense station and disable it from the inside while the fleet
retreated, but…


Then those hopes were crushed as he started to see the
cityscape surrounding the defense station explode where the Tar’vem’jic wasn’t,
and even as their column of warships were rushing their way down to the surface
and almost ready to release the gunships he knew their mission was a
failure…for the secondary weaponry in the defense station was blowing apart the
cityscape covering it, and if that continued there would be no way for the
Zen’zat to approach the structure without getting immediately shot. The
disadvantage Star Force had created by building a city overtop the defense
station was literally being peeled away, meaning he and the other Zen’zat had
no chance of success.


He had four seconds to dwell on that before a green
beam leapt up through the distant debris clouds and hit the Domjo he was in.
The Dair’me tore through the shields in one shot, with the excess energy eating
into the hull armor but not penetrating it…then a second shot hit and Kaalo
could hear the destruction outside the gunship. 


When the third hit it was only a graze, for they had
dropped too low for the weaponry to target them around the curve of the planet,
but it wasn’t a Dair’me. It was a Sat’chi orb whose graze was enough to tear
off a section of the Domjo, destroying enough gravity drives that the ship fell
out of alignment with the others and almost rammed a Dak’bri covering it from
behind. A collision was averted, but when the Domjo slid out of the protective
arrowhead blocking that was dying for it, a pair of Ardents from the surface
hit the ship and reduced it to a giant falling ball of metal with the Zen’zat
stuck inside.


Kaalo’s gunship immediately
lifted off, with the pilots not waiting any longer. They overrode the hangar
bay doors and opened them just in time for about two thirds of the gunships to
escape before the Domjo rammed the planet’s surface fast enough to imbed the
entire ship in the cityscape. Kaalo saw it from a much too close rear view as
the weight of the ship crushed the towers beneath then punched into the
undercity and down into the bedrock below…with him knowing that the Zen’zat
still trapped in the hangar were either dead or pinned inside.


A few gunships nearby his got hit with anti-air fire
and exploded on contact, for whatever was shooting them was not small weaponry,
but the pilots already had the flock of Zen’zat craft heading for the surface
and soon the survivors got down below building height and out of most of the anti-air,
though Kaalo’s own ship took several smaller hits as
they angled into surface-hugging flight as the pilots evaded whatever they
could without orders to follow.


Still receiving telemetry from the orbiting fleet,
Kaalo could see the destruction around the defense station continue with debris
flying up for miles around the orange beam leaping into the sky…and during the
brief pauses in firing he could see the green/black Yeg’gor armored plates that
were the peak of the defense station reasserting themselves over the landscape
as if the city above had been little more than worthless camouflage.


Someone had screwed up massively, but Kaalo didn’t
expect he’d survive long enough to find out what had happened. The more he
watched the destruction around the defense station the more he knew they could
never achieve their objective…which left the question of what could they
destroy elsewhere in preparation for the inevitable assault to follow, for no
matter what happened to the fleet in orbit, the V’kit’no’sat would not permit
these abominations to exist and they’d return in far greater numbers…whatever
was necessary…to purge this planet and all others that they had defiled.


And whatever the Zen’zat now beneath the planetary
shield could destroy would keep other V’kit’no’sat ships alive later when it
happened…meaning they needed to take out anti-orbital guns, shield generators,
and power cores.


“Kaalo,” he
heard another Zen’zat’s voice say over the comm, “we need to combine our forces to have the most effect. Proceed to the
new landing zone with as many gunships as you can get through.”


Kaalo saw the now distant landing zone pop up, several
hundred miles away but not near the defense station. Traveling that far by air
was risky, but it was Neatras giving him the order
and the older Era’tran Zen’zat was one that he was not going to argue with. 


“Confirmed,”
was all he said, then he shunted the coordinates to the pilots of all the
Brat’mar gunships and got them headed towards the edge of the defense station’s
own flat shield that was covering the landscape, but not so low that they
couldn’t fly under it.


“Zen’zat, hear
me,” he said through the comm to all the Brat’mar gunships remaining. “Our mission has failed before it began. The
defense station is operational and the Star Force structures we were to
approach through are being destroyed. We cannot get close to it now without
dying needlessly, so we are proceeding to secondary targets. We will die on
this planet shortly, but the more damage we can do now will assist the
planetary assault that is assured to come later. This treachery will not be
ignored and you can be confident that this world will fall. How many
V’kit’no’sat die taking it is the question. If we can destroy a single shield
generator we will reduce that number, so as we travel across this
vermin-infested world and we are killed one by one, know that we are fighting
to save the V’kit’no’sat coming here in the near future. Hold nothing back, but
focus on worthwhile targets.”


“We understand,”
another Zen’zat said, with telepathic pulses from the others indicating their
agreement and Kaalo knowing he needn’t say anymore. All Zen’zat were fiercely
loyal to the V’kit’no’sat, and as had been determined previously, this Star
Force was not rogue Zen’zat. They were something else, a type of abomination
that Kaalo would not survive long enough to figure out, but the Zen’zat here
were loyal beyond question and they would do their duty to the end.


But if they could get to ground near their target and
disappear into the undercity, they were going to be very hard to dislodge. He
had no doubt there would be plenty of Archons to kill along the way, but their
primary objective was the planetary defenses…though he wouldn’t mind if a
particular Archon showed up and gave him a third try to destroy him.


And with his fellow Zen’zat alongside, Kaalo had no
doubts as to the outcome if such an encounter was to occur again.
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When Roger saw the first Tar’vem’jic blast penetrate
the Mach’nel’s hull, 28 weapons ports went offline with it. While in the
overall carnage of the battle that wasn’t much, it did slow the destruction
rate of the drones a bit and the trailblazer now had a dead zone to maneuver
in. It wasn’t safe from fire, for there were many other weapons on the Mach’nel
that could still cover the area around the breach, but it was less dangerous
than before and he needed to take every advantage possible keep the Ultimas in
position for the maximum number of seconds.


Right now they were getting hammered, with Roger and
the others pulling so many drones in front of them to block that the region
around each of them looked like a confetti field. Even so, many of the Ultimas
were being destroyed and he had to keep moving those still functional around
and adjusting the size of their interdiction cones to insure enough overlap
that the destruction of one wouldn’t open up a gravity drive that could then
drag the enemy ship out of the others.


The more chess pieces Roger lost the harder that was,
but every shot they could get in with the pyramid defenses was worth it, not
only against the Mach’nel but the rest of the V’kit’no’sat fleet that had to
stay here to defend it. They were losing many ships to the other pyramid
defenses, but the drones were inflicting the most damage…though their number
was decreasing rapidly. 


But the trailblazers were playing a losing game and
soon Roger saw a hole open up in the IDF coverage. Rio
adjusted quickly, bringing around another Ultima and repositioning its field,
but oddly the Mach’nel didn’t move during those 6 seconds of opportunity. The
Tar’vem’jic from the pyramid kept hammering it while the Mach’nel’s smaller
version continued poaching Ultimas up until another hole in the field resulted
that the trailblazers could not cover. Only a piece of the Mach’nel was now
free to touch gravity, but again the massive ship didn’t move for a good 20
seconds…then it began a slow drift away from the battlefield, too slow for the
pyramid’s big gun to miss as it continued to pound additional holes in the armor
and gut the interior.


The movement caught the Ultimas out of position and
while Roger tried to move his to follow, the rest of the V’kit’no’sat fleet was
in the way and he couldn’t get his Ultimas through quickly enough. Adjusting
cone size bought them another half minute, but eventually the Mach’nel pulled
out entirely and made a slow microjump up to a higher
orbit. 


“Stay,” Roger said to the other trailblazers as he saw
several ships from their groups begin to break off and pursue as he organized
what remained of the Ultimas and began pinning as many V’kit’no’sat ships in
place as they could. Many began to flee in the wake of the Mach’nel, but the
more they could hold here the better. Roger knew they needed to chase the big
ship, but if them delaying a half hour saved another hundred drones then it
would be worth it…though he too wanted to kill the thing once and for all.


Fortunately the other three trailblazers trusted him
and began reforming their fleets into containment bottles, using both the IDFs
and their dampener shields to block exiting jumplines
as the pyramid continued firing into the fleet…and with the Mach’nel no longer
around to shoot at, it’s big gun was now targeting the ‘smaller’ V’kit’no’sat
ships.



 

Mak’to’ran’s Kafcha was one
that was caught in the shadow of a Star Force interdictor, unable to move along
with several other vessels as they urgently tried to destroy everything between
them and the vessel pinning them in place. He’d already ordered a chunk of the
free vessels to leave, knowing that if they were to stick around and fight
they’d die against the planetary defense weaponry, so right now those further
into the naval brawl were having to fight their way out…but his ship was one of
many that couldn’t.


The Era’tran could also see that the Star Force
vessels were making holes in their formation to allow the Tar’vem’jic through,
letting him know where it was going to fire next. Wisely, it was now targeting
the largest vessels and eliminating them with a handful of shots each. When the
Kafcha pinned next to him took a hit to its weakened shields they fell
completely, then the second shot punched into the hull armor so hard it burnt
through with the single hit…then the third landing in the same place ate
through the interior and punched a dome out the far side from the internal
explosions, cracking the armor there for a few seconds before the next shot cut
through the ship entirely, with the remaining beam continuing on out into
space.


With the Star Force vessels realigning to clear a shot
to his Kafcha, Mak’to’ran was given a slight reprieve as the Tar’vem’jic put
more shots in to the massive vessel beside him, for even with the critical
amount of damage it had sustained in one area it was still fighting out of
others. The next four shots hit on the underside of the right prong and all but
severed it from the ship as the interdictor holding them in place was finally
disabled. 


Engine power returned to a number of ships and
Mak’to’ran ordered an immediate retreat, wanting to stay and help others escape
that were still pinned, but at this point the battle was snowballing in the
enemy’s favor and most ships that stayed around were going to be destroyed. Had
the defense station not been in play that would have been a different story,
but it was killing their largest vessels with ease.


There were hundreds still trapped without engine power
and more fighting their way to get free of the Star Force vessel swarms.
Knowing he had to act now, he set a course to take him and those ships around
him out through those swarms with his Kafcha physically ramming several to make
way. He managed to link up with another group of 7 with a small redirect, but
he couldn’t risk delaying more than that. As soon as he dragged those ships
into the clear while keeping the bulk of the Star Force fleet and even his own
dying ships between him and the defense station to block incoming Tar’vem’jic
shots, the Era’tran commander and his surviving fleet group made emergency
jumps out beyond the range of the massive weapon, then moved to regroup with
the badly damaged Mach’nel that was limping its way into a high planetary
orbit…though moving through the cluttered ring of Star Force orbital stations
around the planet and blasting apart a lot of them on the way out.


Mak’to’ran could understand their frustration, but
this was no time for vengeance. That would come later and, damaged or not, he
needed the Mach’nel back at the center of what was left of his fleet. He gave
the order for a rendezvous and the limping ship finally broke off its strafing
attack as it redirected up from that circular plain and towards the jumpline for the star where Mak’to’ran and every other
surviving ship was congregating…though he quickly had to amend that and took
his and another Kafcha back towards the planet when several heavily damaged
ships had successfully fled the range of the planetary defense station, but
were being hounded by the tiny ship swarms and picked apart.


Mak’to’ran thought he could pull a few vessels out of
that mess before they were destroyed, but he knew he wasn’t going to be able to
save them all.



 

“Roger, can you and Ethan tidy up here?” Rio asked in
a mildly ecstatic voice as he was seeing reports from the surface that several
crashed ships were spilling out V’kit’no’sat into the Antarctic cities. 


“Go,” Roger said. “And take Ethan too. I’ve got this.”


“You sure?” Ethan asked.


“Unfortunately we don’t have that many ships
remaining. I can handle them all. Get to ground and link up in a triple
battlemeld. You’ll need it for the big ones.”


“They’re not what I’m worried about,” Rio said
ominously, knowing that the larger V’kit’no’sat races climbing out of the ship
debris could be taken down by mechs and aerial craft. It was those small enough
to disappear into the cityscape that were going to be a problem, for a lot of
the crash areas were still populated...and in addition to the deaths resulting
from the enemy ships crushing them, he was already starting to get reports of
the V’kit’no’sat going on a killing spree and taking out as many civilians as
they could find.


“Go,” Roger insisted even as he was assuming
operational command over what was left of the other three fleets and sending
them on pursuit courses for the disabled and pinned V’kit’no’sat ships in orbit,
along with those limping away on one or two gravity drives at most. 


Rio, Sara, and Ethan all disconnected from the
battlemeld at the same time and within minutes Roger saw dropships emerging
from their respective command ships that took them down to the surface. Out of
prudence he sent a few smaller drones ahead of them to help pluck any remaining
weaponry off the crashed V’kit’no’sat ships. Losing one of his peers to a
single working battery at this point was something he wasn’t going to risk…plus
it was a lot easier to kill V’kit’no’sat with close-in naval guns than with
mechs.


Roger assigned that submission to another Archon and
let her handle it while he sent two more of his most trusted naval comrades off
to chase the slowly fleeing ships while he stayed put and handled those that
couldn’t run and were slugging it out for all they were worth with the drone
fleet that had now fully surrounded them save for firing lines being opened up
for the pyramid weaponry. Right now it was doing more damage than his entire
fleet combined, and the remaining V’kit’no’sat ships weren’t going to last more
than a few minutes at best, so the trailblazer opened a comm to them.


“You are beaten,”
he said in V’kit’no’sat. “Signal your
surrender now and I will let you live. Fail to do so and you won’t have time to
regret your decision. Cease fire and signal your compliance by individual ship.
If not, would you mind telling me why you were stupid enough to enter firing
range of the planetary defense station? Or did you think it wasn’t still here? I
was pretty sure we didn’t hide it all that well.”


While no surrender came in, his goading did prompt a
response from a Brat’mar vessel that was still half intact.


“Who unlocked
the weaponry for you traitors? Tell us so we can kill them before we come back
for you.”


Roger raised an eyebrow. “Unlocked? What made you think it was locked in the first place?”


“Only the
Oso’lon and J’gar had those codes. Which is it?”


Roger smiled widely, connecting the dots and realizing
that the pyramid weaponry must have been under some kind of lockdown prior to
the Zak’de’ron visit. When the dragon unlocked the
restricted files he must also have unlocked everything else…and if there had
been a block on the weaponry above and beyond what was restricted to Zen’zat,
that explained why they thought they could assault Antarctica and not come
under fire. In fact, that ground assault run was probably to deliver ground
troops with the intention of retaking the pyramid…and then unlock it for
themselves.


That was a sweet bit of strategy, which made their
karma-induced failure all the more gratifying. They’d all but wiped out the Zak’de’ron, and yet with a simple code they’d managed to
vicariously get their first dose of revenge…though he wasn’t going to tell the
V’kit’no’sat that.


“Why don’t you
wipe both out just to make sure?” Roger suggested, but no reply was
forthcoming as battle damage cut the transmission. He kept a keen eye on each
of the V’kit’no’sat ships under heavy assault, but none of them transmitted a
surrender or deactivated their weapons. They stubbornly fought to the death,
but Roger had the pyramid cease fire while there were still a few damaged ships
remaining. The drones finished them off, but left several mostly intact hulks
stripped of weapons and power intentionally…and by design they were mostly the
smaller V’kit’no’sat races. 


Roger left a scattering of drones behind and ordered
in one of the command ships and multiple jumpships to that location, using
their weaponry to maintain possession of the remnants of that destroyed
V’kit’no’sat fleet and to beginning scanning for survivors to be captured
later, but for right now they were simply going to be contained while Roger’s
command ship and the rest of the controlling vessels that had been waiting
safely out of firing range followed the drone swarm as the trailblazer took it
out past the limping V’kit’no’sat ships that were already being taken down.


Roger left a few jumpships behind there with orders to
offer a surrender, but he didn’t stick around to find out how that went down.
He bypassed them entirely with the bulk of his swarm and headed straight to the
stellar jumppoint, racing the Mach’nel that clearly
had most of its propulsion disabled. There was no way it was going to leave
this system, but so long as that primary weapon was still online it was going
to be a problem. Before it could regenerate its shields they needed to take it
out, though the secondary shield generators covering the aperture of both it
and the other weapon systems were very hard to destroy…both because of their
small surface area and because they had to be designed so robustly to match up
with the Yeg’gor armor, otherwise you could just shoot out all the weapons and
leave the floating fortress impotent.


The pyramid was too far away to pinpoint target its
twin weapon system and the drones had been ordered not to shoot the Mach’nel,
focusing on the other vessels in order to protect the Ultimas, but now that
that wasn’t the case Roger was going to hit that weapon directly. If the ship
tried to run he knew he had the engine power to overtake them unless they were
playing more wounded than they actually were.


If they delayed, then the few summons he had enroute
would catch up and they could hammer them further, but Roger knew that he
couldn’t give the Mach’nel time to make repairs, no matter how much of its interior
had been gutted. As powerful as the pyramid weaponry was the sheer size of that
ship was too much to destroy quickly…but the holes were big enough that he
could slide his smallest drones inside them, and once he did that they could
methodically gut the entire ship and the V’kit’no’sat would have no defense
against it.


So Roger had two primary objectives as his swarm
approached the stellar jumppoint. Kill the
Tar’vem’jic before it ate away another significant portion of his drones and
get some of his cutters and corvettes inside so they could either force a
surrender or take out the occupants…though blasting through hundreds of miles
of interior decks would take forever with only a few holes punched through the
armor. Roger could have his fleet chip away at it and wear it down from the
outside, but with over a thousand V’kit’no’sat vessels remaining to escort it,
damaged as they were, he knew he wasn’t going to have that option. 


But then suddenly those ships that were closing on the
Mach’nel to protect it from his fleet reversed course, heading instead back to
the jumppoint where they coalesced, waiting for other
damaged ones to catch up as an incoming transmission from one of the Era’tran
Kafcha popped up. Roger accepted it and was suddenly looking at the hologram of
an unarmored T-Rex. He’d seen visual records of them before, but this was the
first live one he had ever encountered, despite the fact it was just a
hologram. That said, he could feel a chill as the big head swung slightly to
orient on his image and its teeth became partly visible as its lips rippled in
some type of gesture he wasn’t familiar with.


“The victory is
yours, Star Force,” he all but spat with contempt, “but we leave with the knowledge of your sponsors. Either the Oso’lon or
the J’gar are responsible for this, and once we determine which we will get the
answers from them as to what they’ve created in you. Your secrets will be
exposed and your weaknesses determined, then we will return and destroy you
all. You have my promise on that.”


“So…I guess
you’re not going to surrender if I offer it then?” Roger responded with a
touch of lag in the transmission.


“There is no
surrender. You are an abomination that cannot be allowed to exist. We are your
death.”


“Still. I
offered your other ships a chance to live and I’ll offer your remaining fleet
the same.”


“Chase us if you
wish, but you will not catch us. Nor will I wait for more of your
reinforcements to arrive, but from one warrior to another, you have done well
this day. You could not have done so without such treason, but you had an
opportunity and you seized it. Do not expect another one.”


“Are you leaving
your Mach’nel behind as a victory gift?”


“They don’t have
the engine power to flee, but they can destroy many more of your ships before
they succumb. You may regard it as such if you like, but they will not
surrender.”


“Abandon half of
your ships and I will let you recover their crews and those onboard the
Mach’nel before you leave.”


The Era’tran twitched its head violently. 


“There will be
no deals made between us. You are our enemy. We will not be lulled into
thinking otherwise and provide you with another opportunity for treachery.”


“Hey, you’re the
ones that came here to kill us. We didn’t go knocking on your door.”


“No, you did not.
We’ve discovered you prior to your preparations being complete…and we will not
allow them to come to pass. We know of your Hadarak. Grow as many more as you
are able, but it will not be enough. We will return shortly, and when we do we
will annihilate you and all of your abominations. You have fought well here,
and it is a pity that your sponsor has brought this upon you, for you would
have made respectable Zen’zat, but there can be no consolidation between us. In
addition to what you are, your victory here has sealed your fate. Should we
meet again, all I can offer you is a swift death.”


“You’ll have to
earn it.”


“We will.”


With that the Era’tran’s
comm cut out and the surviving V’kit’no’sat fleet began making microjumps towards the star, though some ships had to combine
into linked pairs and be towed out. That appeared to leave Roger with only the
Mach’nel to deal with, but he knew better than to take the V’kit’no’sat at
their word. He sent a chunk of his ships after them, not to engage but to
shadow them closely enough that they couldn’t attack another world or facility
with impunity. If they tried his ships would engage and delay them until the
main group could catch up, but that wasn’t to happen. 


The V’kit’no’sat headed directly for the star then to
a shorter jumpline than the one they’d come in on,
probably choosing it due to the reduced engine power many of their ships were
forced to deal with. When they jumped out Roger sent a warning to every system
along their expected path, but he didn’t chase after them. He recalled the
pursuit fleet back to his main group, for they still had the sitting Mach’nel
to deal with and it had already drifted back towards the ring of orbital
stations and was blasting into them as one last gesture of defiance.


It had to be destroyed, but Roger was going to need
everything he had available to reduce the losses he was going to take…and there
was no time to call in additional summons. Of the few enroute only another
Ultima and two Shivas had arrived. The others he had
summoned were still creeping in from their deep space holding stations and he
couldn’t wait for them. He needed to take the Mach’nel out now and get after
the limping V’kit’no’sat fleet before it left their territory.
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“Let’s go, let’s go!” Trevor yelled to the pilots in
the lounge as he ran in. “Troops on the ground!”


Irene Darrington jumped up
off the couch where she was glued to the holographic battlemap next to several
hundred other pilots watching the battles over their heads take place. All of
them moved instantly, not fully understanding what they were needed for but
ready to get into the fight rather than waiting to get shot from orbit when the
shields over them eventually went down. Fortunately their base in Antarctica
wasn’t in the attack corridor, but they weren’t more than 70 miles away from
the edge of the breached shield.


Irene ran with the others to the hangar, already fully
dressed for combat given the situation save for her torso armor. That was
waiting for her next to her gunship on a nearby table, which she grabbed and
slapped on her chest as he headed for the ladder to the cockpit. 


The armor formed around her, connecting to what she
already wore around her waist and extending up into a helmet that she
immediately took back down, with the material forming a bulge behind her neck
and leaving her face exposed to the air as she climbed up the catwalk-like
stairs and dove into the wide cockpit of the gunship while the other pilots
jumped into mostly skeets and an assortment of other craft. 


Irene slid into the seat, which was a full model as
opposed to the pommel that the skeets carried. She could even have fit two more
people in the cock pit with her if needed, but Irene was a veteran pilot that
had learned long ago to master the insane firepower that this ship carried. It
wasn’t the most agile craft and required escorts against enemy fighters, but
give it a target to annihilate and it could lay down more damage than a full
squadron of skeets. 


The ship was five times bigger and essentially a thick
frisbee with boxy edges, originating from a design
that had been modified many times over the years as opposed to the skeets which
had remained basically the same, but inside the ship the holographic displays
were identical. The cockpit disappeared and Irene’s eyes were seeing the hangar
and outline of the gunship as she connected to the mental interface. When that
happened the very efficient holographic displays were overridden and her mind
linked directly to the gunship, with its sensors becoming her senses and her
being able to see everything around it in all directions simultaneously…which
at this moment showed skeets and other gunships around her lifting off the deck
and drifting towards the distant hangar doors.


Irene followed them out in the flow, then popped into
the air above the Antarctic cityscape as the fighters accelerated up to
altitude and formed up by squadrons. Hers was comprised of two gunships and 8
escorting skeets, but the others were a mix of craft that got even more mashed
up as they were joined by more aerial fighters coming up from other bases
spread across Antarctica. 


“Listen up,” their Archon commander said over the comm
to all of the fighters coming out Irene’s base. “Enemy ground troop deployment
is scattered and originating from the crashed ships. Nothing got down intact
that we could see, but we’ve got survivors in the area to evacuate and enemy
troops roaming around trying to kill everything they can while more are
crawling out of their wrecked ships. Proceed on course and prepare to attack
surface targets on the crashed ships. If they have any anti-air batteries
operational we have to take them out first, then we can start pounding the Viks.”


Irene blew out a slow breath, not liking the idea of
going up against naval-caliber guns, but they had no choice. The enemy warships
were huge and now cratering the cityscape to the southeast with the smoke
plumes even now visible on the horizon. As they gradually got closer she was
able to see what looked like mountains sticking up out of the landscape in
various places, but they weren’t natural topography. They were the parts of the
gigantic V’kit’no’sat ships that had fallen to ground into what had
unfortunately been a populated area.


“All those people underneath,” she said on her
squadron comm.


“Yeah,” Makkron agreed.
“Never had a chance.”


“Battlemap says those things aren’t completely dead,
but I’m seeing no shields,” Heather added. “And look at those…”


Irene heard her cut off the instant they all received
organizational orders. Much like the naval warships in the fleet, the fighters
were also capable of being directed from afar and the identifier of the one
giving them orders was a ViLord
that was not part of the aerial core. She was still in orbit, but everyone
immediately readjusted onto the various headings she supplied, splitting up the
mass of fighters and sending Irene’s squadron along with two others down
towards the ground where they began flying at dizzying speed between the
tallest of the city spires towards the rising V’kit’no’sat ship debris.


When they got within 12 miles, targeting data popped
up along with orders to slow their speed by half. The rest of the fighters in
the overall group pushed on ahead, then Irene’s squadron was released to pursue
their target…which was the troops spilling out of the largest ship/mountain on
the horizon.


She watched the others as they engaged weapons
batteries on the hulks, seeing immediate casualties as several fighters were
batted out of the sky as they swarmed individual weapons, taking them out on a
single pass. Irene hoped those pilots’ armored cocoons had held up, but even as
she watched in mind’s eye a pair of skeets fell out of the sky and impacted the
angled side of the V’kit’no’sat hull, careening down it into the city debris.
Then she noted several beams firing on weapons batteries that she backtracked
to mech units already in the area. 


That was good, because aerial cover wasn’t going to do
enough against ground troops if they could get out into the cityscape and use
the buildings for cover…though for her target that wasn’t going to be an issue.


“Damn he’s big,” Heather said as their primary target
shifted from a group of smaller bipeds to a single huge brontosaurus pushing
out of a wall segment in the crashed ship and walking into the Star Force city.



“They are
dinosaurs,” Irene said in amazement as the miles clicked off fast and they were
nearly in visual range, using the battlemap data to ‘see’ their target before
they came up on it. Orders from the controlling Archon determined their
approach path along with a timer and Irene adjusted accordingly as the other
two squadrons broke off and moved to their own attack runs. 


“At least they’re not wearing arm…” Jarren said, almost getting the last word out before thin
lines running across the long-necked dinosaur suddenly exploded out and covered
the huge body from head to tail in brilliant green battle plates. “Son of a
bitch.”


A moment later two points on the thing’s body started
shooting into nearby buildings…then the first attack came in the form of a
squadron strafing it from the northeast just as Irene’s squadron turned into
view. They lit it up with a cascade of weaponsfire as they flew past, but what
the targeting computer identified as an ‘Oso’lon’ had energy shields protecting
it and they didn’t go down. 


Irene got a proximity warning as a perimeter radius
was set up around their target as a no-fly zone. For some reason she wasn’t to
get her gunship within 600 meters of it, and even beyond that, high speed
approaches were being called for as she noticed a star of mechs racing their
way through the city about 3 minutes out as a scattering of people could be
seen running away from the crash zones on the streets. 


When Irene came around on their attack run she kept
her speed up while gaining some altitude…at which point return fire from the
Oso’lon hit the skeet beside her. It didn’t go down, but lost most of its
shields and had to peel up to avoid getting shot again. Irene unloaded all four
of her maulers and a string of missiles into the target then pulled up before
the 600 meter line, flying hard to stick to the track the Archon had given her,
but she didn’t make it. 


For some reason there was a tug on her ship and Irene
couldn’t hold the turn, smacking into a nearby building and bouncing off it,
fortunately, but blowing out her shields and crunching the entire right side of
the gunship. One of her maulers was knocked offline in addition to a Keema beam,
and half the missile launchers were now jammed. 


Irene recovered before she hit another building then
fought to get back with her squadron as they circled around for another long
pass.


“What the hell was that?” she demanded, seeing the
next squadron coming through also having navigational trouble.


“Some type of grapple weapon,” her squadron leader
advised. “It’s why we have the ‘no fly’ zone. Get too close and they’ll pull
you to ground.”


“How?”


“No clue. Can you still fly that thing?”


“Yeah. Just lost some firepower.”


“Saw that. We’ll come in a little higher this time…”
he said as they suddenly saw another Oso’lon crawling out of the debris.


“Wonderful. Now there’s two of them,” Heather pointed out as the second one deployed its
armor to cover a huge gash in its dark green skin that was leaking enormous
amounts of what looked like purple blood.


“One’s injured,” Jarren
pointed out. 


“Let’s add to it,” Irene said, miffed about already
taking damage as they approached, but then noticed one of the crushed buildings
nearby as the two Oso’lon start to move…with pieces of it taking to the air and
flying towards them the size of boulders.


She took immediate evasive action, but her and four others had to abort their attack run entirely,
though the others got through. Whatever damage they did was soaked up by the
V’kit’no’sat’s shields, making Irene wonder what the hell was going on. How
tough were these things, and since when they could go Jedi and force throw
rocks?”


“Seriously, what the fuck is going on?”


“Don’t know, just stick to the plan and trust the
Archons,” Heather suggested as they turned around to come back at them from a
different direction but still down in the buildings enough to give them some
cover, for the two Oso’lon were throwing up a lot of anti-air fire above the
buildings as Irene got a sudden redirect. She hit the brakes and coasted to a
stop as the other fighters mostly continued on, though two slowed nearby her
but went different ways as new surface contacts were being highlighted. 


Irene took her gunship down almost onto a street and
followed the tracking prompt until she could see a Zen’zat running amongst a
group of Humans and shooting them up every chance he got. Gritting her teeth
and making sure her aim was good, Irene put a few Keema shots into the pavement
near him, causing the enemy infantry to juke to the side and not shoot the two
people directly ahead. After that he was too close to others for her to fire, so
she pushed ahead and got right up on top of him…but it was still no good, there
were too many civilians fleeing for their lives and getting caught out.


This guy was so fast he could bounce from one group to
another in the blink of an eye, but Irene risked a shot in between two and
clipped him in the leg with the anti-infantry weapon, but he didn’t go down. He
barely stumbled at all as he continued to run forward and punched a woman so
hard in the back his hand came out her chest, then he tossed the body aside and
darted inside a building where Irene couldn’t shoot him.


“Mother fucker,” she swore, swinging around so she
could aim at the building entrance. If he came back out she was going to nail
him, and if not she could at least buy those people closest to her a bit of a
head start…then she got another redirect and flew around a few blocks to find
another Zen’zat out in the open.


This one she nailed with a mauler shot. He went down
on impact, but started to get back up as he limped to the side heading for a
doorway.


“No you don’t,” she said, peppering two Keema lances
across his path…with the Zen’zat’s body doing a nice Darth Maul impression and
severing at the waist with his torso and legs rolling off in different
directions.


“One down,” she noted to herself as the Archon kept
her gunship moving through the streets killing/chasing various Zen’zat until a
much larger contact came into place overtop the downed V’kit’no’sat ship. The Corvette-class drone took out a few
operational weapons batteries on top, then eased over to where the two Oso’lon
were stubbornly refusing to go down. 


Irene watched with keen interest as the naval weapons
rained down on their shields…which held up for far too long, during which they
fired back in what seemed to be a fair contest for a few moments, then the
Oso’lon took off running at surprising speed. The first one head butted a Shadow Cat-class mech out of its way and
got around to the far side of a building that blocked the corvette’s fire from
above. 


The second headed a different direction, and it was
towards it that Irene was sent on an individual strafing run. When she got
within range the corvette was back to firing a few shots at it, but not many of
the weapons batteries had good lines of sight on the giant dinosaur that still
refused to go down even as its shields failed in a few places.


Irene hoped she’d hit one of those spots as she
received an order to unload all of her remaining missiles on it…which weren’t
that many given the damage she’d taken earlier. When the pilot did so she added
the three maulers when power allowed and hit the Oso’lon from the left flank as
it ran across a street opening, essentially ambushing it from close range while
staying outside the ‘no fly’ zone.


But that’s when things began to go wrong, for her ship
was tugged again…towards the intersection as the Oso’lon stopped, turned, and
began running towards her. 


Irene applied as much power as she could, shooting her
ship up between the buildings and reaching for clean air, but the big thing was
too fast and the closer it got the firmer the hold on her ship became. Soon she
couldn’t gain any altitude and actually was pulled back down in front of it,
gently crashing into the road all the while her engines were on full to try and
get her airborne again.


Multiple weapon shots nailed her ship, breaking
through its robust shields and then quickly blasting apart her hull. Irene lost
all weapons and flying capability, becoming the pilot of a paperweight with a
few sensors still working along with her battlemap connection so she could see
the Oso’lon run up to and step on her gunship…crushing it even flatter than it
had been with multiple steps as it walked over top and ran onward, leaving
Irene safe in the protective cocoon and feeling like an idiot for getting
caught despite the fact that she’d respected the ‘no fly’ zone.
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Roger brought the fleet into range of the Mach’nel,
accelerating hard to diminish the time spent with it outranging them, then
slamming on the brakes to bring the drones in close as the controlling ships stayed
far out of the fray. He saw that limited shields had been reestablished over
parts of the Mach’nel, but some areas were still unprotected and those were
centered around the area where the hull had holes in
it. 


He knew he had to target those areas and the Mach’nel
knew it had to defend them…with the massive ship moving in close to an
evacuated Star Force station and pressing its weak side up against it to block
incoming fire. 


“Nice move,” he said as he ordered his ships to focus
fire on a few weapons batteries that were exposed. Each one was redundantly
shielded, but if he could start picking away the Mach’nel’s weaponry it would
diminish the number of ships he’d lose…plus the Mach’nel had just given his
ships something to hide behind as well, with him sending out orders to cycle
lightly damaged ships behind the station when able, though those being
pulverized by the Tar’vem’jic didn’t qualify. 


Roger kept the Ultimas back near his command ship but
had the Shivas in the fight to help soak up damage
from the secondary weapons. They did nothing but provide big targets to the
Tar’vem’jic, but he needed them in there to extend the longevity of the smaller
ships, for the V’kit’no’sat gunners seemed to prefer shooting the biggest
threat they could find.


Roger saw one Var’ko battery go out after an insane
amount of pounding through its tiny, redundant shields. Each time it fired it
had to lower them briefly, exposing only a few meter gap in the coverage to get
the energy weapon released, but hit them with enough firepower and on occasion
something would get back through the opposite way. Roger didn’t think that had
happened here, but the coordinated firepower was enough to rip those dedicated
shields away and melt the edges of the Yeg’gor armor crater in which the weapon
had sat.


One less threat to his ships, but there were thousands
of weapons spread over the Mach’nel and hammering through the armor to get at
the interior and rip away their power sources was not a good option. As it was,
Roger wasn’t even going to hammer away on their intact shields, instead
focusing firepower and plucking the few weapons exposed by previous damage…then
he ordered his fleet to open fire on the abandoned station.


The unshielded construct held up well to the
firepower, for it was armored too, but nothing compared to the protection the
Mach’nel had. Roger cut through several sections deliberately while having his
ships shoot others for distraction purposes only. Debris was flying everywhere
as the Mach’nel kept close and used the delay to continue picking off drones
left and right, but what they didn’t see were the channels being cut through
the station that several of Roger’s smallest drones, Cutter-class, were sneaking their way through.


Then before they realized what was happening the
‘safe’ side of the station exploded in a few key points, keeping most of it
intact but opening up those conduits to allow the cutters to pass through the
narrow gap between station and Mach’nel…and into the craters in its hull.


Each of the football field-sized ships disappeared
inside the breaches in the armor and traveled inside through the gutted areas
of the ship, blasting away at blocking debris and pushing their way through
what was the equivalent of an 8 foot high snow wall. It was slow going, but it
was just a matter of eating away at the internal structure of the ship until
they got to key systems…though there was hundreds of miles of ship to push
through.


But Roger had them and he knew it. He ran as many
cutters up and into the ship as he could, then he set one at each entry point
to act as a relay to get signals through the dense Yeg’gor armor while he
withdrew the drone fleet. Several ships were lost on the pullout, but without
the engine power to pursue the Mach’nel was now helpless to shoot anything
other than the nearby evacuated stations as the tiny technological termites
inside it continued chewing out tunnels through deck after deck heading for key
systems that Star Force knew the location of thanks to the pyramid database, so
the cutters wouldn’t be wasting any time aimlessly roaming about.


Roger opened a comm to the Mach’nel as he watched it
disconnect from the wrecked station and finish blasting it into pieces before
beginning to shoot others as it drifted helpless against the internal naval attack…which
was one disadvantage of building a ship that damn big.


“Your fleet has
abandoned you to die here, but I am offering you a chance to surrender with
whatever crew you have left. If you do not my ships will continue to destroy
yours from the inside out, but unlike you we are not committed to wiping out
every last one of you…and just so you know, those stations you’re blowing up
have already been evacuated.”


  It didn’t take long for a holographic image of
a J’gar to appear before Roger, with the long-necked behemoth visible from
below water with its two large sea wing fins splayed out to the side and its
four tentacle-like legs drifting below, all of which had weaponized tips
similar to the Hjar’at’s Saroto’kanse’vam, those
these soft versions were loosely referred to as Ulu’dart, and the J’gar had
three different kinds on its body, making it extremely lethal within the water.



“Why would we
surrender?”


“So you don’t
die,” Roger said pithily.


“Better a combat
death than what you would have in store for us. We will not submit nor
surrender this vessel to you, but before you claim it through other means let
us know the truth about our betrayers. Wait until the others are gone and you
have destroyed our long range communications, but at least give us the
knowledge of who has beaten us.”


“We did,”
Roger said plainly. “And it’s your
arrogance that is keeping you from seeing that.”


“We locked out
the planetary defense station’s weapons. Only we or the Oso’lon could unlock
them. Which of us was it?” the J’gar asked, curiously not excusing his own
race from possible guilt.


“You came here
to kill us all, correct?”


“We did.”


“Then why should
I care what you want?”


“Why do you
offer surrender?”


“Because we’re
not the ones in the wrong and I don’t like killing those who are helpless.”


The purple bioluminescent patches along the J’gar’s spine flared at the word ‘helpless.’


“You should not
even exist.”


“But we do, and
not because of a sponsor. But because the V’kit’no’sat left our ancestors
behind on this planet to die. Why, I do not know. There are no records of what
transpired. We are here, and out of the chaos that this world was we have
rebuilt it with the knowledge you unwittingly left behind. This is our world
now, and this empire is our territory. You relinquished claim to it when you left.
Go back to your empire and leave us to ours.”


“If you believe
that you can defy us, it is you who are arrogant. Tell me, where did you
acquire these altered Hadarak?”


“Public records
say all I’m going to say, but I can assure you they predate the V’kit’no’sat.”


“And how many do
you think you will require to defeat us?”


“We didn’t
acquire them to launch an invasion. We acquired them to free them from their
imprisonment…and to stop one from a rampage,” Roger added, “but bottom line is we don’t use people. We
unite people. And now those Uriti are our friends. I
don’t suggest you go and introduce yourself anytime soon.”


“The knowledge
to alter Hadarak is beyond the V’kit’no’sat. Where did you get it?”


“We haven’t
altered any.”


“Do not think
you can mislead me. Your path is obvious now. You will need an armada of them
to topple us, thus you must produce more even if you have not yet. If we are to
die, tell us so we can know who to curse with our last breath.”


“It doesn’t have
to be your last breath. I’m giving you the chance to live.”


“And what would
that life look like?”


“I told your
buddies they could take you with them in exchange for abandoning half their
ships. Apparently they value them more than you.”


“And what deal
would you offer us alone?”


Roger rubbed his chin. “That’s a good question. I could tell you that the Oso’lon are behind
this and let you go back and cause all hell…but it
just isn’t true, so I won’t. We built all this, regardless of whether you can
admit it or not.”


“I could if it
weren’t for certain aspects that are beyond the records left here. You have
gotten outside help from someone.”


“Look, we can
continue this conversation forever if you like, but you don’t have an unlimited
amount of time here. I know you’re fishing for information but I’m not going to
tell you anything you could transmit to the departing fleet.”


“Then you admit
to holding something back.”


“Yeah, I do.
Good luck guessing it.”


“The traitors
will be routed out, one way or another.” 


“And what if
they’re your superiors?”


“Is that why you
are offering us surrender? If so, speak it plainly now.”


“We haven’t had
any dealings with the V’kit’no’sat. I’m offering you a chance to live, warrior
to warrior…even if you are a giant fish…thing.”


“Come onboard
yourself and we will see who is the superior warrior, Zen’zat.”


“Archon,”
Roger corrected, “but if your Zen’zat
onboard want to surrender, we’ll take them.”


“We will not
give you prisoners so easily.”


“So why are we
talking then?”


“I had hoped you
would be naïve enough to give us more time, but no matter. Your ships cannot
destroy the Mach’nel in time,” the J’gar said as the ship began to move
slightly faster than Roger assumed it could in towards the planet. “If we are to die, then we die in the water.”


The comm cut off and Roger got a very bad feeling in
his gut as he saw their line of movement. Their weapons were still shooting the
surrounding stations, including the Tar’vem’jic, but they were on a direct
route to the Pacific Ocean.


“Like hell you are,” Roger said, calling his fleet
into action and blocking formations for the Ultimas that went racing out to
catch up to them. He checked the internal progress of the aptly named cutters inside the Mach’nel, but they
weren’t close enough to the remaining gravity drives. He was going to have to
move the ship from the outside and there wasn’t much time to make an intercept
before it hit the planetary shields and either crumpled on them or…


Just then he saw the Tar’vem’jic switch targets from
the orbital stations to the planet, firing on the shielding over the Pacific
Ocean and beginning to weaken a section of it prior to the Mach’nel ramming it…but
not at kamikaze speed. That much mass was going to be hard to stop, but even if
half of it crunched on impact the other half would survive as it crashed down
into the ocean. It was too big to become submerged, but it would crush the
cities on the sea floor and create such a huge tidal wave that it would have
repercussions far from the impact site.


As bad as that was, he knew that if they could get to
the ocean the J’gar were going to wreak havoc down there. As large as the Star
Force aquatics fleet was, they didn’t have anything to match a J’gar…which made
the Elarioni look like bugs in comparison. They were going to go down fighting,
and if they could get to the water they would have a significant advantage. Not
enough to survive, but enough to kill a lot of people and wreck a lot of
equipment before they were eventually taken down.


Roger watched in mind’s eye as the big dot that was
the Mach’nel got closer and closer to the planet, accelerating as it went and
not bothering to slow down. He calculated that it wouldn’t until it was only a
few hundred miles away, then it’d bleed off just enough energy to keep it from
destroying itself but retaining enough to punch through the planetary shields.
That impact would slow it considerably, but if enough momentum was held coming
through…


The trailblazer stopped thinking through the
ramifications, for there was no way to know for sure what would happen and it
was all moot anyway. He had to stop that ship before it hit the shield and he
was thankful he still had some Ultimas nearby to pull on. 


When they got into range they targeted only the
gravity drives still functional, cutting out their power but leaving so much
inertial momentum remaining that they weren’t going to stop it from impact…then
in a desperate maneuver Roger lightly rammed half his fleet into the port side
of the egg-shaped monster and began pushing with all of their gravity drives in
a delicately balanced effort that took his Sav-enhanced
mind’s full attention with him having to readjust constantly to keep the ships
from crushing themselves and to start to redirect the Mach’nel into a decaying
orbit. 


At first there wasn’t much movement, but Roger quickly
got the stresses under control and upped the gravity drives to the drone hulls’
breaking points as the rest of his ships covered for the Ultimas and blasted
away at another section of the Mach’nel’s shields. When that thin barrier
finally dropped he sent more drones to make contact with the hull there and add
to his maneuvering options…all the while the Mach’nel’s weapons were shooting
at whatever drones they could and the Tar’vem’jic was hammering away at the
Ultimas.


Roger was going to deal with it shortly, but first he
had to get the enemy ship off its collision course with the planet. The numbers
were on his side now, but he couldn’t keep losing Ultimas. If the Mach’nel got
even one gravity drive back he’d lose this tug of war.


As they angled away from a direct line to the planet
they passed within range of several Sentinels that Roger ordered to strike at
the Tar’vem’jic. It was still protected by a shield and the long range shots
weren’t pinpoint accurate, but eventually they got past the primary shields and
were making a few hits against the weapon’s last defense as Roger finally got
the damn ship turned enough, missing the atmosphere by a mere 80 miles as the
lateral movement kept increasing and the momentarily contained Mach’nel began
inching up in altitude while racing through the sky appearing bigger than the
moon to those below on the surface looking up.


With the Ultimas holding the Mach’nel in a neutral
coast, Roger redirected his hull damaged drones and whatever Sentinels were
coming in and out of range to taking out the Tar’vem’jic while the rest
physically blocked for the Ultimas with the trailblazer seeing their number
ticking down ominously. At the same time the cutters inside destroyed power
conduits and generators, blacking out tiny bits of the Mach’nel’s hull and
creating safe zones for the drones to move into…with Roger repositioning some
of the Ultimas there while maintaining their IDF cones over the huge gravity
drives that were essentially spinning their wheels with no gravity effect to
push against. 


Getting through the Tar’vem’jic’s
shields took longer than the other batteries on the ship, due to the fact that
it was obviously the primary target and it contained 28 different shield
layers, all of which were dropping and raising with precision each time it
fired and destroyed another drone. Eventually with no primary shields to cover
it and a lot of concentrated fire, Roger’s fleet broke through and put it out
of commission, leaving the rest of the weaponry to contend with, but having taken
out the main threat to the Ultimas. 


Roger breathed a huge sigh of relief when that weapon
went down, but he didn’t flinch from the work that followed. The J’gar didn’t
contact him again and he didn’t bother to repeat his offer of surrender. If
they had a change of mind he’d consider it, but he wasn’t going to bend over
backwards to save the people who had come here to kill them. If the J’gar
wanted to go out in combat, then that’s what he was going to give them. 


As the cutters dug deeper and deeper inside the ship
they created pathways like ants digging through the dirt while drones outside
chewed on the Yeg’gor armor around the openings, expanding them so larger
drones could fit in. Slowly more and more entered the ship while the external
defenses were plucked around certain areas, then Roger didn’t even bother
taking out the others, knowing not to waste the drones on them as his little
army of ants began to snowball inside. 


It took another 18 hours of internal chewing before
the Mach’nel was truly dead, both in terms of crew and equipment, leaving it in
a close orbit around earth and giving the planet’s sky a second, oblong moon to
look at while Roger began to organize boarding parties using resources and
personnel on Earth. He was going to look for survivors and take prisoners if
possible, but he needed to get his people inside and gain as much intel as they
could on V’kit’no’sat tech updates and their history past the point where Earth
had been abandoned…plus any other secrets they could stumble across.


That said, Roger put it all together and left the
internal exploration to others while he raced to get his drone fleet loaded up
into jumpships and over to the exiting jumpline the
fleeing V’kit’no’sat fleet had taken. He had to get after them and hopefully
catch up and kill some of their ships before they could flee Star Force
territory. It was clear now that they were out for blood, and letting them
regroup with another fleet would only be to Star Force’s disadvantage…not to
mention the possibility of that still sizeable fleet hitting a lesser defended
target on the way out. 


Roger had already sent word ahead, but he needed to
stay on their heels to make sure they left at the minimum. As for the other
trailblazers, he wished he could go down to Earth and help them, for while the
V’kit’no’sat fleeing the crashed ships had successfully been destroyed, they
were starting to get reports of Zen’zat saboteurs far from the impact point and
moving through the undercity where mechs and aerial craft couldn’t go.


They were going to have to hunt them down on foot, and
given some of the reports of how easily they were blowing through security
forces, Roger knew they were going to need him and as many other high ranking
Archons as they could get to take these guys down quickly, for they’d already
destroyed one shield generator complex and a couple of planetary defense
batteries...not to mention killing thousands of people along the way.
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June 13, 3602


Solar System


Earth



 

Kaalo ran through the Star Force undercity at the head
of a group of 8 Zen’zat, all in Brat’mar service, while the others were split
up into similar groups and moving through adjacent regions so not all of the
236 surviving Zen’zat would be in the same spot at the same time and make for a
tempting target for a pinpoint orbital strike or explosive attack. That said,
they were all within half a mile or so of each other and moving with
coordination as they approached another shield generator, knowing it was going
to be better defended than their previous targets, for Star Force was beginning
to anticipate their attacks and reinforce the most important facilities.


But this time the Zen’zat were coming in as low as
possible in the infrastructure and forcing the defenders to fight them there in
what would be a bad approach normally, for it constricted the Zen’zat’s
movements, but close quarters fighting was to their advantage and going in
where the enemy expected you was not wise. Kaalo and the other elite Zen’zat
leading this attack knew that they were going to die on this planet, but they
intended to do the maximum amount of damage prior to that, so they couldn’t get
sloppy. 


Kaalo’s group came up to a
blast door that had been shut across the corridor, stopping them in their
tracks and forcing them to go through it. He hated the delay, but allowing the
enemy to control their movements by what doors they dropped in their path would
have been a mistake, so he and the other 8 Zen’zat started firing into the wall
frame outside the door in order to burn through to the key mechanical
components that they could see with their Pefbar. Their combined fired took a
couple minutes to burn through, then only a few seconds to junk the locking
mechanism, freeing the door and allowing two of the Zen’zat to pull it aside
with their ample muscle strength…then the 9 of them were through and running
again as they approached the first of the emitter chambers where they intended
to do their damage. 


Odds were Star Force would be able to repair most or
all of it before another V’kit’no’sat fleet got here, so the Zen’zat were
trying to score as many hits as they could. Unfortunately they didn’t have the
explosives needed to do a lot of damage to multiple targets and the frustrating
design of the Star Force infrastructure resisted any attempts to get it to
overload. That left them as more than vandals now, but they were still able to
kill a fair number of people that hadn’t been evacuated out of their path…and
those they’d make sure that they couldn’t be revived. 


What Kaalo was waiting for was the more elite troops
to get to them, and striking at these targets…even if they would be
repaired…was a way of drawing them out. At least that’s what Kaalo was looking
forward to, though the other Zen’zat had higher ambitions regarding the
infrastructure. He wasn’t going to object to that, though now that they were
down here he didn’t see a way of doing enough damage to matter in the long term
and no one knew of a second fleet nearby to call on for aid, though the forces
eliminating the Li’vorkrachnika were the closest. If they could mount enough
ships in a short enough amount of time then the damage they were doing would be
very important, but that was a slim
hope now.


What Kaalo wanted was Rio, but when they encountered
enemy infantry ahead he wasn’t so lucky. It was more of their weaker troops
with a few Archons sprinkled in. They were carrying heavier weapons and
utilizing barricades to delay the Zen’zat while throwing down damage…a decent
tactic…but it didn’t stop them as they simply charged ahead, using their Lachka
to disrupt the aim of the troops enough for them to get up to the barricades
and physically dislodge them.


The defenders retreated back to another set, all the
while trying to wear down the Zen’zat’s shields but Kaalo didn’t care. They
took the brunt of the attacks up until he spotted explosives hidden behind the
next set. He called a halt to their advance, then all 9 of the Zen’zat used
their Lachka to pick up one of the barricades and throw it into the explosives,
dislodging them from the wall but not detonating them. The Zen’zat then picked
up the explosives themselves and eviscerated the components from afar. 


Still they didn’t explode, but when thoroughly trashed
the Zen’zat moved forward and past the shredded devices, moving up to the last
section of barricades and breaking through with the cowardly Star Force troops
retreating and giving them access to the emitter area…inside of which was a
huge field of equipment rising multiple stories high and connected by catwalks.
The Zen’zat were coming in on the lowest level and had solid floor beneath
them, with two other Zen’zat teams already here but out of sight. This emitter
was 6 miles wide and 4 long with plenty of equipment to trash. It was a pity
they could only destroy a small fraction of it, but by now they knew where the
soft spots were with Kaalo’s team headed to the
nearest capacitor. 


No more hidden explosives were found here, for good
reason, though Kaalo would have torn this entire place up in order to get at
them if he was the defenders. Apparently they weren’t so inclined to come after
them just yet, and he hoped that meant higher level troops were nearby and
inbound. 


When they crossed through an intersection in the emitter
‘city’ they got shot from the flank by the troops that had just been running
from them…but this time there were no barricades set up to slow them down and
the Zen’zat went after them, sprinting so fast the white-armored troops and
their scattering of Archons couldn’t get away this time. Kaalo was going to
kill these then head back to the capacitor and continue doing so with as many infantry
as they sent his way. 


They’d made a mistake getting this close and they were
about to pay for it, but as the Star Force troops fired on him while running
backwards they crossed another intersection that Kaalo thought might hold an
ambush…but there were no minds on either side so he didn’t worry about it until
he was close to engaging and flicked on his Pefbar.


He had two strides to ready himself as a Zen’zat-sized
body flew out from the left and rammed him. Kaalo managed to duck down and flip
the black/gold armored individual over his head and into the far wall a meter
past the intersection, but the collision also threw him to the side as well,
with another identically armored ‘Knight’ coming in and tackling him.


He’d been aware of the larger Star Force troops, but
those had always worn bright white armor. A part of his mind that was free even
as he grappled with and easily broke through the headlock attempted on him
wondered if they weren’t a higher ranking, for these were stronger than the
others he’d faced, but the Jumat blast that followed succinctly ended that line
of thought.


Kaalo found himself slammed into the wall, off of
which he pushed and punched both Knights in sequence, delivering Dre’mo’don
blasts on the end of each as he saw the other Zen’zat fighting with what looked
like at least a dozen of these Knights as the retreating troops held their
ground and began sniping where able.


Kaalo grabbed one of the Knights and hauled him into
the intersection where he kicked another behind the turn and out of the firing
zone. The Zen’zat punched the one he held across the width of the corridor
where another Zen’zat hit him in the back and knocked him to the ground…only to
be blown off his feet by another Jumat blast. 


Kaalo wobbled as a Fornax blast hit him…then suddenly
he was on the ground with his helmet getting punched by a series of furious
blows that were draining far too much shield energy.


The Zen’zat tried to pry the Knight off, but he had to
use three different moves to do it, then when he threw him over his head and
down the corridor another Knight jumped on top of him. Kaalo used a Lachka wall
to knock him askew before he landed, but a Lachka field from behind pulled
Kaalo backwards on his feet and off balance before he surged his Rentar and
broke it. He let himself fall backwards into a roll that he used to get to his
feet…where he saw the other Knight standing there waiting for him. Unlike the
others he wore totally black armor without any of their gold marks, and as
frustrated as Kaalo already was by these Knights with Archon powers, this one
pulled out a cylinder from a slot on his back that extended into a long, black
stick much like Rio had used the last time they met.


Then the Knight had the gall to wave Kaalo forward
even as everyone else behind them was fighting each other furiously with bodies
flying into walls left and right as these Knights were showing themselves to be
an even match for the Zen’zat. 


Kaalo didn’t bother to respond other than to run three
steps ahead then bring both arms up and fire a double Dre’mo’don blast into the
Black Knight, but a bioshield briefly popped up and absorbed both of them as
the sword tip flashed around in a twirl and came up from low, batting one of Kaalo’s arms away as he continued to fire blasts until he
was within striking range…then the Zen’zat punched into the chest plate with
his free arm only to have the Black Knight’s hand grab him by the wrist so he
couldn’t recoil. 


The equally large man twisted backwards and pulled
Kaalo with him as he pooled and released a quick Jumat blast that threw the Zen’zat
across the corridor and into the wall…where he hit a split second before that
black sword whipped around and slashed across Kaalo’s
head, knocking him to the side with a hint of disorientation. A fist followed
and he went to the ground, suddenly feeling his face numb up.


Not knowing what was happening, he rolled away and
disengaged for a few strides, forcing the Black Knight to follow him and give
Kaalo a chance to think…which was when he realized his shields had popped on
his helmet with that sword slash. The previous pummeling must have done it, for
the rest of his shields were reforming but the matrix over his helmet wasn’t.
Typically they all snapped on and off at the same time, but in case of massive
overload they’d disconnect so not to drop the entire matrix through inefficient
transfer power. 


Kaalo didn’t need to run through the specifics of what
was happening. All he needed to know was the Black Knight was exclusively
targeting his head in order to break through the shields there and deliver some
type of stun charge. 


He didn’t have time to think beyond that as Kaalo took
the next sword slash on his right arm to keep it off his head while simultaneously
putting another shot from his left into his attacker’s chest. Then what he’d
feared previously happened as his attacker dropped an Ubven field on top of
him, freezing him and that annoying sword in place.


The Black Knight let it go, suspended in the air by
the same field, as his was free to move forward. Kaalo pulsed his Rentar,
knowing that would help eat through the Lachka field restrains faster but the
field was so dense he was going to be vulnerable for a moment and the Black
Knight took advantage of it by beating him in the head again with multiple
punches. When his fledgling shields there failed, each subsequent punch
delivered a numbing blast that left Kaalo nearly unconscious when the Ubven
field finally dissipated.


The Zen’zat fell to the ground as his armor began
sucking away the stun energy, but he was so disoriented that all he could do
was throw up a Lachka wall and bioshield over top himself in a hasty defense,
the former of which the Black Knight used his Rentar to get through, then his
fists to pound into the bioshield until it finally snapped.


Kaalo managed to kick up into his side and throw the
Black Knight off him before he could land another punch, then knowing that he
had to get some distance to recharge his shields he took off running down the
corridor opposite the other Zen’zat, firing back on the Black Knight as he did
so…but his counterpart was too fast for him to backtrack against, forcing Kaalo
to stop firing and run at top speed to evade him.


Seeing him in his Pefbar he realized this Black Knight
was faster than he expected, but not as fast as him…but he did reach out and
try to trip Kaalo with his Lachka. The Zen’zat stumbled for a step before a
Rentar wash over his legs stopped it from happening again, but a Fornax blast
flew into him at that same moment. He stumbled into the wall as he threw his
own Fornax blast back, forcing himself to keep running.


His pursuer didn’t relent, and as Kaalo got further
and further away from the other fight he sensed another group of Zen’zat ahead
and ran towards them. They were from the Oso’lon and their leader was even more
powerful than Kaalo…plus they’d outnumber this Black Knight if he could get him
to follow.


The Jumat blast that hit him in the back complicated
that, as did the Lachka field throw directly in front of him. Flinching against
the Jumat and trying to stay on his feet as he was propelled forward, Kaalo
didn’t have time to turn on his Rentar and he smashed into the invisible wall,
bouncing backward and allowing the Black Knight to catch up. 


Angry beyond belief, Kaalo turned and swung without
thinking, catching his opponent slightly off guard in the leg and spinning him
to the ground with the hit. Kaalo took the opportunity and jumped on top of
him, trying to get him into a grapple hold as the other Zen’zat were racing to
his position in response to his mental summons.


The Black Knight was strong, but not as strong as
Kaalo. He couldn’t work his way free with muscle strength alone and the Zen’zat
was prepared for when the next Jumat blast came. It knocked him up half a
meter, but his grip held firm and he landed back on the Black Knight again…but
the warrior had managed to get a knee up into his torso, and from it he was
able to, after a few seconds of rapid maneuvers, kick Kaalo off him.


Dre’mo’don blasts came down the hallway and hit the
Black Knight’s shields from the approaching Zen’zat, prompting him to run into
Kaalo and try to get by him. Holding his ground, Kaalo set himself for another
Jumat blast only to get pulled from behind with Lachka field that he quickly
dissipated…then a Fornax blast to the face followed by a Jumat disrupted him
enough that the Black Knight was able to punch his helmet again, twisting his
neck to the side even as Kaalo fired at pointblank range with his left
Dre’mo’don.


The next thing Kaalo saw was the ground and the Black
Knight sprinting away from him as more Dre’mo’don filled the air and took down
his shield…then he was moving too fast to target and disappeared around a
corner. 


Kaalo got to his feet and began to pursue slow enough
for the 12 Zen’zat behind him to catch up, then they all made their way towards
the location of Kaalo’s Zen’zat that he’d gotten
peeled away from…and of whom there were only 5 remaining as he reached out to
do a mental check, for 3 of their icons on his sensors were not moving.

















 

8



 


 

Taylor-1007 bounced off a wall, propelling herself
further down the airless corridor on the partially destroyed Brat’mar ship
until she passed into a working gravity field and fell to the floor
awkwardly…but that didn’t matter. The ViLord picked
herself up and walked forward as the members of her boarding party behind her
made more gentle landings. The group moved through damaged corridors scanning
ahead with their Ikrid and picking up some minds, confirming that there were
survivors onboard. 


Taylor wasn’t here for them though, and when her team
eventually got to an emergency force field they passed through into atmosphere
and immediately got the smell of burnt flesh, for not far ahead there was half
of a Brat’mar lying next to a huge bulkhead that had fallen down through the
ceiling, pinning it to the ground with the other half of its body on the far
side. There was no mind within it and Taylor’s team bypassed the two pieces of
fresh corpse as they moved onward and scanning furiously. The Na’shor was a
huge ship, but thanks to the schematics in the pyramid they knew there were
only a few places available to look for the prisoners that had been taken
onboard it at the Ribbon.


Most of those places had been destroyed in the battle,
but two should have been intact within the debris. The first prison area they
came across was empty, both of minds and bodies, but a Brat’mar that had not
yet been injured was approaching them from another of the huge corridors though
not yet in view.


“Not today, people,” Taylor said, pointing them to a
Zen’zat access point in the wall. A few members of her mostly Archon team ran
over to it and with some prying got the warped door open. The team filed
inside, but as Taylor was the last one in and the Brat’mar came into view for a
second she almost ran into the debris just inside the frame, having to duck
down and go right…with the left side branch having been completely blocked off.


Taking up position at the back of the line, Taylor led
the others through what access ways were viable and out through the larger ones
as needed…all the time with the Brat’mar trying to follow. Eventually they got
to the other prison area, finding that battle damage had destroyed half of it,
but fortunately also blocked the Brat’mar from getting close. The Archons were
able to find ways to get through the debris, but what they found inside made
several of them gag as they fought not to throw up inside their helmets.


There were 14 Human prisoners here…spread out into 70
pieces. Every one of them had both arms and legs torn off, leaving their
helpless torsos on the ground to bleed out. Taylor wasn’t sensing any minds
remaining here, but two of the bodies were still warm as she switched to
infrared on her HUD. That meant those had died last and that this barbarism
hadn’t occurred too long ago.


“Gordon,” she said, pointing to one of the limbless
torsos. “Try him.”


The Archon responded by jumping across the field of
body parts until he got up next to the one Taylor had tagged. He pulled out a
regenerator from his pack, a V’kit’no’sat model, not one of the less powerful
Star Force knockoffs, and placed it on the man’s head. He wore a white uniform
with silver stripes over the shoulders that ended where the limbs had been
ripped off, indicating he was an Archon Acolyte. 


Taylor didn’t expect for the Kich’a’kat to respond,
but she was going to try anyway. When it lay dormant over top the body she
pointed to the other one with ranger markings and Gordon moved to him.


All of her team flinched when the regenerator
activated and sunk in its tendrils to the body. It took a long time, but
eventually a mental signature returned and Taylor ran up beside the survivor.


“We keep him unconscious,” she said as the torn arm
and leg sockets began to seal over, though with bone fragments still sticking
out here and there. Gordon pulled another device out of his pack and applied it
to the ranger’s head, insuring that he wouldn’t feel or sense anything until
they got him back to a medical station where they could regrow his lost body
parts. Right now all the Regenerator could do was patch him up enough to keep
him alive, and when it finally disconnected he was little more than a living piece
of cargo. 


“Can we reattach his limbs?” Gordon wondered.


“He’s not walking out of here even if we can. You and
Brian carry him out and be ready to throw a Rentar field over him, otherwise
someone could twist his neck off from the other side of a wall.”


“You going after that Brat’mar?”


“I’d like to, but it’s too risky. I’m more worried
about Zen’zat,” she said as Gordon pulled an envirosuit out of his pack and
began putting the limbless Archon into it so he could survive the trip through
the airless sections of wreckage. “Get him out.”


“Keep them off us.”


“We will,” she promised, then began giving members of
her team individual waypoints as she organized a skirmisher perimeter around
the moving cargo, making sure they had enough lead to detect either Brat’mar or
Zen’zat that might be closing on them. 


The big one kept hounding them, and when it had
figured out they were heading back the way they came it went to block their
path, hoping to force them into a fight as one Zen’zat mind eventually joined
it. 


“Damn it.”


“We have to fight them,” a mage pointed out.


“We’re not losing anyone on a rescue mission.”


“What choice do we have?”


“When you’re Clan Saber, that’s obvious,” she said,
motioning them back a ways to a specific room that appeared mostly intact. The ViLord had them barricade themselves inside with as much
debris as they could pry loose from nearby, but the Zen’zat wasn’t coming in
after them. It was staying with the Brat’mar…then another Brat’mar mind popped
into her mental range, though this one was screaming with pain and probably
injured.


Taylor sent out a battlemeld ping to two of the other
Archons, then used their Neritu to boost her own range. She sensed a few more
minds out there, all of which were moving in their direction. Given that their
ship was dead in space, the only fight they had left was with the boarders and
it seemed they were eager to engage. 


Hear me,
V’kit’no’sat, she said telepathically, putting enough power behind it that
hopefully everyone on the ship would hear her even if she couldn’t sense their
position. You have this one chance to
live. Surrender now and you will not be killed or tortured. You will be taken
prisoner as we have done with others throughout our history. You have 1 minute
to respond, after which we will kill you. Either way, make your choice and live
with it.


Taylor didn’t want to take them prisoner after
witnessing what they’d done to the Human prisoners, but to be fair you couldn’t
judge the entire crew against what could have been the actions of just one
individual…though right now she really wanted to.


She watched the time tick down with no response
coming, either telepathically or over comms. When a
minute elapsed she was glad. They’d been given a chance to surrender, and that
was all these bastards were going to get. 


“Requesting pinpoint bombardment,” she said to the
Archon in control of the recovery fleet who was standing in a nexus onboard a
jumpship not too far away. “We have recovered one prisoner but are cut off from
our entry route by surviving crew. They have refused to surrender, so please
blow away the rest of the ship that we’re not standing in.”


“How secure are you?” Varn-1633 asked.


“We have a room to ourselves and in no danger of
decompression. The prisoner is buttoned up, but he has no limbs. They tore them
off everyone and we were lucky the regenerator brought him back. He needs to
get to a medical bay ASAP.”


“And you want me to blow you an entry path for a
dropship?”


“Yes. I know it can be done.”


“Standby. This is going to take some planning. How
critical is he?”


“Unconscious and alive. We’ve got the regenerator on
his body in case he dips again, but so far it hasn’t reactivated. I think we’ve
got a little time, but don’t push it.”


“Link up your armor and bioshields when I give the
word…and cross your fingers.”


“It’ll work, just shoot straight and have our dropship
standing by at a safe range.”


“Estimate 6 minutes.”


“Copy that,” Taylor said, having let everyone else in
on that comm. “Put him in the center then huddle up. Lock grip points to each
other and the floor. Check that…make it the floor and wall. Move to that
corner.”


The team quickly repositioned and began laying down
their own armor suits as a secondary wall against which they placed the single
envirosuit, then another layer of Archons and Knights went over it, with two of
their physical shields covering the outside of their little nook as they began
locking each other in place to form as solid of a mass as they could. 


“Fleet is ready. Give the word when you want us to
begin.”


Taylor sent a 30 second countdown to the jumpship as
well as the rest of her team so they all knew when the firestorm would be
incoming. When the timer reached 12 seconds she extended a battlemeld prompt to
the 19 individuals that were capable of sharing it, knowing that was going to
be a lot of headache to manage, but they might need their combined bioshields.


Their minds interlinked and the weight of all those
connections dropped onto Taylor like a load of bricks, but she and the others
held up and created a massive bioshield around the group far stronger than 19
individual bioshields would have been. They held the turtle-like position even
as the effort began to get tedious…but the countdown reached 0 quick enough and
dull thuds started to be heard around them coming from a distance.


Taylor and the others focused on nothing but
maintaining their Cerden as the explosions got louder and the air suddenly got
sucked out of the room. The group stayed put, attached to the wall and floor
through their armor’s grip points, then blasts of light so bright their HUDs
had to block them out began showing through the doorway as the rumbles elevated
to the level of an earthquake…eventually snapping the floor beneath them and
sending it spinning.


The group held on to their wall nook and each other as
the firestorm continued without the quakes, for their bit of ship had been
blown apart from the rest. Taylor lost track of time mentally as she strained
to maintain the bioshield link along with the rest of the others…with one of
the padawans breaking first. That reduced the battlemeld to 18, making it a
touch easier, and the rest of them were able to maintain the Cerden up until Varn called back.


“Looks like you guys are still in one piece. We’ve got
some road plowing to do to get to you, but the dropship is on its way and
should get to you within 15 minutes at max.”


“Thank you,” Taylor said as they released their
battlemeld links but not their physical grips on one another and the room that
now had a nasty gash across the ceiling that was showing a mix of debris and
stars beyond as they continued to spin at a rate of about 4 rotations per
minute. 


Taylor double checked the oxygen levels of her team,
seeing that they all had at least 40 minutes remaining thanks to the backup
tanks they’d been carrying for the boarding phase, and the envirosuit had also
been so equipped. So long as there wasn’t a long delay, they were going to make
it out.


“Status of the Viks on the
ship?”


“There’s no ship left, Taylor,” he told her, with the
Archon belatedly adjusting her battlemap so she could pick up the sensor feeds
from the ships outside and saw that the Na’shor was gratifyingly now in tiny
pieces. He must have had all the nearby drones firing on it rather than the
surgical strike she’d had in mind.


“Good. Those guys deserved to die.”


“Any injuries?”


“No, we’re all good…and our friend is hanging on for
now. Hurry it up though.”



 

“There he is,” Kaalo said to the Zen’zat fighting
beside him as a trio of Archons came running into the fight leading many
others. “That’s their Rio.”


“We take him together,” Garso said. “We need to peel
him off. Tako, Nave.”


“Understood,” the Oso’lon Zen’zat said as they pulled
back from their positions sniping enemy troops behind the melee lines and came
running up to join the two elite Zen’zat. 


“Take him right,” Garso said, then the four of them
were running towards the approaching Archons with a dozen or so Zen’zat ahead
of them already beginning to exchange weaponsfire. Garso put a shot into a set
of black/gold armor that was lying on the ground and trying to get back up, as
did Kaalo, but the pair didn’t stick around to finish him off. They had a
bigger target to take down.


The Zen’zat ahead of them got blown apart by a Jumat
blast, but that only helped to clear the path for the sprinting pair as they
shot through the gap and went directly for Rio…with Garso sending his own Jumat
blast into the Archon beside their target. Both of the Zen’zat got hit by a
Fornax field, but expecting it they were able to work their way through and up
to Rio with both of them pulling at him with their Lachka.


He broke free of it as the Fornax field continued to
persist, but Garso got within grappling range only to be knocked aside by the
Archon with the doublebladed stick. Kaalo, however, was able to follow up and
grab Rio by the wrist…then drag him to the right into a gap in the emitter
equipment where he spun in place and threw the Archon down the side corridor.


Tako and Nave dove in and
tackled other Archons as Garso followed Kaalo after Rio, with the stronger
Zen’zat telepathically telling Kaalo to duck, over which he threw another Jumat
blast that knocked Rio even further down the corridor and away from the others.



Rio saw what was happening and decided to draw the
pair off, running for a few steps then started to fly down the hallway so they
would chase him, but a mixed assault of Lachka and Fornax slowed him enough
that Garso was able to catch up to him…just as Rio threw a Jumat blast back
into his face.


The Zen’zat had been expecting that and let it happen,
using himself as a pivot point as he grabbed Kaalo with his Lachka and threw
the other Zen’zat forward into Rio.


Kaalo grabbed hold of him and dragged the Archon to
the ground, then it took several Jumat blasts to knock him off, at which time
Garso had caught up and began punching into Rio’s bioshield so fast it made Kaalo’s speed look slow. 


An attempt at a Lachka wall pull was blocked by Rio’s
Rentar, then the Archon fired his bulky arm weapon at close range, hitting
Garso as the Zen’zat merely returned fire with both of his weapons. They traded
energy blasts for a couple of seconds, then Rio pulled back again, flying down
the hall as the two Zen’zat sprinted after him.


But when the Garso tried another Lachka wall Rio
reversed direction and flew right into the Zen’zat’s chest, catching him
momentarily off guard, but Kaalo turned and punched Rio into the sidewall,
keeping him from slipping past them as the two Zen’zat spun and began firing
down on him.


Rio dropped his Ubven field and essentially froze them
in place, though the energy blasts continued to rain down until he scooted out
from under them, running back the way they’d come as Sara and Ethan sprinted
towards him. 


“We have to take these quick,” Ethan said as he and
Sara reached out with a battlemeld prompt. “There are too many strong Zen’zat
back there.”


“This is our old friend and his stronger brother,” Rio
cautioned. 


“We can take them,” Sara said as the Zen’zat sprinted
towards them. “As a trio.”


“The new one has Jumat.”


“Don’t care,” Sara said icily. “They’re going down.”


“Let’s do it,” Ethan agreed, with all three
trailblazers linking together and throwing a Jumatran blast into the two
Zen’zat and knocking them back more than a dozen meters with the smaller Humans
sprinting after them and Sara pulling out her last death stick as the other two
fired their weapons…Rio his mauler gauntlet and Ethan a heavy pistol.


Then Rio ran up an invisible stairway of Lachka steps
using their battlemeld Qwe’kal until he was overtop the Zen’zat heads as a
distraction, with the stronger one using his Jumat to blast Rio into the
ceiling as Ethan threw Sara forward and she jammed her death stick into the
Zen’zat’s chest.
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“Steady!” the medtech yelled as the ranger woke
violently, jerking upright and flailing on the bed in the medbay. “Steady!
You’re safe, you’re safe!”


The ranger, breathing heavily, looked around
frantically as he balled his fists…then he looked down at his arms and legs as
a horrific expression crossed his already pained face.


“We regenerated your lost limbs,” the medtech said as
a few others stood nearby. “You’re safe now.”


The ranger slid his legs over the edge of the table
and stood up as he constantly clenched and unclenched his fists. He walked two
steps then collapsed to the floor, but not out of weakness. He let himself fall
to his knees as he continued to look at his hands and one of the medtechs came
up and gently grabbed his shoulders.


“It’s over. You’re safe.”


“They…” he said, his voice breaking horribly as so
many emotions swirled through him. “They ripped us apart. We couldn’t…we
couldn’t stop them.”


“You’re safe now. A rescue team pulled you off their
damaged ship.”


“Damaged?”


“There was a fight over Earth. We won.”


“What about the other prisoners?”


The medtech shook his head, but the ranger couldn’t
see it from where he stood halfway beside and behind the man. 


“You’re the only survivor they brought back.”


The medtech regretted saying that immediately as the
ranger let out a scream of pain and anger that sent chills through everyone in
the room, then he stood up, turned, and punched down into the medical bed so
hard that everyone could hear the snap of the bone in his hand…in addition to
the huge dent he put in the frame. 


The ranger didn’t stop there though, for he punched
with both arms several times, pummeling the bed until it broke in half and he
continued to drive it down into the floor until his energy surge finally
snapped and fell back to his knees with two bloody fists unclenching at his
sides. 


He didn’t say anything else and the medtechs gave him
his space for several minutes before he finally sat back on the floor, pulled
his knees up to his chest, and began to cry a river of silent tears.


The medtechs exchanged glances, not sure if they
should try and heal his hands or just wait out this backlash. Meanwhile both
tears and blood dripped onto the carpet while the Archon sat there trying to
work through the horrors he’d just lived through. 



 

Sara was knocked back against the wall, but before her
feet could fall down to hit the floor Garso moved in and punched her in the
chest, cracking an armor plate with an audible snap before she knocked him back
half a foot with a hasty Jumat blast from her left hand. When her feet did hit
the floor a knee from the Zen’zat knocked her back up into the air again…then a
heavy punch from above drilled her down into the ground like a yoyo.


She threw up a Fornax field and tried to crawl away,
but Garso got a foot on her arm as he staggered and pinned her in place, firing
four shots into the Archon with another 3 missing before Sara jumped up and
into the Zen’zat’s knees, knocking him off his feet and dumping him to the
ground as she wrapped her arms around his legs. 


As he fell Rio came in and fired his mauler down into
the shieldless armor on the Zenza’s
wide chest, melting an already damaged spot enough that a bit got through to
his skin, the pain of which resulted in Rio being blasted back by a Jumat orb
that nearly knocked Sara off his legs, though a quick kick finished the job,
allowing Garso to get back on his feet. Rio shot him again with the mauler, but
a weak bioshield caught most of it, leaving the rest to get through and hit a
raised arm.


Ethan came flying into view, but not under his own
power. Following him, Kaalo redirected towards Sara as Garso did the same. She
balled up with her own bioshield as both Zen’zat shot her, then tried to knock
them back with a Jumat blast. She succeeded with Kaalo but barely managed to
move Garso. That Zen’zat got up on her with a couple more steps even as he
threw a Lachka wall back at Rio, who was taking the opportunity to land a
couple more mauler hits into the Zen’zat’s back.


Garso chose to take them in exchange for focusing on
the most damaged of the Archons. He attacked her with a Fornax blast, Lachka
field, and even a small Jumat blast to allow him to get into grapple range,
then he nearly ripped her right arm off as he pulled it back and tore the
pistol out of her hand. Meanwhile Kaalo dove back in and hammered her exposed
chest as the other Zen’zat held her in place.


Ethan and Rio reacted instantly, and after only a
moment of damage dealing the Zen’zat had to turn their attention to them…but
when they released Sara she dropped to the ground in a heap, unmoving and with
a small hole in her chest armor where the punches and Dre’mo’don blasts had
finally got through.


The two trailblazers felt the damage to Sara then her
part of the battlemeld link dropped out, leaving only the two of them against
the Zen’zat…but the more skilled of the duo was hurt himself, with multiple
holes in both his chest and back armor. Ethan and Rio made the split second
decision to go after him, but not together. Ethan moved towards the other
Zen’zat and pushed him back with a series of psionics that led up to a
tackle/shove that got both of them away from Rio and Garso.


The Archon’s shields took three more Dre’mo’don
blasts, with the third dropping them again and doing a bit of damage, but Rio
threw up a bioshield that caught the fourth…then he was in close range to the
larger Zen’zat, punching him in the gut then pulling back both hands slightly
as Garso tried to wrap him up in a grapple hold, but the Jumat energy pooling
in Rio’s palms was released at just the right moment and it blew the larger man
back out of arms reach.


Rio followed it with two more mauler shots that the Zen’zat
took as he sprinted towards the Archon, who backpedaled a step only to be
knocked askew by the Zen’zat’s own Jumat blast…weak as it was now from fatigue.
It did succeed in off balancing Rio enough that Garso got to him and grabbed
his wrist that held the mauler. Rio fired it into his chest, scoring another
damaging hit as a bit of the energy hit a hole, but the Zen’zat held on and
twisted it to the side underneath his armpit where the next shot missed.


Garso held hit there, pinned, as he brought his other
arm around and, instead of shooting Rio in the head or torso, shot the weapon
multiple times as Rio tried to kick and pry himself loose…but the Zen’zat was
too strong. Flailing around trying to get a breakaway and throwing every
psionic at him that he could, Rio finally was able to slip his arm free and get
clear, leaving the Zen’zat staggering a bit and not chasing after him.


Rio raised his arm up to fire the mauler again, but
half the discharge that resulted only finished the destruction of the weapon
with an internal explosion that popped out debris amidst a blue flame. The
Zen’zat looked at him and took his time walking forward, knowing that the
Archon’s primary damage threat to him was now gone.


Rio disconnected the mauler, dropping the junk to the
ground and lightening up his arm considerably. He pulled Sara’s pistol over to
him from where it had been knocked to the ground, but a Rentar blast from Garso
dropped it halfway there. Rio ran for it and the Zen’zat responded in kind, but
at the last moment Rio abandoned his pursuit of it and dove headfirst into
Garso, hitting him in the pelvis and driving him back as he hammered his knees
from behind trying to crumple his legs.


It didn’t work as well as intended, and the Zen’zat
brought down a double fisted overhead blow onto Rio’s back that smashed the
Archon flat to the ground…then he was kicked into the wall with the Zen’zat
following a split second later ready to deliver another heavy punch. Rather
than trying to dodge it Rio let him come, putting up as much of a bioshield as
he could and diminishing the impact almost entirely, but the Dre’mo’don blast
that came in next hit his armor and nearly melted through in an already damaged
spot that he knew the Zen’zat was aiming for. 


Rio did something stupid next, and rather than trying
to peel the Zen’zat off him went in even closer, getting inside his firing
range but allowing Garso to wrap him up in another grapple that was to the
Zen’zat’s advantage given the strength and size difference between the two. And
what was even more stupid was the fact that Rio held onto him, locking their torsos against one another and leaving the
Archon looking at Garso’s chin through his faceplate.


“That was unwise,”
the Zen’zat said as he started squeezing Rio so hard his damaged armor plates
began to flex under the strain.


“Was it?”
Rio asked as his right hand was also being crushed in between both men’s
torsos…but it was palm out and not accidentally covering the largest hole in
the Zen’zat’s armor. Rio had walked into the crushing trap in order to deliver
the killing blow as the armor over his right palm struggled to retract under
the pressure, then the skin of his palm was bloodied against the ragged edge of
the hole as the orifice in his hand split apart slightly.


Holding onto the Zen’zat’s back so he couldn’t escape,
Rio locked onto him with as much strength as he could muster along with a
partial Ubven drop, then used his Choratrik to send a stream of plasma through
the hole in Garso’s armor and straight into the Zen’zat’s
chest.


The Zen’zat released his hold on Rio instantly, but
the Archon held tight as the Ubven field kept the larger opponent from flipping
him around or bucking him off in any other wild flails as the plasma stream
continued to flow, burning through his ribs, lung, and eventually all the way
through to the backside armor. 


Rio released the attack a moment later as the Ubven
quickly dissipated, then he kicked the Zen’zat over as if he was felling a tree
as he turned and ran towards where Ethan was getting his ass kicked by Kaalo as
he stalled for time.


Sara’s pistol flew into Rio’s now fully armored hand
and he fired a pair of shots into the Zen’zat as the trailblazer yanked Ethan
back his way via a Bataf conduit, seeing his peer’s armor broken and melted in
multiple spots, but without any major holes in it. 


He’s mine,
Rio said telepathically while instructing Ethan to play limited support from
now on via numerous tactics that they communicated back and forth to each other
through the battlemeld. It was also clear that Ethan was wearing out and
couldn’t stand toe to toe with this Zen’zat anymore, but he didn’t have to.
He’d taken the hits so Rio could finish off the other one. Now it was time to
double team and finish this guy, though Rio was going to have to carry the bulk
of the fight…and that suited him just fine.


With a bit of a push from Ethan, Rio flew forward and
impacted with Kaalo as the Zen’zat threw several Dre’mo’don blasts their way,
deciding to make like a turret and just blanket the two enemies with
weaponsfire. That was a fair tactic considering Rio’s primary weapon was toast
and most of their auxiliaries were empty or destroyed, but pulling on what
little strength Ethan had, the pair put up a bioshield ahead of Rio that let
him get close enough to go hand to hand without taking a lot of damage up to
that point.


Kaalo responded in kind, punching and kicking in a
flurry of exchanges that Rio couldn’t match. He had to fight defensively and
keep giving up a step here or there, but that was the plan as he brought him
back closer and closer to Ethan. 


When the Zen’zat got within the predetermined range
Ethan sprinted forward, running past their opponent as he pulled Sara’s pistol
off the ground where Rio had dropped it and towards his hand. As expected the
Zen’zat blocked the weapon grab with his Rentar…but that was just a feint on
the part of the Archons, for when Ethan ran past he dragged a Trielo orb into
the Zen’zat.


The psionic was invisible, and unlike the Lew energy
ribbon that stretched between two individuals, the Trielo was a single orb that
floated on another such ribbon…meaning that they had to aim the collision
precisely in addition to charging it thoroughly beforehand. But when Ethan ran
past and dragged that ribbon through the Zen’zat at precisely the right
location a knot of stun energy was delivered into his body, almost entirely
bypassing his armor, and making Kaalo punch drunk rather than dropping him
unconscious.


But for Rio that distinction didn’t matter, for he
suddenly had the advantage in the hand to hand fight and started driving him
back as the Zen’zat struggled just to defend himself. Ethan reversed directions
and pulled Sara’s pistol to him, shooting Kaalo in the back several times
before he awkwardly twirled around to use his arms to block some shots as his
armor tried to soak away the stun energy and return his body to normal.


Before that could happen Rio flew up a meter into the
air and did a spin kick into the Zen’zat’s head that sent him into the wall so
disoriented he fell on impact, then Ethan stood over him pouring shots into his
armor and opening up a wound on his back that shocked the Zen’zat into a mad
dash. He rammed into Rio and dragged him to the ground, then straddled the
Archon’s torso punching him in the face and chest repeatedly while throwing
Dre’mo’don blasts after each hit. 


Rio was caught and tried to wiggle free, then both he
and Ethan combined what little strength they had and put a bioshield over Rio’s
head while letting the rest of his armor absorb the shots as it melted with
each. The trailblazer readied another Jumat blast to knock him off, but waited
a split second as Ethan just unloaded into Kaalo’s
back with the Zen’zat not even seeming to care. Rio could even feel his rage
spilling out through his telepathy as he pounded Rio relentlessly. 


Had Ethan not been there Rio would have been in
trouble, not knowing if he could have peeled him off or not, but just before he
was going to have to resort to that in order to keep his chest armor from being
penetrated the Zen’zat threw his last punch/shot and tipped forward, falling
onto Rio…but without any muscle behind him the trailblazer easily rolled him to
the side and extricated himself from the heavy body that was smoking from the
hole Ethan had shot through his armor and eventually his heart. 


“That was close,” Ethan said as he ran past Rio and
over to where Sara was still laying on the ground, but they could both feel her
mind still there. 


Rio looked down at his chest armor, feeling the
residual heat as nearly all of it had been melted away, leaving him with a very
thin protective layer that wouldn’t hold up to more than a couple Dre’mo’don
shots. 


Go, Sara
said telepathically while she was still laying on the ground with Ethan now
kneeling over her. I’m healing. Just make
sure these two are dead, then go help the others.


“Rio?”


“I got them,” the trailblazer said, stepping over to
the first Zen’zat while removing his left glove. He knelt down and put another
stream of plasma through the hole in the armor while touching a bit of the gore
inside. It took him a moment to make a connection, from which he confirmed the
Zen’zat was dead and not coming back on his own merits.


Rio got up and ran over to where Kaalo was laying as
Ethan took off back in the direction of the main fight that was still ongoing. He
rolled the Zen’zat over and saw the piece of work Ethan had done to his back,
then touched inside the cavity to connect to what was left of that Zen’zat as
well. He could have tried to heal him, but with literally no heart remaining it
would have been a tall order to save the Zen’zat…not that Ethan even thought
about trying, but it meant that there was no way this one was going to get back
up and potentially hurt Sara.


“Told you I’d kill you with friends,” Rio said to the
still smoking corpse as he didn’t waste any time and took off running past Sara
and back towards the fight where he could feel hundreds of minds involved,
though a few less than there had been before the trio of trailblazers had split
off to take these two down. 


As he approached he got a battlemeld prompt from Ethan
and two other ViLords, linking up with them and realizing from their senses
that another very powerful set of Zen’zat were still in play, but they hadn’t
paired up with each other and were instead working with their own escorts as
Vermaire was tangling with one of them. 


The quartet of Archons decided to let him play with
his new friend while they went after the closest badass they could find,
knowing that both trailblazers had weakened armor and fatigued psionics, and
that it was going to take a team effort to take the rest of these guys down,
but what Rio quickly realized was the fact that the Arc Knights could stand up
against the Zen’zat well enough on their own and especially in groups, but if
they took the brunt of the attack then the Archons could kill the Zen’zat much
easier.


Muscle and mass did count for a lot, and the
strategies flowing through the battlemeld and telepathy between all those
involved allowed for latecomers like Rio to learn very fast how to effectively
fight these guys…and having a backup secret psionic that the V’kit’no’sat had
probably never seen before didn’t hurt either. 


With his quartet they made their way past a sparring
Zen’zat and Arc Knight and helped him kill his opponent, then Rio conscripted
the big guy into their battlemeld, making it a 5-way and bringing him up to
speed on the tactics they wanted to use…after which the Zen’zat took the lead
and the group pushed their way through the widespread brawl, throwing a little
help in here and there as they went hunting for the biggest threats left in the
fight.
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When Rio’s group got back into the fight they used a
combination of telepathy and battlemap to identify where the strongest Zen’zat
were and went after arguable the strongest first. Both trailblazers had partial
shields back when they came across a trio of Zen’zat and a pile of Star Force
bodies as the enemy added another Arc Knight to their count, but a Jumatran
from Rio’s group knocked all three down as their Arc Knight ran forward and
dove onto the one in the middle, pinning him to the ground for a couple of
extra seconds and giving the others time to get up to them.


No one had much left in the way of weaponry, but
reinforcements were arriving constantly and those Regulars that were no match
for the Zen’zat were passing weapons to those fighting while establishing and
strengthening a very wide perimeter around the combat, blocking off corridors
and ringing the Zen’zat in. If one tried to flee they’d have to push through a
wall of weaponsfire, but the Commandos, Knights, and lower ranking Archons
didn’t close in, wisely allowing those with the high skills to handle the fight
and, honestly, so they didn’t get in the way.


But some of their weapons eventually got passed up to
Rio’s group, with the two ViLords having taken fresh rifles that they used to
attack one of the three Zen’zat exclusively while Ethan and Rio dove past the trio
on the sides dragging a Lew conduit through them and hitting the heads of the
two standing up. Both of them wobbled as the mental disruption took place, then
the trailblazers warned the Knight as they used their Hapra and emitted such a
strong combined Fornax field that it caught all six of them in it. 


Had the Knight participated he would have been immune,
but he was too busy throwing punches and wresting with the Zen’zat on the
ground and got hit by it too. All four of them dropped twitching for a moment,
but then the Arc Knight was tossed aside as a wobbly Zen’zat rose up and shot
Rio with both Dre’mo’don’s.


He’s got Snu, Ethan commented as the trailblazer threw a weak
Jumat into the Zen’zat, knocking his arms askew and causing a few shots to miss Rio as they both scrambled out of the way as the two
ViLords continued pouring rifle shots into the Zen’zat on the left. 


The standing Zen’zat reached down and picked up the
Arc Knight by the leg, throwing him back into the line of fire towards the
ViLords, who ceased their shots until their line of sight cleared, but the
Zen’zat followed the flying body and sprinted towards them. He weathered a few
more shots with his bioshield, then when he was only a step away he threw his
own Jumat blast out either side of his body, knocking both Archons away from
him and into the walls. He turned and attacked the one on the left, delivering
body blows so fast that he broke through the ViLord’s
shields in less than two seconds.


The armor damage that followed was targeted to melted
points from previous fights and the Zen’zat managed to get two shots through
into his chest before he turned and punched Rio out of the air as he flew
towards him. The ViLord dropped to the ground as the
other shot him at close range, then the Zen’zat took after her, spinning around
twice in a familiar twirl that would have ended with a wicked cross if Rio
hadn’t throw him off with a Jumat blast that led to a fist in the wall, denting
it as the ViLord scrambled out of the way. 


Two more Archons and an Arc Knight came running down
the corridor towards them, but a Zen’zat jumped into the middle Archon from a
side corridor and knocked him out of view. The other Archon went to help but
the Arc Knight continued forward and headed straight for the monster Zen’zat
that was shooting Rio as the trailblazer dove into his legs, catching a kick to
the face and holding on as he flew backwards and dragged it out from under the
Zen’zat.


To his credit the Zen’zat hopped forward, staying on
his feet long enough to pound through Rio’s shields and land a good hit to his
helmet before the Arc Knight came in and tackled him as he entered their
battlemeld, replacing the downed ViLord and bringing
them back up to 5. 


Between him, the Arc Knight, and the ViLord that was shooting the Zen’zat at pointblank range,
the three quickly summoned up a Trielo as Rio and the Arc Knight tried to hold
him down. The invisible stun orb floated above and between them, then when the
Zen’zat kicked Rio off and threw the Arc Knight to the side he stood up right
into it, catching it on his right arm and having the limb go nearly dead.


Rio flew back a couple meters and grabbed his wrist
even as the Zen’zat shot the ViLord and got through
her shields, then the trailblazer dragged the numb limb back down the corridor
and spun him around several times, eventually throwing him back towards the
other two and through a Lew conduit that drove a disabling balance spike into
his brain, causing him to stumble and fall.


The ViLord continued to
shoot him in the chest as the Arc Knight dove onto the Zen’zat’s head and left
arm, pinning both to the ground while his right was just beginning to regain
feeling as the rifle shots finally got through his armor and hit flesh. 


A Lachka hold tore the rifle out of the ViLord’s arms and stopped the damage incoming, but Rio
suddenly appeared and landed on the Zen’zat’s legs, half pinning them to the
ground with another weak Ubven drop that also caught the Arc Knight, but like
before he went for the penetrated points in the armor and placed a naked hand
there, sending a steam of bioplasma through.


A few seconds later and the Zen’zat stopped thrashing,
but he didn’t have time to relish the victory for Ethan and the other Arc
Knight had been buying them time and his peer was now lying on the ground with
a hole in his back. 


Rio pulled his body back towards him as the three now
free fighters took after the two damaged Zen’zat. The trailblazer took a knee
over Ethan and pressed a hand down onto his wound as the other two bought him a
few seconds. While his battlemeld link had broken, Ethan was unconscious but alive
and Rio wanted to keep him that way, surging some flash healing to help stop
the bleeding before he let him go and flew forward several meters into the
fight that didn’t last long.


Damaged as they all were, the 4v2 was just too much
for these weaker Zen’zat to manage. They managed to finish off the first Arc
Knight before the ViLord’s rifle last hit both of
them, then Rio was busy reviving the Arc Knight as the ViLord
suddenly sat down beside him. Rio didn’t ask why, for the battlemeld link told
him all he needed. She’d been carrying a bad wound for the last few minutes and
fighting through it, but the Archon had to start self-healing now before she
lost too much blood and passed out.


Once the Arc Knight revived, Rio spent just enough
time to get him stabilized but still unconscious, then he took off down the
corridor running past Ethan while telepathically checking on him and heading
for the remaining fights still going down.



 

Sara slowly stood up, trying to suppress the pain in
her chest where she now had a deep hole. Fortunately her right breast had
soaked up some of the damage, but her lung had been hit and she was finding it
a bit hard to breath. The trailblazer, between her Sesspik, Uzti, and Haemra,
had gotten the worst of the damage patched up enough that she was able to walk,
but the motion twisted her body just enough to really dig into the wound that
she didn’t have enough biomass to fully heal and she didn’t feel like sucking
away muscle and other tissue from the rest of her body to partially fill it
back in. 


She cannibalized enough fat tissue and the bit of
muscle necessary to contain her injury, but that was it. Looking around at the
dead Zen’zat, she probed them with Ikrid and Pefbar to make sure they were out
of the fight, then she began walking towards where she felt a group of minds a
few hundred meters away and out of sight behind the various emitter equipment
that stood like buildings around them…some of which had been damaged in the
fight, but that was nothing compared to the carnage of bodies.


Limping forward due to a melted bit of her right knee
that had locked up, Sara followed the last bits of battle as the remaining
Zen’zat were outnumbered and getting overrun. She made sure not to get too
close, but when the last of them fell she went ahead and limped on into view of
the group. 


Zen’zat were laying dead
everywhere, but so were just as many Archons and Arc Knights. Some were just
injured like she’d been, but as many of the walking ones were running around to
try and heal/revive the fallen while a few others were putting additional shots
into the Zen’zat bodies to make sure they didn’t
get back up.


Sara walked through everyone, ready to try and help if
absolutely necessary, but she was in no condition to focus on someone else’s
wound with hers still paining her badly. Soon though additional troops arrived
in the form of Regulars that helped police the Zen’zat bodies and carry off the
most badly wounded, then some additional medics finally arrived, one of which
came up to Sara and stared at her chest wide-eyed.


“We need to get you to a med bay now,” he insisted. “I
swear, I don’t know how you guys can walk these off.”


“Later,” Sara said with an appreciative smile. “I
assume we’re all done here?”


“I hope so,” the medic said, glancing to his left. “You
called us in.”


“Not me,” she said, pointing to her head that no
longer held her helmet, but a lot of it was visible crunched up behind her head
in too large a mass to be normal. “My comm is out.”


“I was told the area was clear of hostiles.”


“I thought so, just wanted to check,” she said as her
armor began to split apart. Sara yelped as it did so, rubbing into her chest
wound with jagged edges that cut her thinly regrown skin and started it
bleeding again as the trailblazer stepped out of her broken armor and left
behind the mechanical limp as her burnt white uniform underneath began getting
a bit redder than it already was.


“Damn,” the medic said, pulling out a Star Force
regenerator from his pack, but Sara held up a hand. 


“I don’t have the biomass left…and I don’t want it
cannibalizing anything else. I’ll manage.”


“Let me get you some foam then,” he said, pulling out
a small canister. 


Sara nodded and he sprayed it into her wound, filling
it up and applying the same numbing/healing agent as a patch would, but because
of the cavity such a flat item wouldn’t be as effective. When he pulled out a
patch later to try and put it over top Sara stopped him, with a sign of relief
on her face as the numbing effect began to kick in.


“Thank you, that’ll do.”


“You’re not coming to a med bay, are you?”


“I will soon, right now I have things to do. Attend to
the others.”


“I think they’re all covered, but I’ll roam and
check,” he said, taking a step away from her then turning back in admiration.
“Glad you guys are on our side.”


Sara let him go without another word, then without the
hindrance of her armor she walked slowly but smoothly through the battleground
as the Zen’zat bodies were being picked up and removed. An army of techs
replaced them as they began cleaning up all the blood and gore while others
took to the damage done to the emitters, passing her by with a myriad of odd
looks but none of them interrupted her as she moved about watching the last of
the wounded walk or be carried off.


Eventually she came across Rio and saw Ethan laying on
a hover plank as two medics pulled him along with a Star Force regenerator
attached to his chest. 


“How bad?” she asked as Rio left them and headed
towards her, though he was still wearing his armor that had a few small holes
in it, but not as big as the one Sara had suffered.


“Bad, but he’s out of danger now. How are you still
walking?” he asked, looking at and into the hole in her chest using his Pefbar
to see through the foam poking out in a way that looked like the tip of an ice
cream cone.


“Last man standing,” she insisted. “How many did we
lose?”


“18 unrevivable, another 46
hurt so bad they can’t walk out. If we didn’t have numbers on them we would
have got our asses kicked even worse.”


“We did plenty of damage of our own,” Sara insisted.
“Now I can understand why the psionics are such a threat to them. Most of those
Zen’zat outranked us.”


“Some by a lot,” Rio agreed. “Our friend from the
Ribbon wasn’t the strongest.”


“Glad we got him. Are we all done?”


“Teams are still searching the area to make sure some
of them didn’t split off, but all indications are that this was the last of
them. You need to get to a med bay.”


“Later. Did Vermaire make it?”


“Yeah, and he took out two of the badasses…with
help.”


“Figures. Was he hurt?”


“He walked it off, same as you.”


“We need the security cam footage analyzed and genetic
samples taken from the Zen’zat. If there’s been any upgrades we need to know,
and potentially steal. As much as we’ve been preparing for this, they fought
harder than I expected.”


“I expected them to be more cautious with equal
opponents, but I was wrong. When they get pushed they push back harder. Their
dominance hasn’t made them soft. If not for battlemeld they would have wrecked
us.”


“They killed enough as is,” Sara said, referencing not
only those involved in the battle here but the deaths the Zen’zat had racked up
amongst the civilians and security forces they’d blown through to get this far
into the Antarctic cityscape. “We’ve got a huge backline problem if they send
units of this caliber in.”


“I think these were the best they had. They were going
for an infiltration of the pyramid.”


“Agreed. What the hell were they thinking?”


“Maybe they thought we wouldn’t fire through our own
city.”


“That was stupid of them…but we’ll take it. I don’t expect
any gifts like that in the future. How long do you think we have?”


“If Roger can’t destroy their fleet, maybe 6 months.
If he can, I think they’d send a scout to check out what’s going on,” Rio
hoped. “We might get a couple years that way.”


“I bet they get at least one ship back.”


“I never count Roger out, but I wouldn’t put credits
on him getting them all either. You think they’ll come straight back here or
hit our perimeter systems?”


“Maybe both, but they’re not ignoring Earth. We beat
them here, so this is where they will come first to undo their failure. Their
collective ego won’t allow for anything else.”


“I’m still worried about Morgan.”


“Don’t be. She’ll be ambushing them as they transit
here.”


“Point, but her worlds are new and can’t match the
defenses here…and they know what it takes to get through our planetary shields.
They’re going to come back prepared.”


“I know,” Sara said, wincing a little as she flexed
her chest, testing the level of numbness. “What’s our next move?”


Rio thought through that for a second, but no matter
what ingenious ambushes they set up or how many summons they pulled down it
wasn’t going to matter. Even if they destroyed the next assault fleet, and the
next, and the next, the V’kit’no’sat would keep sending more from their nearly infinite
empire until Earth and the rest of Star Force wasn’t just defeated, but
completely erased from existence. 


There would be no surrender, no mercy, no negotiation. As they’d expected all along, the
V’kit’no’sat were completely unyielding and there would be nothing that
deterred them from eliminating the Zen’zat ‘abominations’ that existed in
defiance of their edict. They’d even said as much directly, confirming long
held assumptions and Puff’s prediction, with the combat here attesting to the
fact that even when outnumbered, outmaneuvered, and outgunned they were not
going to surrender. They were going to fight to the last and take as many
enemies with them as they could, even if negotiation would actually save their
own people to fight another day. 


They were totally intransigent, and in light of that
there was only one thing Star Force could do. They’d known it would come to
this, and even as fiery and determined as Sara was, Rio could see in her eyes
that she’d already come to the same conclusion.


“Begin the evacuation.”
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***Note from the Author***



 

The Origin Series has come to the end…but it is only
the beginning of the Star Force
franchise. The backstory covering the creation and origin of Star Force is now complete. The time period it covers is
what I refer to as Phase 1. Phase 2 is the V’kit’no’sat War that follows, and
the first entry into that phase will be three novels known as the Wayward
Trilogy. 


The first book is titled Lost Destiny and will be released May 1, 2016. The Pre-order link
is below. 
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