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March 4, 3602


Solar System


Neptune



 

The subdivision of the V’kit’no’sat fleet led by the
Serni’jar broke away from the other races, taking their 296 ships out beyond
the main planet to the gas giants in higher stellar orbits, picking the cold
blue one with a fair amount of orbital constructs but it was the pair of
sizeable shipyards in low planetary orbit that drew their attention. With only
four of their defense stations to defend them and a small fleet of the rogue
Zen’zat ships, Mak’to’ran had sent Nikken to both take them out and draw system
defense fleets away from other targets.


That said, Nikken didn’t like what he saw. A direct attack
would cost him some ships and they’d already lost plenty since entering this
system without even assaulting a protected world yet. It was questionable
whether or not the V’kit’no’sat fleet could destroy this system if they kept
taking losses, for the strength of the planetary shields had not yet been
tested, and he did not want to contribute to their losses here.


The quadruped strode back and forth on the command
deck of his Na’shor, sizing up the defense fleet and nearby ships moving to
reinforce the shipyards…as well as the partially completed vessels in the
slips. Many were larger than the ships they’d been fighting, but without a
complete record of the enemy fleet classes it was impossible to determine their
function. He wanted to send troops onboard to pull computer records and other
information, but with the resistance being put up so far he wasn’t going to risk
it. There were many shipyards, some of alarming size, spread out across this
star system, but this pair were going to be eliminated quickly and
efficiently…the question was how to do that aside from a straightforward
attack.


Using the data from the battle in stellar orbit,
Nikken calculated how many hits from those defense stations his ships could
take and set up an assault circuit with a point starting beyond their range,
then when he was satisfied, the Serni’jar and Octo’mar fleets began running in
towards them at high speed, but only a few ships at a time stretched out into a
long line.


Nikken didn’t go first, but rather back in the 19th
wave so he could monitor the damage on both sides and make adjustments prior to
his personal attack. He’d ordered the defense stations and the Zen’zat ships
ignored as much as possible and all firepower to be directed on the shields
protecting the outer shipyard of the pair. Taking fire from the defense
stations and the Zen’zat fleet, his leading ships punched through and unloaded
only a handful of shots as they flashed by at high speed, suffering more shield
damage on the far side as they accelerated hard to get out of weapons range.


Nikken didn’t get information back from them until
they came out of their tiny microjumps, but none of
them had their shields go down…which was good, and if the trend held they’d be
able to continue battering the shipyard with impunity until they breached the
weak shield covering its spindly mass. 


But the Zen’zat defenders quickly caught on to their
disadvantage, and by the time Nikken’s ship made its strafing run it had enemy
ships accelerating to keep pace with it, exchanging fire as they flew in and
out of proximity, but when the microjump ended he saw
that the Star Force ships were still with his…but they hadn’t followed all of
his ships, only certain groups that they now outnumbered.


Clever of them, but he wasn’t going to let them bait
him into a slugging match. He ordered his ships to continue fleeing to a new
rendezvous point, but the ‘Star Force’ ships continued to pursue. Calling them
Zen’zat vessels wasn’t fair, after all, for no true Zen’zat had built these
primitive craft. 


They weren’t V’kit’no’sat technology or design, but it
was going to take a while for Nikken to start thinking of their opponents as
something other than their own…which was why he didn’t expect one of his
smaller Ti’mat to suddenly drop out of formation as Star Force made a strafing
run against the four ships in his group. He expected them to come in close and
open fire, but none of them did on this attack run. Instead they came up so
close they nearly rammed the Ti’mat, then suddenly they fell back dragging the
Serni’jar ship with them.


By the time he realized what was happening and turned
his own ships around, more Star Force ships were intercepting the Ti’mat pinned
within an engine crippling field and hammering its shields. Like a swarm of
rodents they surrounded it and did not relent even when his Na’shor and 9 other
ships arrived, with his group combining with another attack wave. They fell on
the tiny Star Force ships and began savaging them, but the Ti’mat inside had
hull breaches before the rescue battle had even begun and Nikken couldn’t draw
their fire away from it. 


The Star Force fleet group eventually scattered and
ran, now outnumbered, but having destroyed the Ti’mat. Its hull was still
mostly there, but with huge holes in it, few operational systems, and drifting
on its previous course with no engine power even without the Star Force
crippling ships holding it in check. Nikken had destroyed several of them as
they fled, but he hadn’t gotten them all and the tradeoff had definitely not
been worth it.


Angry at having been bled so stupidly, he began
clumping his formation up more as he continued to pound the shipyard’s shields
until they eventually failed. When they did, each subsequent pass destroyed
part of the giant station, but eventually another Ti’mat went with it. The Star
Force fleet assaulted one again as they passed, weakening its shields but not penetrating
them as they focused their full firepower on the single vessel during the brief
flyby. Like before, some of them accelerated and tried to match pace, but the
four defense stations also targeted the single Ti’mat whose shields were
already diminished…


Suddenly it dropped from the group just as they were
beginning to make their microjumps, with Nikken
ordering a sudden abort. He wasn’t going to leave a ship behind to get picked
apart, so he decided to weather the Ardents from the
stations as his ships surrounded the damaged one, taking hits for it as he
called in all his far flung ship groups for a direct attack on the Sentinels. 


The battle lasted longer than he wanted, but the
outcome was never in doubt. All four defense stations fell and the remains of
the defense fleet fled as they were quickly outgunned, leaving both the damaged
shipyard and the untouched one at their mercy…though at the cost of 18 of his
ships. More were damaged and still operational to various degrees, but the
crews on the destroyed ones would at least be partially recoverable. Nikken
ordered rescue teams sent immediately and enough perimeter skirmishers to keep
the Star Force ships back from any assassination runs they might attempt. 


Simultaneously he sent a handful of ships to finish
destroying the exposed shipyard, which they could now do patiently without the
defense stations waiting nearby to shoot them. Both the Serni’jar and their
Octo’mar allies, whom they often paired with on joint missions, methodically
took apart the station piece by piece, utterly destroying it in a venting of
their rage, but Nikken had them carefully take down and disable the shields on
the second shipyard sometime later, then surround it with a defensive screen
while he sent boarding parties onboard.


He might not have come out of this with his full ship
count, but he was going to get some intel he hadn’t
expected to retrieve. It wouldn’t be worth the loss of his ships, but it would
be something to help mitigate that loss…and he hoped that Star Force would come
back within firing range in an attempt to stop him so he could destroy more of
their pathetic small ships. 



 

Nikken’s costly victory was expanded upon as his fleet
sought out and destroyed all unprotected orbitals in the region around the gas giant
that weren’t under the protective umbrella of a defense station. He’d hoped to
draw out the Star Force fleet but they didn’t respond at all, just letting him
destroy their infrastructure that, like the shipyards, appeared to have already
been evacuated…unlike a larger station in orbit around one of the closer gas
giants that the Brat’mar were assaulting. They’d gotten inside to discover a
large number of the rogue Zen’zat still remaining, and according to previous
reports they were capturing as many as they were killing and beginning to get
some answers as to what was going on here.


But then things took another turn for the worse when
Star Force staged a counter attack with ships of an unfamiliar kind coming up
from somewhere far below the star to reinforce them. The V’kit’no’sat didn’t
know who owned them, but they were much larger and heavily shielded, giving the
small ships some badly needed mass and allowing them to take back naval control
of their synthetic landscape in orbit, though in appearance only. Brat’mar,
I’rar’et and Kar’ka troops were still inside and in control, but Star Force had
begun shipping in a massive amount of their own troops and initial reports
indicated that they were using both aerial craft and large mechanized vehicles
and battle suits that were having some effect. 


Whenever it was told that a Brat’mar died in ground
combat it gave Nikken chills for they fought the least recklessly, and the
combination of their firepower and defenses meant it had to have taken
something particularly nasty to take them down. As it was, his splinter group
was being called to that battle location along with four other fleet segments
in order to regain naval superiority against the alarming number of Star Force
ships gathering there.


Other fleet segments were being reassigned to punish
the enemy’s arrogance in different locations, but as Nikken recalled his
various ships from around planetary orbit he got word from the vessels in the
center of the system that Star Force reinforcements had begun to arrive,
complicating matters further.



 

“There they are,” Roger-009 said from the bridge nexus
onboard his command ship as he came out of his high deceleration jump and began
getting battlemap data of the V’kit’no’sat fleet that
had spread across the system, but with a chunk still remaining in stellar orbit
tearing apart a lot of Sentinels with an Ethan-commanded fleet nearby…and the Slip’in’slide deployed above them.


As the data began to pour in Roger reviewed it quickly
with his Sav-enhanced mind and the neural interlink,
seeing the initial battle replayed while also monitoring current movements to
make sure the 1000 jumpships in the 112th fleet that he’d brought with him in
full weren’t disturbed at their  jumppoint. He’d followed the jumppoint
recommendations flowing out over short range communications and was glad to see
that there were no nearby threats nor any moving towards him.


During that time he also received a message from
Ethan, including a set of coordinates that he wanted him to rendezvous at.


“Glad you finally got your ass here, buddy. If you
haven’t noticed by now they’ve got a Mach’nel that is causing us a lot of
headaches and their ships are a bit stronger than during the Rit’ko’sor
rebellion. No major improvements seen yet and with the fleet they brought we’re
going to kick their ass, but if we don’t do something about that Mach’nel
they’re going to make a mess of our tidy system.”


“Don’t trip over the debris on the way in, we’ve
already had one dustup, and Rio is in a bind out at Titan. They got onboard the
Ribbon and we’re taking it back to finish with the evacuation. Right now the
Mach’nel is picking off Sentinels and I can’t do a damn thing about it aside
from trying to trim off some of their support ships, so if you have any bright
ideas get your ass over here and take command. And even if you don’t, get over
here. I need all the help I can get. These bastards are trying every trick in
the book to break our battlemap grid and I’m having
to bleed drones to accomplish anything against them.”


The recorded message finished with a position
highlighted near Ethan’s current location, and with a thought he assigned
command of the jumppoint to another ship with orders
to remain on station until everyone had arrived then follow him over to
Ethan…but right now he needed to get within realtime comm range and have a chat with his peer.


That took only a matter of minutes when sufficient
engine power was applied, dropping him out behind the Star Force position to
help avoid a possible intercept that never came. Right now there was no
fighting aside from the Mach’nel sniping a Sentinel from beyond its return fire
range and methodically poking down its shields.


“Why didn’t we build one of those?” Roger joked when
Ethan’s hologram popped up in his nexus.


“Rio didn’t want to tip our hand and I agreed. We’ve
pulled in a couple of Shivas, but that’s it. Unless
we can get the Mach’nel alone to hammer on it, any assault we make is going to
be wasted.”


“And unless you can disable its engines it can just
run unless we get it cornered properly.”


“You see the problem,” Ethan said sarcastically. “Any
suggestions?”


“Not yet. Why haven’t they touched Earth?”


“They think we’re an illegal V’kit’no’sat project
sponsored by one of the current races and they want to know which one. That’s
why we think they boarded the Ribbon and are taking some prisoners. The others
they’re killing on the spot. Some with Lachka.”


Roger winced. “Pulled apart?”


“The ones caught out of armor, yeah. It’s not pretty,
but take a look just to get your ire up. We haven’t tried taking any prisoners
yet, both because of that and the fact that we’re not sure how hard it will
be.”


“Save that for after we kick their ass,” Roger said
firmly. “So long as they’re mobile and dangerous we can’t risk losing other people
to pick up their scraps. How badly damaged is that Mach’nel?”


“Not enough. Got a sunbath though.”


“Saw that. Did they lose any weapons and repair them
or did they just not take much damage?”


“Unclear, but its combat capabilities don’t seem to be
hindered other than some armor loss. By now its shields have fully recharged
and they’ve got at least one damaged generator back online. It wouldn’t
surprise me if they get the others up before too long.”


“Still, the armor loss is a help and they can’t
replace that out here,” Roger said as he continued to pull up past data while
feeling out the current situation. “They’re going for the control ships. Why
haven’t they got one yet?”


“We’re not making it easy, but I sense some hesitation
on their part too. When we run we win by buying time for the drones to fight,
meaning it’s not a loss, and they seem to have trouble figuring out how hard to
chase and when to head back and shoot up the drones.”


“When they start using Domjo and smaller we’re going
to have a problem. They can maneuver close enough to do damage even when we’re
evading.”


“They haven’t figured that out yet.”


“Damn them. They just had to bring a Mach’nel. With a
fleet this small I didn’t think they would have bothered.”


“And we’re losing drones fast.”


“There are more on the way, and it looks like you’ve
got a decent killcount yourself. Mind if I see if I
can add to it?”


“I’ll happily take second seat. What do you need?”


“The I’rar’et know how to fly
and fight, so let’s ignore them and focus on the plodders with a more
navigationally aggressive attack and see how they respond.”


“Do you want to pull down another summon?”


“Not yet. You’ve got enough here for me to comfortably
work with, though I am going to break some of your toys in the process.”


“Fine, so long as they’re not the big ones.”


“Have they found the fireflies yet?”


“The orbital stations submerged before they arrived,
and we had the interceptors out of harm’s way long before that. No way of
knowing how far their sensors have penetrated the star.”


“When are they supposed to emerge?”


“When they run out of shields.”


“Too deep for a recall pulse?”


“They’re as deep as they can go.”


“Alright, we’ll use the interceptors. Get them sipping
star while I play with the Vikies here, and
reconfigure their shields for opaqueness over the capture area. No point in
tipping our hand when they probably don’t know what we’ve got…or am I wrong in
assuming they didn’t scout the system prior to arrival?”


“I get the feeling they didn’t do any scouting. I was told the lizards are getting wiped out and they
mind raided the information out of them. What they don’t know, the V’kit’no’sat
probably don’t know. And I haven’t seen anything to contradict that theory.
They came in here blind expecting to squash a bug.”


“How have they been taking the disappointment?”


“Well, but they’re still not registering how much
trouble they’re in. They’ve got their big chess piece and are using it to probe
a reaction from us, so they’re being cautious here and looking for answers on
the Ribbon.”


“Good. Then they’re not going to see this coming. I’d
go after the Mach’nel if its shields weren’t up, but there’s no way they’re
going to sit still long enough and they’ll just pick off our interdictors if we
make them. You were right to try and reduce their number of support ships.
We’ll stick with that and let them trade off our Sentinels. They’re worthless
without a range advantage anyway.”


“I was hoping you’d have some brilliant strategy to
take out the Mach’nel and give us our range advantage back.”


“Like you said, if they don’t leave it alone we can’t
do squat against it without bleeding ourselves dry. We…” Roger stopped
mid-sentence as he saw an update on the battlemap.


“I see it,” Ethan confirmed as one of the fleet groups
made up of the Hjar’at ships began moving out on a slow microjump
far below the star and not on any useable jumpline.
“They’re trying to backtrack the Shiva platform.”


“243 ships? That’ll be fun to watch. I assume she’s
prepped for uninvited guests?”


“Got the confirmation signal back when I summoned the
first cluster. Anything gets close to the wall it gets obliterated unless we
use the stand down code.”


“You handle the fireflies?”


“Happy to. Just give me cover and let me know where to
target.”


“Done. Any word on Sara?”


“Not yet. Expected her here before you.”


“So did I. I hope they’re not
hitting multiple systems.”


“Not a peep off the entry route yet, but we did get
confirmation from Char. They’re sending a flood of backup.”


“Hopefully we can finish this before they get here.
The less tricks we have to pull out of our arsenal the better, but the
fireflies we need now.”


“On it. Can you manage here if I go pick them up
personally?”


“Yep,” Roger said, sending out priority commands that
put all the nearby ships under his fleet control banner and removing Ethan’s.
“Go.”


A few seconds later Ethan’s command ship made a microjump out of formation and began arcing its way over
towards the jumpline for Earth while keeping well
clear of the V’kit’no’sat fleet. 
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Rio punched the taller Zen’zat in the face, cracking
the already damaged helmet enough that he was able to telekinetically rip off
the forward part of it, exposing his forehead and one eye. Over the next few
furious blows Rio was able to spin the Zen’zat around and send him tumbling to
the ground, then the Archon was over top of him and firing down at his head. 


One shot landed and blew out a section of his skull,
causing the Zen’zat to go limp on the grass in the Ribbon park
where Rio had found him trying to ambush a nearby line of evacuees. Their fight
had lasted more than 4 minutes as Rio beat through his shields and then his
armor with a combination of fist, foot, and plasma, but like the others he’d
come across in past days this Zen’zat was probably a high Kilnor
at best…their lowest skill bracket out of six and about the equivalent of a
padawan or mage, though this one was very good at close quarters deflections. A
lot of the body blows Rio had attempted he’d moved a few inches prior to
impact, drawing out this fight longer than a lot of the others. 


Rio extended his mind out, searching for more targets
while a pair of skeets flew overhead in a search pattern to cover for the
civilians. Many had already been evacuated off the Ribbon as the naval fighting
had stalled into a draw with Star Force holding part of the Ribbon and the
V’kit’no’sat claiming access to the rest. Neither side wanted to fully engage
the other, but neither could they allow for their troops to get stranded. The
V’kit’no’sat had paid a heavy price to take back and then hold a few entrances
and both fleets were now on opposite sides of the rectangular Ribbon and
agreeing to stay there without any official communication. 


Rio didn’t like that, but they’d have to burn through
their remaining ships to get rid of the V’kit’no’sat fleet segments that had
recombined here and the addition shivas were helping
to keep the V’kit’no’sat from overrunning the smaller drones. The naval
situation outside the Ribbon alone was a powder keg, but Roger and Ethan had
their hands full elsewhere as the V’kit’no’sat kept hitting Sentinels and other
targets without fully engaging any planetary defenses. Rio’s army here wasn’t
interesting in holding onto the Ribbon, only in getting the people out, and
after that the V’kit’no’sat could camp out here as long as they wanted and hope
that Rio didn’t decide to destroy it with them inside.


That objective was why the naval situation outside was
a draw. Star Force couldn’t risk the remaining civilians on their narrow advantage,
needing to preserve it so they could escort the evacuation ships away from the
Ribbon and down to the planet, otherwise the rescue effort would be pointless.


Right now more civilians were being killed by Zen’zat
assassins than by the heavy combat, which was why Rio was here and not in a
mech…and as his mind searched the area he caught sight of another Zen’zat, one
that was heading his way rather than toward the civilians. Rio figured he was
going to probably try and rescue the one he’d just killed, though with that
head injury it was doubtful if a Kich’a’kat could even revive him.


Rio ran out across a grassy opening and by a few tall
evergreen trees, then dove into a thicker area of woods that had been kept in
cold, snowy conditions via segmented atmospheric shields to give it a different
environment than the rest of the park. He passed from warm grass onto an inch
of snow with only a slight resistance as he moved through the shield, then he
came into contact with the new Zen’zat a few seconds later, seeing that he
carried nothing more than his forearm gauntlets.


The Zen’zat struck first, a lightning fast punch
followed by three more, then a kick that sent Rio flying backwards…with the
Zen’zat following and pummeling him with punches offset by a Dre’mo’don shot
here and there that were wearing down his shields fast.


It took a Jumat blast from Rio to knock the Zen’zat
off him, then when Rio engaged again he realized that this Zen’zat was better
than the others he’d faced, and to the point was faster than him. His reflexes
and agility were superior, and given his larger size that meant Rio was at a
significant disadvantage save for his psionics…which he pulled on heavily to
disengage from the flying fists several times as the Zen’zat beat through his
own blocks and made body shots that continued to drain his shields until Rio
flashed up a bioshield a few inches off his armor and
the Zen’zat’s next hit bounced off it unexpectedly.


The Archon took advantage of that and dived forward,
landing a quick punch with his palm that moved the Zen’zat’s torso back a bit
more, then he brought his other arm forward and blew the bigger warrior off him
with another Jumat blast followed by him pulling out a pistol and shooting him
several times as the Zen’zat got back up and charged.


Rio ran backwards and flew up into the air a couple
meters, continuing to fire condensed plasma shots into the Zen’zat’s shields,
but his opponent jumped up at him faster than he could fly away, taking a shot
directly to the face, and dragged both of them back down to the ground. When
they hit he tried to leverage Rio into a headlock and nearly succeeded had it
not been for all those training sessions he’d done with the Black Knight. He
recognized the move coming and reacted instinctively, ducking down all the way
until he was curled up into a ball underneath the larger body and took that
opportunity to summon a larger Jumat blast.


He blew it out from around his spherically and popped
the bigger guy off, but only enough to get himself a step away before the
Zen’zat was back on him. Rio got one shot off before his pistol was knocked out
of his grip, then it was a series of losing arm and leg blocks as he fought a
retreat across the snow until a wall of Lachka hit him from the side and
knocked him into a tree. A hooking fist came around and hit him in the head so
hard the impact drove his helmet into the thin tree trunk and snapped it in
half as the Zen’zat grabbed Rio by the wrist and threw him back across the snow
into another tree…which was when his shields popped, for he couldn’t turn them
on and off fast enough to protect against the energy attacks while letting his
armor absorb the physical blows.


When his shields went down the Zen’zat held position
and raised both arms, firing multiple Dre’mo’don blasts at Rio as he dodged to
the right. Some missed, some hit and melted little portions of his armor until
his head stopping ringing enough for him to throw up a bioshield
that caught the rest as he took off through the trees.


But the Zen’zat didn’t let him get far, actually
running him down and punching him towards another tree that Rio expertly
dodged, flying in place and letting his feet come up level with his body, then
using them to jump off the bending trunk and launch him back at the Zen’zat…who
moved so fast that Rio missed, and had it not been for his Yen’mer
that allowed him to adjust his movement direction in flight he would have
jumped completely clear of him and let the Zen’zat get behind his back, but Rio
was able to curve his angle just enough to get a hand on the Zen’zat’s arm,
whose shields were up and a bit slippery, but he was able to lock his fingers
around the elbow joint and use it to pivot swing himself around and get behind
the Zen’zat and put him into a
headlock. 


Rio latched on tight, then kicked into his back with
his knees as the Zen’zat tried to extricate himself, eventually flipping
backward in order to flatten Rio, but the Archon spun him around in air with
his Yen’mer and landed him face down on the ground.


“You’re good,”
Rio said in V’kit’no’sat as he fought to keep him pinned there against the
massive muscle below and failing, so he had to summon up and drop an Ubven
field over top of him. “Too bad you’re
fighting for the bad guys.”


“Who gave you
these abilities?” the Zen’zat said, struggling and failing to push through
the thick Lachka field and Rio’s weight, which was enhanced considerably by his
armor plates.


“We figured it
out. And I’d hate to see someone of your skills be destroyed so pointlessly,
but if you’re not gone when I get back here with my buddies we’re going to have
to kill you.”


“Traitors never
win. Whatever advantage you think you
have will not be enough. You will be destroyed sooner or later.”


“We’re not
V’kit’no’sat, so we can’t be traitors,” Rio said, jumping up off the
Zen’zat into the air and hanging there for a moment as the bigger man fought to
cut through and destroy the lingering Lachka restraints before Rio could shoot him
with impunity, but when he succeeded a few moments later Rio was already above
the tree line and flying hard to put distance between himself and the Zen’zat
that had to be one of their elites, a tier 3 Tamrenor
at minimum. Every other Zen’zat he’d faced here was either a tier 1 Kilnor or a low tier 2 Zardaku,
and had he not had a psionics advantage the Zen’zat would have surely killed
him.


Rio dropped a hazard warning on the park area and got
the two nearby skeets flying low to strafe anything they saw as he headed to
the top of a nearby building and perched himself there, giving his breathing a
chance to settle as he scanned the battlemap and
tried to make sure that there were enough assets in the area to protect the
civilians against the Zen’zat…but no further attack against them materialized,
and Rio got the distinct impression that Zen’zat had come here specifically for
him, though he did note the other Zen’zat body had been removed and probably
taken back to wherever the badass had come from.



 

The V’kit’no’sat gunship that had eventually picked up
Kaalo set him and the body of the dead Zen’zat down
in one of their strongholds on the Ribbon with Kaalo
carrying the body out and handing it over to another Zen’zat before proceeding
inside a portable V’kit’no’sat structure that had been set up inside one of the
demolished cities. He made his way through the large corridors, passing by both
Kar’ka and Brat’mar until he came to the commander’s platform that was but a
simple room with a single workstation on which a Brat’mar stood with two Zen’zat
assistants as they manipulated numerous holographic displays.


The unarmored Brat’mar turned to look at Kaalo, who retracted his own armor down into thick forearm
gauntlets.


“I do not care
for that look,” the Brat’mar said skeptically. “What has transpired?”


“I engaged their
Rio in single combat after he killed one of our Zen’zat. I defeated him, but
was unable to land a killing blow before he escaped. I can confirm he has
Nakane, Jumat, Ubven, and whether by body or armor has the ability to fly under
low power. I can beat him, but he can run from me.”


“Jumat and
Ubven?”


“Yes.”


The Brat’mar considered that for a long moment before
he spoke again.


“What of the
others?”


“None have
demonstrated the skill he has, but some do have Jumat and I believe it
correlates to their armor colors.”


“What did he
wear?”


“Purple and
white. The only one known to bear such markings, but the pinks and golds have
also been seen to use Jumat.”


“You said you
defeated him?”


“He is smaller
and slower. Without his psionics he would not have lasted long, but with Ubven
he can lock me in place and run at will. If I engage him again I do not expect
different results.”


“No. Now that
they know you are here they will target you if possible. I will not risk you
again. Stay here and guard against a counterattack, though I do not think they
will mount one. Their intent seems to be to evacuate their people. After they
are gone they may choose to destroy this construct with us on it.”


“Even with our
prisoners?”


“That remains to
be seen. It is possible they will try to rescue them first. If that occurs,
intervene with their infantry alone. Do not go near their battle suits. They
are causing us damage. If they land a blow on you, you will die.”


“Zen’zat know
how to evade.”


“Until we learn
more about their capabilities it is not worth the risk,” the Brat’mar
commander said, flicking his nose horn towards a bit of air that materialized
with a hologram showing new battlesuits being
deployed.


“These are much
larger, and we cannot take them down quickly. They have a free shield and sword
and can displace us far easier than I like. We have to attack from moderate
range in groups, else they will take us down individually. We can run from
them, but it is clear these rogue Zen’zat have been preparing to fight us
without the help of their sponsor. Their machines give them a chance, though
primarily when they have the advantage of numbers. These new battlesuits that they call ‘Voltrons’ are different. I do
not think they can stand up to Hjar’at, but with their physical shield they
counter our strength.”


“And if a
Zen’zat got close?”


“You would not
be able to break your way inside. They have considerable armor in multiple
layers surrounding their pilot. Unless the releases can be hacked, you will not
be able to fell them.”


“Explosives?”


“Possibly, but
others less valuable will test those theories, and without their shields down I
see little point. We haven’t been able to claim any wreckage from these
Voltrons yet, but if we find a weakness that Zen’zat can exploit I will make
use of your skills. Otherwise we will take many more losses.”


“I saw I’rar’et
getting slaughtered. What was the source?”


“An even larger battlesuit, equivalent to our Ultras,” he said, pulling
up another hologram of a two legged machine similar in structure to the smaller
models in use. “They call it a madcat 3,
and it has so many missiles that the I’rar’et cannot
even get close to it.”


“Countermeasures?”


“They adjust to
cluster fire with contact triggers and blanket the airspace with enough weapons
that some will hit, and I’rar’et armor is not capable
of holding up to that inferno. Fortunately this battlesuit
is too large to fit through most of their streets, so it has a limited
usefulness here, but can lock down the airspace of select regions that they are
routing evacuees through.”


“How many more
prisoners do we need?”


“Few, unless
they are higher ranked.”


“Shall we
arrange an ambush for one of their golds?”


“There are
attempts being made, but none have succeeded thus far. They work in concert,
save for this Rio. If his capture is unfeasible then we must try to kill and
revive others. So far the highest we have is a blue, but his mind is damaged
from his injuries and we cannot extract much information from him. If they come
for the prisoners make sure they fail…but if you can engineer a higher valued
replacement for them, take the initiative…but do not go near their battlesuits.”


“As you wish.
Have any attempts been made to recover the prisoners?”


“Twice, but it
was minutes after they were captured and before we could get them to proper
confinement. It is because of this and the intelligence that we are recovering
that I believe they will try for the others if they can find them. We are not
going to make it easy for them, lest they expect a trap, but if they do not
attempt so before the rest of this construct’s inhabitants are removed, then we
will leave before they can turn their naval guns on us. See to it that you are
among the first to leave. You are too valuable to the Brat’mar to be lost here.
Let the I’rar’et Zen’zat take the risks if they wish.
This purge will not end with this fleet. I fear it will take many more to
destroy them all, and I do not think they will die quickly. Keep your focus on
the longer conflict ahead.”


“As always. My
apologies for not completing my mission.”


“Your confirmation
of Ubven is suitable compensation. Had we not learned that here and now, we
would have lost many more Zen’zat needlessly. Their sponsor’s treason is not
your shame. Ubven is reserved for the most sacred of Zen’zat, and with it comes
great power. I am satisfied in that he was not able to defeat you. Go and
spread your insights with the others so that they might better prepare.”


Kaalo clapped his fist
against his chest then turned and walked out of the chamber, his armor
reforming across his body as he did so.
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Solar System


Outer Zone



 


 


 

The remaining vessels in the Hjar’at contingent of the
V’kit’no’sat fleet assigned to Terraxis, some 243 in number, continued their
slow deceleration in the Outer Zone of the star system as they approached what
was now clearly visible as a large sensor-stealthed
wall, behind which Garrtak knew they’d find the
source of the larger ship reinforcements that Star Force had been drawing upon.
He expected there to be considerably more here, especially given the size of
the wall that could not defeat V’kit’no’sat sensors at this close range. 


Thus far Star Force had destroyed far more ships than
should have been allowed, and the damage returned to them, while of greater
magnitude, was not sufficient for the Hjar’at commander. V’kit’no’sat were
meant to dominate, not merely win, so he was taking no chances here and
bringing all of his remaining ships, as well as assigning himself to this
mission while other races attended to duties amongst the planets as he
investigated this deep space outpost…hopefully with a lot more ships he could
destroy before they left to reinforce the currently embattled fleets.


Star Force was also beginning to receive
reinforcements from outside the system, making their mission here even harder
given how long it was taking. They still didn’t know who the sponsor was and
the defenses built here, while not V’kit’no’sat designs, were more formidable
than expected. Hopefully whoever or whatever was out here would be able to give
him some badly needed answers, and if there were crews at this location they
would have nowhere to evacuate to. With such low gravity his ships would easily
be able to intercept any that fled on their way in towards the star, plus
they’d have very little lateral movement capability this far out, making
whatever battle occurred here a stand and slug fest that heavily favored the
V’kit’no’sat.


To increase his advantage Garrtak
brought his entire fleet in towards the same side of the wall rather than
spread it out in order to try and intercept fleeing ships coming off various trajectories.
He didn’t know how many were waiting for them on the other side, but before
they could get there to find out Star Force contacts started popping up above
the edge of the wall with alarming speed. A quick sensor focus revealed the use
of mooring beams on the far side, which prompted the Hjar’at to slow to a stop prior to the wall and scan it heavily for
mooring nodes, but none were being found. If the enemy ships could use them to
increase their maneuverability then he did not want to fight on the far side.
Fortunately the enemy was being accommodating and coming to the Hjar’at, so he
slowly slid his fleet into a defensive arrangement as the long range weapons on
both sides began to exchange fire.


The first Star Force ships came straight at the
Hjar’at and their larger bulk did little to save them. There was no strategy
involved, just a straight line shot to their demise which concerned Garrtak, for this was not how the other ships had been
behaving, but he wasn’t going to complain about easy kills so he kept shooting
the ships heading for his fleet as more and more began to appear over the edge
of the wall. Before long there were so many that they were getting within short
weapons range before they could all be destroyed and the true battle began,
with the Star Force ships starting to employ basic tactics once they were
grouped up, but Garrtak’s fleet was chewing them apart with ease even as he was
starting to get outflanked.


But so be it. They were in a perfect defensive
alignment with the bulk of his ships situated on a flattened sphere that almost
appeared to be a disc that was even with the edge of the wall, affording his
ships both cover and maximum firepower at those incoming while allowing the
flanks to defend themselves as ships began to pile up on both sides of the
Hjar’at and creep around behind them. 


The more Star Force vessels that came into play the
more return fire Garrtak’s fleet had to weather, but with them targeting only a
handful of enemy ships the Hjar’at were able to destroy their larger hulls
quickly and efficiently while their own ships angled their shields outward for
increased defense and rotated in and out of alignment slowly so fully shielded
ships could take their place on the leaded edges of the formation when the
weakened ones were near to collapse.


The Hjar’at lost no ships, let alone even a plate of
armor, over the first 20 minutes of battle, though they were fully surrounded
at that point with more ships continuing to come over the wall of varying
sizes, though all of them had the weak, clear armor coating on them that did
little against the V’kit’no’sat weapons as they continued to chew up the ships
one after another until the sheer amount of Star Force’s weaker weapons began
to be felt and the first Hjar’at shield fell.


Garrtak knew to hold
position and continue slugging it out, for they were killing so many ships it
was well worth it, but as the battle dragged on past an hour and some of his
ships were taking serious hull damage he began to get concerned, for the flow
of ships over the wall hadn’t diminished. In fact it had been gradually
increasing the entire time. Already there were over 5,000 ships here with some
1,300 reduced to debris, but killing them quickly now was not an option and his
ships were having to attack to disable the weapons on those nearest rather than
tearing apart their hulls just to reduce the amount of firepower they had to
whether…in effect using the mass of the attacking ships as shields against the
others by plucking their weapons off them.


However, that tactic was countered as the Star Force
ships pushed further into the Hjar’at formation even when they had little to
fight with, trying to disrupt their firing lines and move them out of position…but
the Hjar’at held firm and destroyed any such vessels that did so with a
vengeance, then they had to push the debris out of the way and the best route
to do that was to shove it either ahead or behind, with Garrtak
choosing behind so to clutter the evacuation route the Star Force ships would take
when they finally broke their will to fight.


He had designated ships traveling up and down
corridors in their alignment dragging debris out of the way easily while other
ships found moving sideways painfully hard with no lateral gravity wells to
push off of. All they had was a tiny differential from the width of the distant
start to work with and some emergency matter thrusters to use, but those where
not effective for combat so every ship was aligned facing away from the star
and moving on back and forth on paths like a train on tracks, with the cycling
of ships from the interior to the exterior being excruciatingly slow save for
those ships that were able to latch onto debris and push themselves off it or
even the attacking ships when their shields were down.


And Garrtak’s ships were getting good at doing so,
bouncing around their formation with far more speed than the plodding Star
Force ships were moving and exacting a huge amount of damage for their lack of
maneuverability…but still more ships kept coming and within another half hour
there were upwards of 10,000 in total, though some 3000 of those were now junk.



But the 7,000 that remained were an even fight for the
damaged Hjar’at and more were still coming. Garrtak
made the decision to push his formation ahead, which was navigationally easy if
the enemy ships weren’t there, because he needed to know how many more Star
Force ships were coming in order to judge how to proceed with the battle.


Plowing the road ahead wasn’t quick, but a slight
reforming of the disc with weapons trained on individual ships to eliminate,
then tractor beams to push their debris or still partially functioning hulks
out of the way allowed the Hjar’at to approach the edge of the wall…on which no
weapons had been found previously and that didn’t change as they poked their
nose over to the far side, seeing that the wall was indeed very thin compared
to its width, but it had numerous extensions protruding off the back side where
ships were berthed, though most of them were now free and moving towards the
top of the wall.


Garrtak realized they’d made
a grave mistake despite the kill count they were racking up. There were over
18,000 Star Force ships here compared to his 243, and even if his had been
fully intact and shielded he could not have taken that number under these
conditions. Their only option now was one that Hjar’at hated to order, but at a
time like this there was no other alternative than needless deaths.


He ordered a retreat,
but quickly saw that his decision to throw debris behind them to block
evacuation lanes was going to cost them more ships, for it was now interfering
with their straight line routes out of the engagement…not to mention the Star
Force ships had been continuing to fill in behind them to a far greater degree
than before.


Garrtak knew they were going
to lose most of their ships, but the only chance some of them had to survive
was to not let the enemy vessels not yet in the fight join the others, so they
began fighting a reverse course and pushing their way through both dead and
dying vessels without the ability to clear the debris from their path, so the
Hjar’at ships had to tractor to it and swing around, pushing it to the side to
propel themselves via inertial reaction, then to yank on it in the reverse to
slow their lateral drift…all the while continuing to fight for their lives as
more of their own armor was burnt off and hull breaches opened up.


The lack of tactics being displayed by the Star Force
ships was now no longer an issue, for the simple and most effective tactic
against them was being employed as they fought, with additional Star Force
ships coming up over the wall at lateral distances not angling to get behind
the retreating fleet, but accelerating out on a straight line to flank and then
bypass the Hjar’at ships before creeping in around the debris field that he had
ordered created, taking up positions both around and within it and waiting for
the Hjar’at ships to approach and try to squeeze through…all the while they
would be firing on the V’kit’no’sat ships that were trying to flee. 


Garrtak was constantly
running numbers through his mental interface, and with his fleet formation
getting stretched out to go for the gaps he realized that only a handful of
ships were going to make it out, and his was not one of them. Transmitting all
relevant data in towards the star so Mak’to’ran could make use of it, he did
what any good Hjar’at would do and turned his spines to the enemy, recalling
his leading ships back to the others and forming up into a defensive alignment
again, shoving off the debris between them even as they were losing ships of
their own.


“We die here
today,” he told all his remaining ships as they seamlessly slid into
formation while they fought, “but we are
not going to die running. We are going to stand our ground and bleed the enemy
to insure we inflict the maximum cost for this betrayal. Mak’to’ran will
complete the mission and uncover the traitors, but we cannot allow these ships
to reinforce the enemy or more of our brothers will die. So do your duty to the
V’kit’no’sat and deny the traitors this fleet. Take down as many of their ships
as you can before you fall, and make these rogue Zen’zat rue the day they ever
face another Hjar’at fleet again.”


With that said, Garrtak
turned his full attention to denying Star Force every ship he could. The wall
was of no consequence and already out of range of medium weaponry, with him
having his fleet drifting away from it with the rest of the debris and delaying
the new arriving ships a bit longer. He added to this by having his crumbling
formation continue to push out lightly through the debris, using some of it for
cover as they clawed with every weapon they had at the Star Force warships, destroying
so many of them only to have to face fully intact ones following up with
machine-like efficiency, grinding down the Hjar’at and plucking away their own
weapon systems more often than not. 


When his own ship lost forward weaponry he didn’t have
the gravity drive power to spin it around fast enough, so he accelerated
towards the wall, diving into the Star Force ships and ramming one of them in
order to let his aft weaponry target flanking ships. Several enemy vessels took
the opportunity and slowly slid in behind him, blocking him off from his fleet
until they were destroyed by other nearby Hjar’at vessels, but their debris
still partially blocked his view of his kin as his ship tore into all those
around them with diminishing results.


Eventually the enemy’s short range streamers burned
into the hull nearby his command deck, with the exploding chambers coming his
way with telltale pops until the wall to his left joined them. He activated his
armor, covering himself with battleplates and shields
that kept him alive through the blast to come…then he was bouncing around like
debris until two large pieces of ship collided with him in between, crushing
what was left of his shields and snapping off several of his spines as his last
moments were filled with nothing but rage at the losses these traitors were
inflicting upon his troops.


Then another streamer surge burnt through the hull and
ended him along with a chunk of his Na’shor. 



 

Mak’to’ran watched from afar as the Hjar’at fleet
fell, even as he was being engaged by another Star Force probing attack while
the nearby Mach’nel continued to destroy more of their defense stations from
range. They could do nothing against it while escorted and it was going to be
the key to his conquering this system, but the number of reinforcements Garrtak had discovered sitting behind that wall in deep
space worried him, for while many of them had been destroyed many more
remained, and they were all of their larger variety and not as easy to
kill…except with the Mach’nel. It was better for it to fight them than their
smaller ships, for a single shot from it could take down any size vessel the
enemy had fielded. 


Only their defense stations could withstand a Tar’vem’jic
blast, though they could not withstand several in repetition. That meant while a
single shot would kill a single ship, mass for mass it would take dozens of
shots to their smaller vessels to equal what one would do to their larger ones.
Ironic as it was, that meant that near the Mach’nel they did not have to fear
those larger reinforcements, but anywhere else in the system they were
vulnerable to their numbers and the attrition the enemy was inflicting upon
them.


Before it could worsen, Mak’to’ran canceled all other
combat assignments within the system save for the Mach’nel and the ships
engaged over the Ribbon, pulling back the others to his position with the
exception of the Lir’nen fleet, which he sent to augment the Brat’mar as they
continued to pry information out of their captives along with a warning to watch
the position of those ships near the wall, and if they started to move to
reinforce there were to begin evacuating immediately, for Mak’to’ran did not
want to have to pull the Mach’nel nor any of its escorts off their current
assignment to bail them out. He made that clear in his message to the Brat’mar,
then instructed them to dig in and secure as much information as possible up
until that eventuality came to pass. 


The traitorous sponsor had to be discovered, and while
he did not hope that that information would be acquired on the Ribbon, he was
fairly certain that the Brat’mar would discover where it could be attained…and
then he would take his battered fleet with the Mach’nel at its heart and rip
out their secrets from wherever they were buried. After all the losses they’d
suffered here, especially Garrtak, the Era’tran was
not going to withdrawal without the information they came here for. Once he had
it they’d leave the system, deal with whatever internal repercussions resulted,
then they’d return with a better prepared fleet and wipe this Star Force scum
from the face of the galaxy.
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Solar System


Titan



 

Sara-012 entered the orbit of the moon along with her
Clan Mantle fleet of 46 warships, the most she could grab on the way here, and
immediately assumed control of the Star Force fleet holding position over the
top of the Ribbon. She could see the larger V’kit’no’sat fleet on the other
side and the Shiva units already brought in to counter them, but she knew that
a fight right now would result in her loss. The addition of her ships didn’t
alter that much, but it was the presence of ground troops from both sides
onboard the Ribbon that was contributing to the standoff…along with the fact
that the V’kit’no’sat ships would almost all be destroyed if they threw down
now.


“Knock, knock,” Sara said, sending a comm signal to Rio’s helmet wherever he was on the
artificial landmass inside the giant station. “Guess who’s here.”


“Get your ass down here now,” Rio said with no levity
in his voice.


“Fill me in.”


“There’s at least one Zen’zat down here that’s
stronger than me and I’m not sure my posse can take him. I need you.”


“How strong?”


“Very. He kicked my ass and I ran away, but they’re
holding prisoners we need to get back and I know he’s going to show up again.
He hasn’t attacked anything but me the one time.”


“How many prisoners?”


“Not as many as they’ve killed, but they’re here for
information.”


“I got the basics from Roger on the way in. Are the
Zen’zat really the most trouble you’ve got?”


“No, but we’ve got an agility advantage on the bigger
ones. This guy was faster than me.”


“And bigger?”


“Yes.”


“Damn. You think this naval standoff is going to
continue?”


“Until they find what they want…which they won’t. We
don’t have a sponsor.”


“Well…”


“They won’t find anything about Puff and his buddies,
but Ethan is convinced that they won’t accept the idea of rogue Zen’zat doing
all this on our own. Especially the psionics.”


“Nefron did help a bit, but
I suppose that won’t help here. They’re looking for one of their own?”


“Yeah, and while they’re mind raping the prisoners
we’ve got a narrow chance to recover some of them. Otherwise they’re just going
to rip them apart when they have no further use.”


“Do you need me, or me and an army?”


“What do you got?”


“Clan Mantle.”


“Send down any mech specialists you have. We’re doing
damage but losing a lot of equipment in the process. Brat’mar are a 5 to 1
scenario, and whenever we lose a mech there are Zen’zat assassins roaming to
try and pick off surviving pilots.”


“Where are you now?”


“Covering evac routes. We’re
about 5 minutes away from another hit. I can see the I’rar’et
massing to cover the Brat’mar. They’re going to try to grab some more people and
they’re not being hesitant about losses. They’re going for broke no matter what
the costs…and we’re not doing a good job of protecting the people when they can
just run us over at will.”


“Mechs incoming and I’ll be with them.”


“Hurry,” Rio insisted.


Sara bolted out of the command nexus and got down to
the hangar on the warship she’d rode in on, already having summoned the ground
troops across the various ships to assemble with a thought, though there
weren’t many of them. None of the ships were ground assault models, so she’d
just shoved as many units in them as possible when she’d stopped by Miranda and
grabbed whatever Clan assets she had available.


So when she got onboard a dropship most of her pre-prepped
troops were already ready to drop, then on her order a flock of them headed
down to three different entry points into the Ribbon with Sara riding a skeet
out across the artificial landscape to nearby Rio’s position where all hell was
breaking lose. It stopped atop a low building and she let go of the exterior,
letting the pilot join in the battle as she leapt across the street using her
jump pack and stuck to the wall of the next building, climbing to the top and
continuing her trek across the cityscape until she got near a pool of civilians
being funneled into evac ships that were flying off
under heavy aerial escort with a ring of madcats on
guard in the streets and on top of some buildings to keep the I’rar’et at bay.


Sara dropped down amongst them then began backtracking
the flow, running through the crowded streets and leaping over a lot of the
congested points until she got to a group of Commandos and a pair of Knights
that were fighting off Zen’zat that were poking into the civilian lines with
hit and run tactics that were successfully killing many people.


When one jumped down from a building window, shot several
people, then sprinted on out the other side, kicking another Commando in the
back as he went, Sara took off after him, blowing through the Commandos that
got several shots into the Zen’zat’s shielded back…then he disappeared behind a
nearby building.


With a mental lock, Sara went after him and caught up
fairly quickly, being led into a trap as two Kar’ka suddenly appeared out of
nowhere and fired at her. 


She caught several Chi’parat on her shields before
throwing up a bioshield and sprinting to the side…then
redirected with a sliding step towards them, jumping into the air and hammering
them off their feet with a pair of Jumat blasts from either arm. That
disoriented them long enough for her to land between them and get running to
nearby cover, for their weapons were just too powerful to go up against with
any longevity. One on one she would have tried to take them, but two plus a
nearby Zen’zat was too much given the fact she just got here and wasn’t sure
what they were capable of these days.


As she ran she laid down a waypoint behind here, then
got around a corner and doubled back, crossing in front of the chasing Kar’ka
and knocking them back again with more Jumat, though not taking them off their
feet. As soon as she got behind the building wall on the far side she reversed
again and came back out right in their faces, jamming them to either side as
she passed between them and ran into the Zen’zat behind. Him she punched
backward, then ducked underneath his higher torso and shoved his body backward
with a combination of Jumat and Lachka as she kept running forward.


The Zen’zat landed hard, rolling over and getting back
to his feet as a Knight ran into view and tackled him. The Zen’zat threw him
off then got hit by multiple plasma shots as several Commandos came into the
street and laid into him. He tried to run but the Knight reached out and
grabbed a foot, delaying him long enough to take even more hits as Sara caught
up and knocked him back again, separating him from the Kar’ka as she threw up a
huge bioshield she knew she couldn’t maintain for
long and blocked the Chi’parat shots heading for her and the commandos as they punched
through the Zen’zat’s shields and tore into his armor with more troops
following them to the waypoint and adding their firepower to the takedown.


The Kar’ka didn’t just stand by and let him die,
running/jumping forward all the way up to Sara and the Commandos, but by then
there were so many enemies to shoot that they didn’t focus on the
trailblazer…which they quickly regretted.


She jumped on one of them, wrapping her arms around
its long, thin neck and pulsing her jump pack to drag it down to the ground
where the some of the Commandos fired into its shielded belly until it shook
Sara off with a strong buck, but she still loosely clung to its neck as it
stood up and spun, knocking down a Commando with its tail as the other Kar’ka
shot Sara at pointblank range while adding its telekinetic tug against her
arms. Between the two of them they pried her off, but by then their shields were
dipping so low and so many Commandos were coming that they couldn’t fight them
and Sara at the same time, so one of them raced forward and picked up the
dead/dying Zen’zat, flipping him over its back with its Lachka before the pair
ran off too quickly for the Commandos or even Sara to catch up with.


“Damn they’re fast,” she said, stepping over next to a
Commando who was on the ground and still alive, but had a large hole in her
chest armor with at least partial penetration. She knelt down and retracted the
armor on her right hand. “Cover me.”


The other Commandos and the Knight surrounded her,
with the latter’s large shield coming down behind her to provide a physical
block as she pushed her bare fingers into the charred gore that sank down an
inch into where the woman’s left breast used to be. As soon as Sara made
contact she started numbing the pain and cutting down the blood loss, reducing
trauma lockdown and a lot of other things to bring the body into a semblance of
control as she rushed healing with her Haemra ability to the point where the
Commando was no longer in jeopardy of dying, though she was still badly
wounded.


“Best I can do,” Sara said, standing up and having the
taller Knight take a few steps back, though clearly still protecting the two from
any sniping shots.


“That…really hurts,” the Commando said between gritted
teeth, and Sara could hear the tears in her voice, but she managed to stand up
and retrieve her weapon. 


“You,” Sara said, pointing to another Commando that
had taken an armor shot, though one that didn’t fully penetrate. “Get her back.
The rest of you, cover the evac. They’re trying to
bait us out. Hold your ground,” Sara said, not taking her own advice and
running off through the perimeter buildings.



 

By the time she got to Rio he was on the edge of a
huge mech fight…like buildings being smashed down mech fight…and she was
careful to avoid that and skirt around the edge until she got to him on ground
level taking three Zen’zat on the periphery. She sent a mental ping of
recognition letting him know she was coming in, then she dove into the combat
and started punching and kicking the Zen’zat, getting a feel for their fighting
style, speed, and strength before alternating with pulling weapons from her
rack and firing a few shots into them…then dropping them and punching some more
before telekinetically picking them up and repeating again.


The Zen’zat had an advantage in that their default weapons
were on their forearms, leaving their hands free, but they were clearly
outmatched by the two Archons. They took down and killed one, then damaged
another to the point where the third covered them so they could run…at which
point Rio threw up a hand to signal Sara not to pursue, then he walked over and
put several more shots into the armor breaches on the dead Zen’zat.


“Don’t get close to the mechs. They’ll try to draw you
back there and the Kar’ka are setting up ambushes everywhere.”


“Found one already. How we doing?”


“Badly, but delaying them. You bring me any more
mechs?”


“At the LZs and probably on their way here.”


“Come on. Help me hunt down some more Zen’zat. They’re
planting explosives and a lot of other nastiness to catch our mechs. We can’t
send our infantry against them. We have to use mechs only.”


“Lovely. Lead on.”


Rio took off running to the left and she followed,
then they had a hell of day trying to delay the V’kit’no’sat long enough to get
this section of the Ribbon fully evacuated…of the living and dead, for if Star
Force left the bodies of the civilians they couldn’t protect behind the
V’kit’no’sat could revive some of them and add to their prisoner count. As for
Star Force, their medical stations were too busy saving the living to try and
revive any of the recently dead, and unfortunately they were not as good as the
V’kit’no’sat regenerators…a pair of which Rio and Sara were able to steal from
some Zen’zat medics during the fighting, which were put to good use saving a
handful more of their own as both the troops and civilians pulled out under
fire, leaving nothing but mechs remaining that then ran off across the Ribbon in
a fighting retreat until the Brat’mar stopped chasing them.



 

Sara pulled a chunk of her Frieza armor off her leg
where the auto-retraction failed due to a melted spot, then tossed it to the
ground alongside Rio as he stripped his armor and clothes off and slid into a
shower tube. She followed a couple minutes later when he got out, not bothering
to dry or drain the water, and allowed her a few minutes to clean up in one of
the abandoned buildings within the ‘safe’ zone of another LZ that hadn’t been
hit yet aside from a few Zen’zat scouts. 


By the time Sara got out Rio was already dressed and
back in his armor, but with the helmet and hand pieces retracted as he chewed
threw a box of foodstuffs, some of which were ambrosia laced. She got dressed
and into her armor minus the damaged piece that she’d have to get replaced,
then began eating along with him as they carried on a telepathic conversation
covering everything from the varying Zen’zat strengths to mech tactics to
planning their incursion to rescue the prisoners…which were being kept at one
known location and who knew how many others.


After taking their quick break, the trailblazers
headed to an equipment room where Sara got a replacement for her extremely heavy
armor and the weapons Rio had requested had been stacked in numerous crates. He
opened several of them, pulling out a lot of non-standard weaponry that he knew
they were going to need to take down that super-Zen’zat that they’d encountered
earlier, for he wasn’t going to be kind enough to stand still and let them
shoot him. 


Pistols were better than rifles, but what they really
needed was more range and more bang, with their plasma weapons not having the
same kick as Dre’mo’dons…but unfortunately Star Force hadn’t miniaturized them
far enough yet and they’d decided to stick with continually improving plasma
weapons until they had. 


But since that wasn’t going to be good enough now, Rio
grabbed a special gauntlet that attached over his right forearm, elbow, and ran
all the way up to his shoulder. Nicknamed a ‘Seru’ it
was a tiny mauler that would help penetrate shields as well as tear through
armor and would provide a much bigger kick than any of their plasma weapons
short of a hand cannon, though the Seru was going to
slow down his arm movements appreciably. 


“Here,” Rio said, tossing Sara a long narrow cylinder.
“You whack, I pop.”


“And us?” Angel-676 said as she walked in with several
other Archon ViLords. 


“Accessorize as you like,” Rio said as he also grabbed
a sword cylinder and attached it to his back rack. 


“How are we getting the prisoners out?” Mathis-831
asked, pulling open another crate.


“We probably won’t be,” he answered honestly. “Most
will probably die, but if we can even get one out before the V’kit’no’sat kill
them it’ll be worth it. We’ll take them out by air if we can, but we’re also
configuring some of the mechs with cargo compartments.”


“Do you expect to sneak in?”


“We blast in with mechs and air, then we try and sneak
in through all the noise.”


“Just my kind of mission,” Mathis said, pulling out
some sticky grenades. 


“We’re the only infantry going in.”


“So stay close,” Sara added. “And in battlemeld at all
times.”


“All of us?” Darrel-627 asked.


“Pairs at minimum, more when you can manage it. We know
there’s one badass out there and there could be others. We gotta
kick their ass and not be subtle about it.”


“While pulling out prisoners,” Angel added.


“Anyone we bring out is bonus points,” Rio said
firmly. “At the minimum, we don’t let them die in an execution. They go down
fighting with us.”


“Extra armor?” Jyra-836 floated.


“We’re not sure how many troops are in there, so we’re
not going to take any. We need as much firepower as we can get.”


“Understood,” she said, strapping on an auxiliary
shield generator to her right thigh opposite three death sticks on her left.


“This isn’t going to be fun,” Sara said, knowing they
all knew it, but feeling it needed to be reinforced. “We have to be the weapon,
not the shield. If we pull someone out, we can’t defend them. We have to cover
with fighting and give them a chance to run. If we go defensive we’ll get
overwhelmed. And if we take too long…”


“…we get stomped on,” Nathan-937 finished. “We know
the score. Just promise you’ll kick Superman’s ass.”


“We intend to,” Rio said, now fully geared up, “but he
may have friends, so keep an eye out. We have to retreat in the case of a fair
fight.”


“Killjoy.”


“You’ll have plenty of time to fight Zen’zat later,”
Sara said. “But we have to be cautious with this guy.”


“We’ve got your back,” Angel promised. 


“I know,” Rio said sarcastically, “but if you try and
block a Brat’mar shot, it won’t go well. Stay away from them no matter how
tempting a target they make. Unless you’re in a star of mechs, don’t go near
one.”


“Or a Voltron,” Sara added, “of which we’ll have
several drawing them off. We stick together and stay away from the big
guns…even if it means we have to abort. We are not losing anyone on a rescue
mission. Clear?”


“I think the V’kit’no’sat might say otherwise,” Nathan
differed, “but I’m game regardless. Let’s do this.”


“Everyone done shopping?” Rio asked, getting nods of
confirmation. “Then let’s find our ride.”
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Kevin Sandre flew over the
cityscape in a crude block of machinery in a formation with many others behind
a wall of skeets and gunships as they headed towards one of the V’kit’no’sat’s main encampments on the Ribbon. Already the
I’rar’et had begun nipping at the edges of their formation and were getting
beat down by the missiles from the gunships, but now that they were approaching
the first defense ring, weaponsfire was starting to come up from troops in and
around the crushed cityscape they’d been clumsily remodeling…meaning it was
time to land and take this fight to them on the ground. 


Kevin trigged the landing cycle, slowing his block to
a stop and lowering it to just above the ground as four others hovered nearby.
With the dropships landing in the background and spilling out tier 1 mechs, his
block began to transform. It altered in shape and began to attach the others
around it, eventually forming arms and legs before a head popped up out of the
central section where he rode, completing the Voltron-class mech.


He reached a giant hand over his mechanical shoulders
and pulled a large, nearly flat shield off his mech’s
back and swung it forward as the smaller weapons of the Kar’ka began to spit at
them from various bits of surviving buildings. His shield blocked most of that,
and with the other Voltrons assembling beside him they came together and formed
a loose wall that the other mechs, mostly made up of neos
and a mix of madcats and starbrights, lined up behind
as they walked forward, slowing forming into a large column that was to meet up
with the Brat’mar as skeets buzzed around the sky overhead to keep the I’rar’et
from strafing them.


The first cannon-like blasts hit the Voltron shields,
absorbing into the energy barrier overtop the physical components before subsequent
hits started to tear through here and there and chip away at the armor, but
that was the Knight-like shield’s job…soak up hits while the mass of mechs came
in closer behind them before finally breaking up and spilling out around the 9
Voltrons and engaging the Brat’mar at close range where they could better flank
the heavily armored triceratopses.


Kevin, with his shield almost to the point of burning
through in a few places, reached back with his other mechanical arm and pulled
a cylinder off his back which he then extended out into a simple bladed sword,
then he started his tier 2 mech running forward, taking cover behind the heavy
shield as he headed straight into a trio of Brat’mar. He didn’t care how much
damage he did to them, for the more shots he took the less the smaller mechs
would be hit. The mechwarrior expected his mech to be destroyed, but before
that happened he was going to do some damage.


He popped up several shoulder-mounted weapons and
fired as he ran, but they weren’t going to do much again the huge bioshields the Brat’mar were throwing up in front of their
armor’s own shields, blocking as much incoming fire as his physical shield was.
Deciding to force the issue, he ran forward and punched his shield against
theirs in what looked like a slow moving collision, but one with a huge amount
of kinetic force behind it.


His mech slowed considerably, but he managed to push
the Brat’mar back a dozen meters or so until it got its footing and drove
itself forward in a short lived contest of strength before Kevin forced his way
to the right, trying to get around to its flank, but the Brat’mar turned with
him…exposing itself to the Voltron beside Kevin who slammed down on its back
with the giant sword it carried.


It didn’t penetrate the shields, much less the armor,
but the Brat’mar was forced onto its belly with its legs either crumpling
underneath or being forced to the sides, giving Kevin a few steps free of it
that he used to get around to its other flank and unload all the weaponry his
mech carried into its topside shields as he took another Brat’mar’s
cannon shot to the left shoulder where his physical shield was tucked. 


It burnt all the way through this time, soaking away
some of his mech’s shields as he flipped the sword
over in his free hand and brought it tip down on top of the Brat’mar as the
other Voltron rushed in and smashed it in the face with its shields, delaying
its moving long enough for Kevin to make contact with his sword, whose tip came
down with such force that it penetrated the Brat’mar’s
shields and put a slight dent in its armor…all the while driving it back down
to the ground again with the other Voltron kicking it in the face while
unloading its energy weapons onto it.


Their little 2v1 didn’t last long, for Kevin’s right
leg was suddenly knocked out from under him as another Brat’mar rammed him. He
fell forward over it and took a cannon shot to the chest as a result, but his
weight smashed the Brat’mar’s face down momentarily
as the two got tangled up on each other…then a pair of neos
ran in and started hammering the Brat’mar in the flank even as it threw up its bioshield over its face to protect against missiles coming
in from several nearby madcats.


The Star Force focus on those few Brat’mar was too
much, and within a few minutes both were killed, but at the cost of many more
mechs on the flanks of the formation that were distracting the other Brat’mar
long enough to delay their retreating into a more compact grouping that was
virtually impossible to break into when they went tail to tail in a circle and
threw up their bioshields, giving them heavy
protection from all lateral angles of attack.


But Star Force mechs could jump, and Voltrons in
particular could fly very slowly when in mech form, so Kevin and two others
followed several neos as they ran forward kamikaze
style, getting owned by multiple Brat’mar cannon shots, but taking enough hits
that the Voltrons could run and slide/jump through the air over the almost
locked bioshields and land in the small island inside
them.


As soon as that happened the Brat’mar had to break
formation, for their hip-mounted weaponry, even coming from dozens of Brat’mar,
wasn’t going to be enough to take down the bigger Star Force mechs quickly
enough before they could hammer their tails with damage, so the Brat’mar ring
pushed out, increasing the spacing between them, then one out of three turned
around and attacked the Voltrons with cannon shots, blasting them so hard the
Kevin hardly had time to respond. His shield caught a couple, but there wasn’t
much left of it and he was getting hit from all sides…then the twin horns on
one of the Brat’mar, covered with armor, rammed into his leg and pierced it,
skewering his mech and not letting him move with the giant weight now attached
to it.


He brought his sword down on the neck of the Brat’mar,
but he was going to have to hit it several times to get through its shields and
he didn’t have that. His Voltron got torn to shreds first, but even as it was
falling to the ground with system after system going offline he saw the outer
ring of the Brat’mar formation begin to crumble as Star Force mechs pushed into
the gaps and many, many neos started
shooting/punching into their flanks, bypassing their heavy bioshields
and turning this into a massive brawl…one that he’d have to sit out, for his giant
Voltron had been reduced to trash and he was pinned inside it in his armored
cocoon, now dependent on a Star Force win or he’d end up becoming another
V’kit’no’sat prisoner or casualty. 



 

Yvonne Neir was one of the
many mechwarriors being shipped over to the Ribbon from across the star system,
but given that they didn’t have the luxury of time those closest had arrived
first and were learning the hard way what worked best and poorly against the
V’kit’no’sat. She’d come from Triton in a thor, arriving only a few days ago,
and what previous battles had learned so far was that the lesser used thors
were the best for engaging the Kar’ka.


As such she was following up the main attack ground at
a distance as hundreds of Kar’ka were running fast around the battle to try and
get behind the Star Force mechs and get at their landing craft if they could
get so lucky, or simply circle around behind and pick off weakened or
blindsided opponents. Individually a Kar’ka fared poorly against a mech, but
put them in groups by the dozens and they were able to pick apart a lone one
with alarming speed.


That was why the thors were traveling in skirmisher
groups while the neos were in the main attack force.
Against the quick moving Kar’ka the neos had trouble
getting within hand to hand range, for they’d run or jump out of reach, leaving
the neos to fight with ranged weapons for the most
part. Madcats were best at ranged combat, but the
Kar’ka had learned to get in close to them in order to make the kill, for they
were far less maneuverable than a neo and particularly had trouble spinning
about in place fast enough to hit Kar’ka behind them…who would just circle with
them while firing into their backsides where they had little weaponry.


Thors, however, were more compact, upright mechs with
a stiff Humanoid body that were basically walking turrets that had a much
better swivel rate at the torso, as well as a rotational spin rate with the
mechanical legs, meaning the Kar’ka couldn’t circle them with impunity and the
thors outmassed the Kar’ka, meaning they couldn’t
knock them down very easily.


Add to that the fact that the thors carried more
weaponry than the neos and they became the perfect
fit for anti-Kar’ka operations, able to run in straight line speeds at nearly
the same velocity while also able to reach out and touch the enemy with various
energy weapons when the Kar’ka used their superior agility to suddenly
redirect.


Kar’ka weren’t easy kills by far, but thors had a
slight advantage on them so long as they didn’t get overwhelmed with numbers
and right now the flocks ringing the battle were near to becoming too much too
handle…but if Yvonne and the others let them through to the rear of the other
mechs they’d tear them apart with swift moving strafing formations while the
Brat’mar continued to hammer them from the front.


That wasn’t going to happen today, so with the other
four thors in her star they accelerated over a road/debris field towards the
nearest point in the surrounding infrastructure where they saw the Kar’ka
heading, popping from one bit of cover on the perimeter to another looking for
a good ambush angle.


The thors fanned out into an arrowhead formation with
Yvonne second on the left, giving them all clear firing lines that they
littered with Dre’mo’don blasts, churning up pyres of smoke and debris wherever
they hit the ground underneath and around the running Kar’ka. When they got
lucky enough to hit one the thors moved in, hammering it as it tried to limp
off as the others circled back around and tried to flank the thors, coming
around a half destroyed building and hitting them from Yvonne’s left.


She immediately stopped running and spun in place,
bringing her arm-mounted Dre’mo’dons around while using the shotgun-like
scatterguns to blanket the area ahead of her with tiny, fast moving
projectiles. They didn’t do a lot of damage against heavily armored targets,
but they were very good against infantry and soaked up a lot of energy from
shields...not to mention physically beating back the Kar'ka running towards
them and slowing their movements.


Yvonne kept her ‘sprinkler’ on constantly, showering
the three Kar’ka at the head of the line as she pelted the area they were in
with Dre’mo’don blasts, some hitting some missing, but with the overlapping
firepower of the thor beside her they knocked several of the Kar’ka down while
more sprinted in past them, drawing attention away and trying to get within
very close range where they could unload shots that were not going to miss no
matter how much the mechs moved.


As Star Force had seen before and she’d been informed
about, the Kar’ka didn’t stand and fight. They blew through, exchanging one
attacker for another and leaving none to slug it out, forcing Yvonne to either try and focus on one as it ran past or just shoot
everything that came into view. 


She chose the latter, just wanting to do shield damage
or worse if possible, knowing that her star would add more damage later. Yvonne
didn’t need to make solo kills. They needed to work as a unit and wear these
fast moving bastards down while holding their ground…but not doing so by
standing still the entire time, or the Kar’ka would use that to their
advantage. 


So after the first few seconds of their hold, their
star leader got their formation drifting back out further into the open plane of
debris, with Yvonne having to make sure her mech didn’t trip on any of the
larger pieces as the five mechs took on a pentagon formation and forced any
diving Kar’ka to pass by at least two of them, increasing the odds of them
taking major damage before sprinting out the far side. 


The mechwarriors watched as their own shield levels
dropped considerably, and soon Yvonne was out of sprinkler ammo, leaving her
only with her energy weapons. In addition to the Dre’mo’dons she also had some
anti-infantry Keema beams of very narrow width that doubled as anti-air along
with her Ichods…and she had all of them adding
whatever damage they could to the passing Kar’ka, making her and the other
thors look like a fireworks platform, throwing so much varied firepower at the
attacking flock that the misses were kicking up a huge plume of dust that
looked like storm clouds around their drifting formation.


The Kar’ka kept hitting them, drifting further and
further out from the cover of the partial buildings until several dozen skeets
redirected away from their ongoing battles with the I’rar’et and took it to the
Kar’ka…who were too far away from cover now to avoid 6-8 seconds of inferno for
those that turned back immediately. Those that didn’t react as quickly to the
incoming air strike never made it out.


With the firepower of the 5 thors being able to kill
any Kar’ka that stopped moving fairly quickly the skeets focused on wounding as
many as they could, leaving Yvonne and the other mechwarriors to run up and
hammer them. Their star broke apart with each thor heading in different
directions to make the most of the temporary aerial assist and Yvonne racked up
another six kills for their unit before the other Kar’ka fled behind buildings and
out of her sights, though some of the skeets continued to shoot them from above
and she got a targeting waypoint on the far side of the nearest building.


Yvonne took after it, running up to speed and hanging
the turn as well as her stiff mech could to find a Kar’ka with a leg missing
hopping off as well as it could on one and trailing diminishing drops of blood
behind it as the skeets had to break off to deal with a few I’rar’et that were
not going to let them keep getting free shots against the Kar’ka.


Yvonne didn’t like taking down nearly helpless
targets, but after seeing the information packet all incoming mechwarriors had
received that contained the images of unarmed evacuees being shot dead or
crushed beneath V’kit’no’sat feet as they fled, let alone picked up
telekinetically and torn limb from limb within a second, she knew she couldn’t
leave any of these bastards alive or they’d find some way to do more damage.
With that in mind she followed up the fleeing Kar’ka and hammered it from
decent range with three Dre’mo’don orbs, dropping it to the ground and running
up nearby it as two others took Chi’parat shots at her, almost taking down her
slowly regenerating shields. 


Yvonne knew she had to get back to the others, but she
wasn’t going to let this one’s healing tech allow it to survive and be
recovered. Firing heavily into the bloody and broken armor, she put enough
shots into it that there wasn’t much for the V’kit’no’sat to recover even if
they tried…then a group of four Kar’ka emerged around a building chunk behind
her and blasted into her rear shields.


They held up a bit longer than the front ones would
have, but they still fell before she could turn around…with them blowing past
her so fast she had to twist her torso back ahead of her legs to get a shot off
at even one of them. It was a clean hit with the Dre’mo’don, but her other
weaponry did little more than paint their shields while most of it hit the
ground around them.


“Yvonne, what are you doing?” her star leader asked
over the comm.


“Making sure one didn’t get back up,” she said, not
chasing her new attackers and returning towards the debris plain where the
others were. “Heading back,” she added, just another larger wave of Kar’ka
raced into view and they all hammered her right leg…blowing apart the knee and
dumping her mech to the ground face first.
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Rio, Sara, and 13 other high level Archons rode into
the battle area on the back of mechs, clinging to them with the grip pads in
their armor and dropping off short of the actual fighting and clear of the
roaming Kar’ka and Zen’zat skirmishers. The team immediately found an intact
building and went underground, deep enough to get past the surface ‘remodeling’
that the V’kit’no’sat had done and made their way through the undercity where
the Brat’mar could not follow and the Kar’ka would be so confined their speed
and agility would be of little advantage.


That left them with Zen’zat to worry about, but the
Archons progressed a remarkably long way before even catching the smallest hint
of a mind below ground. As per instructions, all of them except Beth-5311 were
traveling with their Kgat enabled, shielding their minds from detection but
likewise blinding their own Ikrid senses. The single Archon that was visible to
the Zen’zat was also sensing them and the V’kit’no’sat above and guiding the
team via battlemap and comm,
for her telepathy wouldn’t reach the Archons only meters away so long as they
were mind shielded.


The Zen’zat that came to intercept Beth didn’t recognize
the trap until he was within Pefbar range, but by then it was too late because
when Sara and Rio exposed themselves to view they reached out with their
combined Lachka, amplified by their battlemeld Nemsa, and wrapped an invisible
band around the Zen’zat that he could not break easily. It prevented him from
running away until the Archons were on top of him, then they beat/blasted
through his shields and armor until they were able to pry a piece of it off.


Sara retracted the armor on her right hand as the
others kept the Zen’zat physically subdued, then when she touched his exposed
skin and bypassed his Ikrid blocks the combination of her and Rio’s mind
quickly broke through his mental resistance. They held position while the other
Archons fanned out into a small perimeter, getting loads of information from
him, most pertinent of which was the location of the prisoners. 


They were being held in three different spots in this
camp and routinely mind raided for information as hunter teams were
occasionally bringing more in from across the Ribbon. The Archons also
confirmed that several of their own had been taken prisoner and were the focus
of interrogation, but those civilians that proved of little use were being
sucked dry of all pertinent knowledge then summarily executed. 


Sara finally stood up in disgust, wanting to dig through
more information but knowing there wasn’t time. The V’kit’no’sat expected Star
Force to come for the prisoners, but this one didn’t know about any actual
traps laid and she wasn’t about to send two of her team back to take this
Zen’zat with them for further interrogation. They were going to need all 15 of
them to have a chance of getting anyone out.


“Take his armor off,” she said, knowing that there
were no external releases available when in combat mode without the proper
codes, and only other V’kit’no’sat armor contained them so an enemy couldn’t
compromise the defenses of a pinned or fallen ally…but the Archons had
incorporated the codes they had into their own armor and they weren’t working
on this one. Apparently an upgrade had been made over the years or the codes
had been specifically changed when they came here hunting rogue Zen’zat. If
this one had been a bit weaker she would have taken control of his mind and had
him remove it, but there was considerable resistance to that invasive of a mind
raid.


They might have been able to do it if they all joined
up in a single battlemeld, but 15 minds together was not something easily done
and it would reveal the presence of all the Archons to anyone else in range,
most of which were still hiding themselves with Kgat, though this Zen’zat had
reported that there were multiple Archons here before he had been subdued,
meaning the V’kit’no’sat there was more than one of them underground at this
point.


The Archons shot, pried, and punched his armor into
pieces until they could pull the unconscious Zen’zat completely out while Rio
maintained a hand on him at all times to insure the rough extraction didn’t
wake him back up. Keeping his mind suppressed wasn’t hard now that he’d
knuckled under, but with the Ikrid block it did require a hand on him at all
times.


Meanwhile Sara took a few Archons and moved ahead,
securing their route and ready to intercept the Zen’zat they knew would be
coming. Not wanting to kill their Zen’zat prisoner but knowing they couldn’t
allow him to rejoin the fight, they did the next best thing by destroying his
armor and taking his single free weapon with them far enough that they could
stash it in a room that he wouldn’t find. They left the armorless
Zen’zat in one of the underground chambers in the deepest sleep Rio could
manage then moved on, knowing that unless he was suicidal the Zen’zat couldn’t
fight until he got another set of armor, and he’d have to retreat all the way
into their camp to do it…and by the time he did this battle would already be
over, one way or another.


Rio’s group caught up with Sara and they all ran hard
towards the farthest prisoner encampment, knowing that they weren’t going to be
able to get to all three, but expecting the V’kit’no’sat to be waiting at the
closest one for them. Beth and two others continued on that direction, with
only her mind visible, then she went dark as well and backtracked to a
predetermined rendezvous point, after which all
the Archons moved through their own city with ease under the Ikrid invisibility
that Kgat provided until they physically ran into another Zen’zat several
kilometers later.


Knowing that a simple comm
would have revealed their position, the leading Archons let go of their Kgat
and killed the Zen’zat after a brief, one-sided fight. She was outnumbered and
couldn’t run, especially from the trailblazers, and they didn’t have time to
take more prisoners. Two more Zen’zat found them later, attacking in a pair,
but they too were overwhelmed…either not having received a heads up to the
numbers they were facing or not realizing how strong these Archons were.


But that was as far as the easy combat went, for when
they soon came to the underside of where the prisoners were being held they ran
into more than a dozen Zen’zat waiting for them and could sense both Kar’ka and
at least one Brat’mar on the surface. 


What happened next surprised the Zen’zat, and Rio
assumed the Brat’mar and Kar’ka had to be monitoring somehow, for the Archons,
when going against slightly greater numbers of Zen’zat, inexplicably were able
to disable and disrupt their opponents with far more than Fornax. As far as he
knew, the V’kit’no’sat were not aware of the battlemeld psionics written into
the Zen’zat genetics by the dragons, and if that were so then this was the first
time they’d ever encountered them being used.


Rio didn’t think they understood what was happening,
but when the supposedly equal forces clashed in the corridors of the undercity
the Archons owned them from the first exchange of fire, getting up into melee
range and never letting them retreat. The Zen’zat weren’t easy or quick kills,
but none of them could focus long with multiple Lew conduits bypassing their
Ikrid blocks and jamming whatever premade thoughts were wanted into their
minds…whether it be disabling freezes, ghost images, or sensory overloads…every
time they passed between a linked pair of Archons.


Physical Neofen conduits knocked them down clothesline
style and a multitude of other battlemeld techniques let the Archons literally
wreck the defensive Zen’zat forces in remarkably little time compared to the throwdown that was expected…with the Brat’mar on the
surface responding by opening fire on the building where the prisoners were
being held.


“Shit,” Rio said, heading for the nearest stairwell or
elevator he could find as the others scrambled after them. By the time they got
to the surface the building was junk and the minds in it were gone, but the
Brat’mar, 5 Kar’ka, and a handful of Zen’zat were still there, firing into the
rubble intent on not allowing the Archons any recovery of the prisoners…then
the Brat’mar turned towards them and fired a cannon shot into the doorway they
were coming out of.


Linked as they were in pairs and trios, they were able
to see it coming and dodge out of the way…then all 15 of them were in the
streets and facing off against more than just Zen’zat.


“Take them,” Sara said, even as Rio telepathically
told two of the ViLords to head for the destroyed building and see if they
could dig someone out. That left 13 Archons against the Brat’mar and company,
and despite the stupidity of attacking one without a mech, neither Rio nor Sara
were afraid. They were both enraged and going to take at least a few seconds to
do as much damage as they could before they were forced to flee. It might not
have been the most prudent course of action, but after all the prisoners he’d
just killed they wanted the Brat’mar. The rest were just bonus points.


Rio and Sara extended their battlemeld out to two more
ViLords, greatly increasing the stress on their minds but not beyond practiced
tolerances. With their combined Ikrid they reached out and sparred with the
Brat’mar even as it fired at them with its secondary weapons and the Kar’ka
didn’t back down either. The other Archons knew to deal with them and the
Zen’zat, giving the most powerful quartet their opening.


This Brat’mar’s mind was
large, as Rio guessed all of them would be given the amount of brain tissue
they possessed, but it was not particularly skilled. The four Archons were able
to jam a freezing impulse into it fairly easily with Rio and Sara actively
fighting countermeasures, both autonomic and conscious, with the help of one of
the ViLords while the other created and maintained the impulse…causing all of
its weaponry to cease firing and it to stand still like a statue as the four
Archons ran towards it untouched.


Rio unloaded his baby mauler into its shields as they
continued to fight with its mind, trying to trick it into doing what they
couldn’t force it, for like the Zen’zat it wasn’t a pushover like the lizards
were, and its shields and armor were so thick that it would take forever for
the Archons to blast their way through…with their attack doing little more than
provide visual cover for the true conduit of their assault.


Meanwhile the other Archons were using their
battlemeld techniques to great effect against the Kar’ka, though they often had
to jump into the air to get their Lew to cross the heads of the taller,
chicken-shaped dinosaurs, most of which had a height of over 3 meters, but they
did not have the same Ikrid blocks that the Zen’zat had, and with some work the
ViLords managed to take control of one enough to trick it into shooting the
Brat’mar.


Its Chi’parat weren’t all that strong, but they were
far more powerful than anything the Archons carried…and the sight of that
happening sent the V’kit’no’sat into a flurry, for it wasn’t just one shot that
landed, but several in a row before the Kar’ka momentarily shook off the
Archons’ hold…and it looked like there was a traitor in their midst.


Two of the Zen’zat, apparently loyal to the Brat’mar,
turned on the Kar’ka instantly and attacked it, not even bothering to mess with
the Archons anymore…and that gave Rio an idea.


Their hold on the Brat’mar lessened, allowing it to see
clearly what was happening around it as the weak Kar’ka shot it again, then had
to fend off the two Zen’zat as the rest of the fighting finally contributed a
Zen’zat death at the hands of the Archons, but with many others showing armor
damage and two of the Kar’ka with bleeding punctures…but it was nothing
compared to the damage the Brat’mar inflicted when it shot the Kar’ka with its
cannon blast, ordering the Zen’zat back just as it fired and catching the other
V’kit’no’sat completely off guard, for as far as it knew it was the Zen’zat
that were the traitors.


The Kar’ka’s shields,
already weakened by the Zen’zat attacks and Archons, popped instantly under the
heavy energy blast that proceeded to tear through the body armor and gut the
Kar’ka in explosive fashion, spraying charred bits of skin and internal organs
everywhere…with the other Kar’ka immediately turning on the Brat’mar in a fury
and completely ignoring the Archons who quietly turned and backed off the big
boys. Some of the Zen’zat were still trying to take them down, but with a few
evasive moves the Archons retreated into the nearby buildings and the Zen’zat
that followed them soon wished they hadn’t…all the while the rest had to pick
sides as the two V’kit’no’sat races fought it out with messages and reports
flying through their comm grid for all to see.


And as subsequent notice was taken, the Archons were
no longer involved. Leaving only V’kit’no’sat fighting V’kit’no’sat and making
them all wonder if one of these two races wasn’t the secret sponsor of Star
Force now backstabbing the others.


“Damn that was brilliant,” Sara said as they met up
with the two ViLords they’d dispatched into the rubble and who were now
carrying four bodies, two apiece, though several had missing limbs and huge
gashes where building rubble had skewered them…but the bleeding had been
stopped and temporary heals were keeping them barely alive after the Archons
had managed to bring them back from the dead with their Haemra.


“Can they travel?”


“We’ve got them buttoned up as much as we could.
There’s a few more that might be recoverable, but I don’t know if they could
make it back.”


“Rio,” Sara said, picking up one of the living pieces
of cargo to lighten the ViLord’s load.


“I’ll check. Angel, Mathis, with me,” he said as they
split up with the main group taking the four recovered prisoners back through
the underground as quickly as they could manage, hoping the distraction up top
would keep the V’kit’no’sat preoccupied long enough to allow them an easy run
back to the mechs. 


Rio and his two ViLords headed the other way, working
their way back up and to the destroyed buildings where they found bits and
pieces of buried bodies with their Pefbar under the rubble and went to the most
intact one they could find…which was missing a right leg and right arm. They
dug him out of the debris, seeing that most of his bones were crushed but his
head was only superficially wounded…meaning they had a chance.


“I’ve got him,” Rio said, with the other two trying to
find someone else to potentially save. The trailblazer bared his left hand and
pressed it again the gore, hacking into the deactivated nervous system all the
while keeping an eye on the surrounding minds that were busy fighting it out
and ignoring them…save for one that was heading their way.


“Got him,” Angel said, leaving Mathis to try and dig
out the other body while Rio kept working on his, causing flash growth in vital
places but finding so much damage that…


He broke contact the moment he recognized the incoming
Zen’zat mind.


“Angel, get back now! You can’t take him,” the Frieza
said, jumping to his feet and pulling Mathis off as well, but Angel was already
within firing range and the Zen’zat wasn’t going to let her retreat. He ran her
down with ease and punched her so fast she couldn’t respond, with her pink
armor bouncing into the ground as Rio flew into view and tackled the Zen’zat
off her.


He threw Rio off him in the following roll, then went
back towards Angel as she got up…but Mathis came in just in time for him to
link with her and they split directions around him, sending a Lew conduit
straight through his head as he reached out and grabbed her arm.


She broke free as soon as the Zen’zat staggered with
disorientation, then Rio linked with the pair of ViLords…taking a quick mental
glance around the area to make sure there were no other Zen’zat heading in…then
as a battlemeld-linked trio they grabbed him with their combined Lachka and
pulled him towards them through the air, only to be defeated by a hasty Rentar
pulse that broke their grip, but the Zen’zat landed off balance long enough for
Mathis to get in his face and hammer him back with an Archon punch to the
pelvis.


Rio pushed Angel out past the Zen’zat’s left, dragging
another Lew energy ribbon stretched between her and Mathis through the
Zen’zat’s head, trying to freeze him up for a second but only managing to slow
him a bit, but it was long enough for Rio to get in near him and fake a
punch…only to pull back defensively into a crouch as Angel came flying through
the air on the end of a Bataf conduit as Rio pulled her to him.


Her feet landed in the Zen’zat’s back, shoving him
into Rio where the trailblazer knocked out his legs and sent him spinning
overhead, with the Archon pointing his arm at the Zen’zat afterwards and
unloading a couple of mauler blasts as the bigger warrior righted himself and
dove back towards Rio with the two exchanging blows for a few seconds and Rio
losing out, especially with his heavy right arm carrying the mauler, but the
few Dre’mo’don shots the Zen’zat got in on him were worth the beatdown that the two ViLords laid on him from the sides.


All three grabbed him with another Lachka field, which
he responded to with a Rentar pulse to break it and free himself, but in that
bit of delay both Mathis and Angel pulled out a death stick and jabbed them
into his armor…Angel into his back and Mathis into his right leg…with the
resulting explosions blowing through his shields at both points and leaving him
with large craters of armor damage beneath.
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Sara!


The trailblazer skidded to a halt at the telepathic
yelling of her name, then motioned for the Archons around her to keep going as
some slowed and looked back.


“Go and keep going until you get them out of here,”
she said as she started running the opposite way, heading for where she felt
Rio’s mind. It wasn’t holding still, but coming her way in short little bursts
that suggested he was retreating along with the other two Archons engaging in
similar movements.


Coming! she
replied as the level 3 Frieza ran through the various corridors and turns in
the undercity, sensing a growing fight happening up on the surface between the
V’kit’no’sat and each other, hoping it would continue for some time before they
got things straightened out. 



 

Rio threw another Jumat blast at the Zen’zat, barely
knocking him off Mathis before he added to the crack in the Archon’s armor.
Angel tried to bounce hit the Zen’zat from behind while he was off guard, but
he was too fast and turned on her, slapping aside one of her arms and getting a
hand on her throat. Slippery as it was to touch shields, his grip didn’t falter
and he used his formidable strength to pick her up and throw her at Rio as he
flew a few steps forward.


The trailblazer, still linked with both Archons
through the battlemeld, twisted to his left while Angel did so the opposite way
midair, causing the two to brush each other but not collide as the Zen’zat
intended. Rio passed her by and landed a punch followed by a mauler shot that
took down the Zen’zat’s shields again, then Rio backed up a step and played
defense as furious blows came his way. Ever since the two ViLords had managed
to detonate their death sticks on him the Zen’zat had shown a strength that Rio
hadn’t seen before, and it was all they could do to manage a fighting retreat
while trying to whittle down his defenses.


Rio received a battlemeld prompt from Sara when she
got in range, accepting it immediately and feeling his head tighten up with the
increased stress, for there were now four of them in the link, but even before
she came into view their comms activated and a very
familiar battle song began to play, making it clear that Sara…in addition to
spending too much time around Paul…had no intention of helping them retreat.
She intended to take this bastard down.


Angel and Mathis felt it too, and their movements
suddenly shifted from one of controlled panic to determination as they pressed
off one another with a Bataf conduit that spread them apart so fast that the
Zen’zat couldn’t hit Mathis with another hammer blow, though he did manage to
follow up with a Dre’mo’don at a few meters range that melted a new spot on the
pink armor.


The Archons had been drawing the Zen’zat further and
further underground and away from the ruckus up top, and with no other Zen’zat
minds nearby Rio knew they had their opportunity. If they couldn’t take him
down here, then they’d at least find out what the depths of his strength truly
were.


Sara finally emerged in the corridor behind them some
150 meters away and took off sprinting towards the fight as ‘Duel of the Fates’
played over their comm channel, and fittingly so she
didn’t pull out a ranged weapon as she approached, but rather a long cylinder
that quickly expanded into a double-bladed staff. It wasn’t a plasma sword or
any other type of energy weapon. Just a solid, durable stick.


When she got closer and Rio was punching and kicking
in defensive blocks, Angel connected to her with a Bataf conduit and pulled her
through the air at increasing speed, throwing her at the Zen’zat. 


Sara spun vertically like a buzz saw, but the Zen’zat
saw her coming and ducked in time. She passed over his head, nearly hitting him
with the end of her sword, then unfurled and landed a few meters away as Rio
extricated himself from the fight with a hasty Lachka wall that the Zen’zat
didn’t even bother to try and break through. He turned to face Sara as she took
her two-handed grasp on the long black rod and stepped into him, swinging with
short, choppy strikes and taking advantage of the experience of the other three
as they saw through her eyes and vice versa. 


The Zen’zat flicked away several hits on his arms then
dove forward trying to knock her down, but only succeeded in landing a couple
Dre’mo’don shots when his fists fell short. Sara hopped back gracefully, then
took a step back in and whacked him across the side of his head as Rio shot him
with his mauler, melting a little armor only to be grabbed by a Lachka field
and pulled towards the Zen’zat.


He reacted, pulsing his Rentar and breaking the grip,
but it off balanced him enough for the Zen’zat to get moving his way. Rather
than try to fight or run, Rio let himself fall to the ground face up, and as
the Zen’zat came over him shoved a Jumat blast upward that lifted the
green/black armor into the ceiling with a crunch.


Sara stepped under him as he fell, swinging one end of
her sword up but she was knocked back by another Lachka push, this one coming
instinctively at the end of a flattened palm from the Zen’zat, suggesting that
his mental fortitude was flagging a bit if he was having to rely on physical
triggers to use the psionic, as he knocked her and then Mathis back, but he
didn’t get Angel who was coming in a step behind and dove at him with her last
death stick.


The Zen’zat couldn’t dodge in time, but the weapon
never hit his armor. Instead a bioshield emerged and
took the brunt of the condensed Ta’lin’yi, absorbing all of the one shot weapon
as the Zen’zat brought his knee up and kicked Angel back, firing three
Dre’mo’don shots into and through her shields as she fell before Sara knocked
him aside with a whack of her sword and Rio told the other two Archons to stay
back and snipe when they could. 


The top Archon pulled out his own cylinder and
extended his single blade sword, also a simple rod, and together with Sara they
went at the Zen’zat who kept putting Dre’mo’dons into them routinely and eating
away their shields…but the two trailblazers had no intention of letting him do
that anymore, forcing him to block their sword strikes from both sides while
Sara engaged and sustained her Da’nu. The tier 2
psionic was a rare one, and it allowed her to emit a field of energy that
interfered with both her and everyone else’s Pefbar within the area of effect.


That made her, Rio, Mathis, Angel, and the Zen’zat unable
to see aside from with their own eyes, and with the two trailblazers attacking
him from both sides that was a significant advantage…in addition to
neutralizing everyone’s Lachka, for Pefbar was the guiding mechanism for it,
and if they couldn’t control it they couldn’t use it.


Almost immediately the Zen’zat turned his full fury on
Rio, ignoring Sara and jumping/clawing his way into physical contact with the
Archon and pumping Dre’mo’don shots into his armor, burning away his recovering
shields and putting a melt mark on his upper torso…then the Zen’zat latched
onto him as he rolled, throwing the trailblazer into Sara and bowling her over
as the other two Archons got some plasma shots off at him from range, adding a
little bit more damage to his armor.


The Zen’zat ignored the trailblazers and went after
the weaker two, springing towards them and sending out a Fornax blast just
prior to reaching them. It didn’t have full effect, for both ViLords had Snu that greatly reduced its influence over them. They remained
standing and used their battlemeld Cerden, linking their bioshields
into a much stronger barrier and put it out in front of them like a wall as the
Zen’zat ran into them. His Dre’mo’dons absorbed into it, as did his momentum,
giving the pair a moment to charge one of the most powerful battlemeld
abilities.


The Zen’zat hammered his fists into the bioshield, pushing the pair back a step as they dropped to
their knees to get better leverage, then they released the amount of energy
they’d summoned into their Jumatran…and shoved an upgraded, mutual Jumat blast
into him so hard he flew all the way back to the two waiting trailblazers
several meters down the hall.


Sara and Rio both hit him midair with their swords,
bringing him to the ground as Rio poured three mauler blasts into his armor,
finally breaking through in one spot and hearing the Zen’zat roar in pain as he
sent a wind-like Lachka pulse off him, but unable to control the energy matrix
and make it do more than tickle. Sara tried to drive her sword tip into the
breach in his armor, but the Zen’zat twisted around to deny that and started
firing with both forearm weapons into Rio, not bothering to try to close range
with him. 


The trailblazer took hits, but Sara was on the Zen’zat
before he could truly lay in the damage, striking him in the head with her
double-bladed sword so hard he half spun over, landing face down for a moment
before leaping up and running off…but a quick Ubven drop by her froze him in
place, though she had to remove her Da’nu jamming in
order to make it work.


The Zen’zat pulsed his Rentar, eating away at and pushing
through the field in slow motion as Rio ran up through it easily, for which his
own Ubven allowed via a special energy neutralizer, and he began punching him
in the back relentlessly, intending to disorient and daze more than damage,
then when the Ubven field finally fell he knocked the Zen’zat to the ground and
dropped his own down on top of him…but not before an elbow came up and knocked
Rio off him.


The trailblazer recovered quickly as Sara ran out
ahead of him, making sure he couldn’t escape, then Rio landed a few more mauler
blasts that met the Zen’zat’s bioshield, finally
breaking through it as the other two Archons caught up and dropped their Ubvens on the Zen’zat in sequence, allowing them all to
hammer him with energy weapons but nothing physical aside from their bodies.
Even their swords would have caught on the field, though they were made for more
for leverage against armored targets rather than damage, and the other weapons
the Archons had brought with them were pouring it out now, including a sticky
grenade from Mathis, as the Zen’zat pushed his Rentar as hard as he could to
eat his way through the field as he walked towards Sara fighting an invisible
hurricane trying to hold him in place.


The armor on his back breached in several places when
the grenade went off, with bits of flesh being burnt as the final field
saturation failed and he was free again…with the Archons requiring quite some
time for their Ubven tissues to regenerate enough strength for a second drop.
The Zen’zat, clearly enraged but not stupid, screamed telepathically so hard
that all four Archons heard it as he charged Sara, throwing another Lachka
attack on her that she slipped out of with her Rentar, but not before he
punched her into a nearby wall as he ran past and sprinted away.


Rio flashed past, tearing after him with Sara in hot
pursuit a few steps behind, suddenly realizing that she wasn’t going to catch
him. Rio surged onward, flying/running down the corridors and catching up until
the Zen’zat suddenly reversed course and punched him hard.


Rio half dodged it, but careened off the misaimed blow
and into the wall. The Zen’zat shot him multiple times, with Rio’s own bioshield taking some of the hits as Sara caught up with
Mathis and Angel trailing farther behind, but before she could strike him he
took off running again and Rio sensed two minds pop into view further
ahead…then three more.


“Damn it!” Sara yelled, sensing the other Zen’zat
approaching. “We had him!”


“I know,” Rio said, getting to his feet and running
the opposite way back to the pair of ViLords, who then led them away rather
than falling in behind so they could maintain the top speed possible…which was always
determined by the slowest of them. “He’s not going to try taking us solo
again.”


“Crap,” Angel said as they all sensed more Zen’zat
coming down around them, including a few ahead. 


“Blow through,” Sara ordered. “They can’t beat us
unless we stand and fight or go up top and play with the big boys.”


“The others look like they’re clear,” Mathis said as
they released their battlemeld and the stress in their minds lifted. “Are we
going to try for the other prisoners?”


“Yes,” Rio said, surprising Sara. “Mr. Badass is hurt
and we may not get another shot at this. Go dark and take the main line to the
left ahead. We’ll work our way from there and at least find out if any of them
are still alive.”


“We need the others,” Sara reminded him.


“They have a job to do, and if they can get back here
in time so be it, but getting those four out is paramount. I’m not drawing any
of them off until they’re safe.”


“You three are beat up,” she argued.


“Then you can do most of the ass kicking if needed.”


“Alright, we’ll have a look. But we can’t take on a
Brat’mar with just four of us and do more than tickle him…and by now they’ve
probably got a lot more guards on them.”


“If they haven’t made adjustments yet I don’t want to
waste the chance of getting one more person out.”


“Agreed,” Sara relented, using her Kgat and
disappearing from the minds of the others along with losing her Ikrid tracking
of them as well, but with their Pefbar and battlemap
there was no issue of them getting lost. They just couldn’t spot the Zen’zat
closing in on them, but with the change of direction and their familiarity with
the subsurface Star Force structures they were soon able to elude the enemy and
began making their way to one of the other two prisoner holding areas within
the huge V’kit’no’sat camp.



 

Kaalo kept running away from
the Archons until his Zen’zat got to him, then he turned around and was ready
to fight if they were still pursuing, but unfortunately they were not. He
sensed them running off like the cowards they were, but at least they were
pragmatic. There was no way they were going to win now and they knew it. 


The Tiparen-level Zen’zat balled up a fist and punched
one of the Star Force walls in anger/frustration, breaking through it and
creating an impact crater around the penetration point as his fellow Zen’zat stood
by waiting to follow his lead.


“Make sure they
leave the area,” he said, pointing them ahead. 


The other Zen’zat ran on by, leaving him to walk back
towards the surface as he used his Sesspik to begin healing his injuries, which
were significant. He’d learned long ago to not let pain slow him down in
battle, but the wounds into his back and chest were deep enough that he had to
force himself to stop and hold still long enough to fully stop the bleeding,
though most of his wounds were nearly cauterized to begin with. 


When he finally got back to the surface there was a
gunship waiting to pick him up that flew him across the distance he normally
would have ran, but from its elevated viewpoint he could see the continuing
battle on the perimeter of their camp where the Star Force battlesuits
were attacking in far greater numbers and being torn apart methodically. He did
not fear them taking the camp, but he did know that there were many Brat’mar
and Kar’ka going down out there. 


When the gunship landed near a medical station he
triggered his damaged armor to shed all non-responding components, with a
shower of sand-like material falling away before the rest retracted back into
the typical forearm gauntlets, leaving the burn marks in his clothing and body
where the Archon weapons had burnt through…though it was their simple rods that
had given him the most trouble, and that was an embarrassment he did not
tolerate well.


“Do you want a Kich’a’kat?”
a Zen’zat medic asked when he walked in and the extent of his injuries became
visible.


“No,” he
sneered in disgust. “Use the gel.”


“If you wish,
but you’ve lost a lot of muscle mass. I’m surprised you can even stand up
straight,” he said as another Zen’zat pulled out a canister and brought it
over.


“I have no
patience for the ignorance of medics,” he snapped, but made no further
retort.


“How did they
beat you?” the medic inquired, respectful but stern as he opened the
canister and the pair began pulling out small amounts of glowing gel with their
own Lachka and pushing it into the charred remains of his flesh at the wound
points. It began dissolving all dead tissue and spurning the normal
regeneration of tissue immediately without enacting the flash growth that would
deny the muscle tissue the adaptation enhancement from the wounds’ recovery. 


“There were four
of them and they were all steeped in treason,” Kaalo
growled, but his ire wasn’t directed at the medic. “They have psionics they have not earned, and a great deal of them. All
four of them had Ubven.”


Both medics froze, aware of what the tier 3 psionic
was but never having encountered anyone who had actually possessed it, for it
was extremely rare.


“All of them?”
the second medic asked.


“Indeed,” Kaalo said, sneering against the burning sensation of the
gel as it worked deeper into his wounds, not harming any living tissue but
energizing it in a very uncomfortable fashion. 


“If you are
needed immediately for battle, why not use the Kich’a’kat?”


“There is no
immediate need. The cowards fled.”


The medics continued in silence for the next minute,
filling every charred crater with a pale while glow until all were attended to.


“Finished,”
the medic said, pulling off the tatters of Kaalo’s
shirt and offering him a new one. 


The tier 4 Zen’zat put it on slowly, not wanting to
disrupt the gel any more than necessary, then headed for the door as his armor
redeployed across his body in a quick wave of what looked like liquid material
until it hardened.


“You will be
needed shortly,” he said as he left, though it would be more than an hour
before the wave of Zen’zat casualties started coming in. 
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The Voltron’s physical shield smashed down into the
rubble, blocking a Brat’mar cannon shot headed towards the Archons carrying the
prisoners as they came up to the surface behind the battle lines that were
falling apart. The V’kit’no’sat had suffered a lot of casualties but the Star
Force mechs were dropping far faster and recovery operations of downed pilots
was taking priority as they started to fight a withdrawal after the Archons
reappeared…with their location being swarmed by the V’kit’no’sat nearby.


A neo ran up and punched a Kar’ka back as it jumped
over a limping madcat to try and get a shot at the Archons as numerous Zen’zat
were now pouring out of the subsurface corridors everywhere, but staying in the
shadows and out of the line of fire trying to get a chance to take out either
the Archons or the prisoners. Why it was so important to get them the
mechwarriors didn’t know, but they’d be damned if they were going to let those
bastards get through to their people.


A second Voltron ran over and blanketed one area of
partially constructed buildings with weaponsfire, chasing several Zen’zat
contacts back underground as the 11 Archons continued to run with their four
recovered prisoners at the center of their tight formation with numerous bioshields deployed to hit anything that got through.
Further back, having stayed out of the heaviest fighting, several madcats ran forward, firing from their arm- and
chest-mounted weaponry at distant targets and Zen’zat trying to get out ahead
of the retreating Archons, but with their missile boxes remaining silent, as
they had been throughout the battle.


Two madcats stayed on a
direct course to the fleeing Archons while the others fanned out into a
perimeter as they stopped, firing at anything that moved while the missile
boxes on the two opened up…revealing empty compartments inside as the mechs
stooped down as low as they could on their legs. 


Two of the Archons jumped up on the mechs and climbed
into the missile boxes, then using psionics pulled the prisoners up to them,
locking them inside while the rest of the Archons headed for other missile
boxes, cramming inside as the two mechs scooped up the vulnerable infantry and
spun around, running away from the retreating formations and getting their
precious cargo clear while the other madcats stayed
and helped to collect pilots recovered from both downed mechs and skeets as the
battle was switched to a high speed retreat.


Those mechs that fell on the way out caused minor
delays, for Star Force intended for no one to be left behind…though the four
Archons still inside the enemy camp were an exception. The trailblazers had
ordered the mechs to get clear after they determined there were no more prisoners
to be recovered. The other two groups had been either destroyed or moved, and
the Archons were going to make their own way out.


The mechwarriors didn’t like that, but they weren’t
going to disobey two trailblazers. The plan had been to pull all of them out,
but if they could get clear on their own it would save a lot more mechs. With
that in mind the battle slowly disintegrated as the V’kit’no’sat chased after
them until some clever ambushes discouraged the practice and the two sides
retreated to their respective strongholds.


Star Force’s was well off, but flocks of dropships
came in once the area was safe and picked them all up, including the madcats with the four prisoners, and took them back to one
of the Star Force-held spaceports.



 

“Damn it,” Sara said as her four-man team stayed under
Kgat anonymity and moved even further inside the V’kit’no’sat camp…the last
place they were expected to go. They had decided to try the trick after heading
for the edge and making sure they were seen traveling that direction, with them
doubling back and going after the prisoners that had been moved. Their search
had brought them near a V’kit’no’sat landing zone where they saw them being
loaded onto a gunship that had just taken off, headed for one of the giant
doors in the sky that led back into space.


“We can’t get them now,” Angel said, angry but
pragmatic. 


“That was only three of them. Where are the others?”
Mathis asked.


“Good question,” Rio agreed, “but Angel is right. We
can’t signal the fleet in time to intercept, and if we did we’d pull them down
on top of us here. We’ll review the logs and see where that gunship went, then
tag the ship with a marker for potential capture later. Odds are that won’t be
an option, though.”


“I hate these fuckers,” Angel added as the Archons
pulled back from their observation point just above ground and took to the
subsurface tunnels again, crawling through a layer of debris until they got
into the intact substructures. 


“Where we going?” Mathis asked.


“Does anyone have any memory of where they might have
split the others off?”


“No,” Sara said icily. “Think they used those three as
decoys.”


“Meaning they’re still here,” Mathis argued.


“We can’t keep roaming around pressing our luck. If we
don’t know where to look we need to get out of here before they decide to start
blasting.”


“Without the mechs they can focus on us now,” Angel
agreed. “I don’t like leaving, but we can’t let ourselves be captured either.
Question is, do we bag one of them on the way out?”


“No,” Rio said, heading down a tunnel of his choosing
with the others following. “We move fast and far. We’re ghosts until we get in
the clear.”


After that there was no more talking, only single file
running and silence until they got well beyond the boundaries of the
V’kit’no’sat camp and to a working transit hub, then they took a train car
through subsurface landscape all the way back to the edge of the nearest
spaceport and got off where the damage the V’kit’no’sat had done earlier had
cut the lines. From there they signaled for an aerial pickup and got back into
the business of continuing to evacuate the remaining civilians, hoping that no
more of them would be snatched up or killed before getting them off the Ribbon
and down beneath the protection of Titan’s planetary shields.



 

Kaalo walked by the Zen’zat
guards surrounding the single prisoner camp they now possessed in another
landing zone camp, but this one was well underground with all approaches
physically blocked off so no potential rescue teams could easily get to them.
There were several hundred prisoners here that had been deemed of some value,
but it was the few Archons that had been captured that he was interested in.


A few entrances had been reconstructed to allow the
Kar’ka down this far with more ease, but the Brat’mar could not reach the
prisoners. Hopefully this would help to further camouflage their location, but
the Tiparen didn’t care about that. He wanted another shot at their Rio, though
the Brat’mar had ordered him not to seek out combat until he was fully healed. 


At the moment though he needed information, so he
located one of the holding cells with an Archon currently under interrogation
by a Kar’ka and walked in on them, seeing the Archon outside of armor and
laying stiff on a table with a three fingered Kar’ka hand laying over his head
making the physical contact necessary to bypass the Ikrid block. Another
Zen’zat stood by for assistance, and both V’kit’no’sat looked over at Kaalo questioningly.


“Leave,” he
commanded, retracting his armor into his forearm gauntlets as he looked down on
the Archon. 


“What is it that
you want?” the Kar’ka asked.


“I have
questions that need answering, and I will ask them alone.”


“I have not
finished with this one.”


“You are
finished…now,” Kaalo said, staring up at the
Kar’ka and making it clear with his gaze that he was not in a mood to be argued
with.


The Kar’ka sniffed rudely but made no other objection,
knowing the status of this particular Zen’zat along with the fact that he could
remove the Kar’ka by force if he wished, and some of the elite Zen’zat tended
to throw their weight around more than they ought to.


The Kar’ka released the Archon and walked out, with
the other Zen’zat going with him as the prisoner, now with his body back under his
own control, sat up and slid off the table with a mix of fear and rage in his
eyes.


Kaalo shut the large door
with a telekinetic tug, then looked down on the smaller Archon.


“You may not
know the identity of your sponsor, but I require different information.”


“I’m not going
to tell you anything,” the Archon said, a little wobbly from the drugs he’d
been given to loosen his mental resistance. “You’re going to have to dig it out like the rest.”


Kaalo pointed a finger at
the Archon and lifted him up off the ground with his Lachka, holding him head level
so he could look him eye to eye. 


“I can kill you
in an instant, and I don’t even need my weaponry to do it.”


“Get on with it
then,” the ranger urged.


“At least you
have the spirit of a Zen’zat, but not our size. Why? You have others of Zen’zat
size, but not your elite. This makes no sense.”


“Maybe you
should try thinking rather than blind obedience,” the Archon said as his
feet hung dangling in the air, though his eyes caught sight of the healing
wound on Kaalo’s arm, for he wore a sleeveless shirt
with his long pants, both of which were skin tight and dark green. “Maybe learn to duck too. You got shot up,
didn’t you?”


“My injuries are
healing. I would have defeated your Rio and the three Archons with him had it
not been for your treachery. How have you bypassed the Ikrid restriction?”


“He got you in a
headlock, didn’t he?”


“No. I do not
mean by physical contact. How have you bypassed it remotely? I was told this
was impossible.”


“We have a
penchant for doing the impossible…but I actually don’t know what you’re talking
about. Rio is a trailblazer, so he knows a great deal more than I do.”


“That is
obvious. If you possessed Rentar like the others you would have freed yourself
from my grip already. If you do not follow protocol, why don’t you possess the psionics
that the others do?”


“I haven’t
earned them yet.”


“None of you
have earned them,” Kaalo growled. “However you managed it, your abilities are
not naturally gained. Why not give all of your kind the same?”


“Only those who
are worthy get them, and I’m too young to have proven myself for all of them.”


“What did Rio
have to do to get Ubven?”


“Ask him.”


“I am asking
you, warrior to warrior, answer my questions directly or I will treat you like
the rest of the scum of your bastardized race.”


“If you’re going
to kill me, then all I can do is resist. Would you give away information if you…”
the ranger said, cut off as he floated within reach of Kaalo
and the Zen’zat punched him so hard in the chest that ribs snapped…then he was
inside his head, digging around but still asking questions, amplifying his
physical voice until it boomed so loud that the ranger couldn’t help but
shudder with each word.


“How do you
bypass the Ikrid restriction? What psionic have you altered to accomplish this?”
Kaalo asked, but as the ranger said he did not know
the answer. As much as he knew, Ikrid could only be bypassed by skin to skin
contact, which was one reason why they wore full armor in combat.


“What psionics
do you possess?” he asked next, with the information rising to the surface
of his mind as he posed the question, making it easier to recover. This Archon
had the basic 7 abilities that all Zen’zat did, but none of the second or third
tier like the others had. It was a pity that none stronger had been captured,
though he would have had several if not for those overlapping Ubven fields. It
and their other rare psionics gave them the psionic power of legendary Zen’zat,
which was an even greater sacrilege given how low their physical skills were.


“What do you
know of their skills? Their psionics? Their tactics?” he asked, getting a
lot of information hits that he had to further dig out. It took him several
minutes until he crossed something unusual. Something that no Zen’zat possessed
and betrayed all reason. 


Kaalo checked again, digging
out any and all information this low level Archon had, but the word was clear
and there were a few instances of him having heard stories from others, though
he’d never observed it occur himself. The higher level Archons had something
they called ‘battlemeld’ that was supposed to combined the psionic power of
more than one individual to make them stronger as a pair or group than the sum
of their individual powers.


Was that what Rio had meant when he promised to kill Kaalo with friends? Did they gain strength in numbers? And
did that somehow allow them to bypass his Ikrid blocks and mess with his mind? It
was the Ubven that had caused him the most trouble, but it was the mind tricks
that truly worried him, for Zen’zat had always been immune to them. Fornax
operated differently and they had become acquainted with both using it and
weathering it, but if these Archons had found a way to cheat the Ikrid block
then their treachery was growing to a truly dangerous level. 


“Battlemeld. Who
has it? What creates it? Is there a weakness to it?”


The Archon wouldn’t answer, and unfortunately his mind
did not contain much in the way of answers beyond a single memory of some type
of tournament he’d observed…no, that he had reviewed images of later…in which
many high level Archons participated. During group combat this Archon had seen
two others swing each other around various objects, both pulling and pushing
the other with their Lachka to great effect…but they always had an extended arm
or arms to do it, and both of them, which made no sense to Kaalo.
Only one used Lachka, and while physical directions helped one to focus their
concentration they were not necessary. 


This Archon had also saw something odd with the way
they operated, speculating that it might be some form of battlemeld psionic
while realizing that such things would not be revealed to him until he made
their rank of Padawan. That was when they were instructed by another more
skilled Archon in the attainment of the additional psionics. This was where their
accursed ‘sharing’ occurred and the natural progression of development was
cheated. It was also inferred that this was where the battlemeld was learned if
not previously gained. 


Somehow they even had cheaters within their own ranks,
sharing powers before their approved time. How could a group of Zen’zat, no
matter how bastardized by their illicit reproduction, function in such discord?


Kaalo was beginning to
question how a sponsor could be so silent and still manage to keep this rabble
functional…and yet he had witnessed himself how effective they were in combat,
undeserving of their psionics for certain, but their effectiveness was more
than just fortune.


Had this Star Force actually created new psionics? Or
was there more to them that even he did not know? If the latter was the case he
was going to find out now. If the former…


Kaalo released his physical
contact with the Archon, pushing him away from him in his Lachka grip slightly.


“Your kind
cannot be allowed to exist. You are an abomination that will be purged, no
matter how many of us it takes,” the Zen’zat said, grabbing the Archon’s
arm and flipping him over his head so hard that his shoulder dislocated as he
slammed him down onto the table, breaking his nose…but Kaalo
didn’t stop there, pulling on his arm again as he smashed the Archon’s torso to
the table with a Lachka field so that the limb ripped clear off the body in one
sickening snap/crunch.


The Archon screamed, then rolled off the table onto
the ground making more sounds of agony as Kaalo left
the room, pulling open the giant door with his Lachka and walking by the
Zen’zat outside. He tossed the Archon’s bloody, severed arm at her and the Kilnor caught it on the wrist so the blood wouldn’t drip on
her.


“I am finished
here. Reattach it if you wish.”
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April 3, 3602


Solar System


Venus



 

The Tar’vem’jic from the Mach’nel continued to fire
from range, hitting another Sentinel in Venus orbit as the V’kit’no’sat fleet
made a run in toward the planet similar to what they had been doing in previous
days. Already one shipyard had been destroyed and it looked like they were
going after another now, with Roger having deployed a lot of the remaining
Shiva ships here to help defend the planet, but there was no outdistancing the
Mach’nel. That forced him to engage it at closer range, and every time he did
so he lost ships.


The V’kit’no’sat fleet had gotten smart, in that they
didn’t allow any long battles to ensue. The size of their ships meant that the
Star Force fleet had to hammer them for a while in order to do sufficient
damage to kill them, thus the V’kit’no’sat fleet, in a very atypical strategy,
was making fast hits to do damage to the Star Force orbital defenses and ships
before retreating to recharge shields and repair the limited damage to their
hull plates…so it had become a frustrating game of attrition with Roger trying
to slow the damage they were inflicting on Venus orbit while picking off a ship
or two when he could.


And the Mach’nel wasn’t just shooting at the shipyards
and Sentinels, it was also targeting and one-hitting the Shivas,
forcing Roger to run them up in the face of the other V’kit’no’sat ships in
order to use the enemy vessels to block incoming hits, otherwise he was just
wasting them. If the Mach’nel wanted to shoot at destroyers and frigates he’d
let it do so all day, for most of its primary weapon’s destructive power was
wasted to take them out and he had hundreds of thousands of them to pull on,
but bring a big ship or station within range of the Mach’nel and it was going to
be quickly destroyed, just like all the Sentinels in stellar orbit had been.


The trailblazer had hoped they’d go after the Slip’n’slide, but they’d wisely ignored it, for it wasn’t a
threat to them now, and destroying it would have wasted valuable time that they
could otherwise use to hit more important Star Force targets all the while more
drone fleets were returning to Sol and increasing their numbers.


Roger thought they might be able to win a straight up
fight right now, but he didn’t want to waste the number of ships that would
involve nor tip their hand to how many more summons they had…but Roger couldn’t
let this damage keep going forever, so it was time to up the intensity and try
to counter the hit and run tactics with a quicker takeout punch.


Directing the combat from a distant command ship,
Roger sent his fleets in towards the Mach’nel and its thousands of escorts as
it sat out of range of Venus’s orbital defenses and continued sniping Sentinels
around another valuable shipyard. Once they were in range of the V’kit’no’sat
fleet and a good-sized brawl broke out the Mach’nel stopped firing on the
Sentinels and redirected its primary weapon at a Shiva, punching through its
enhanced shields on the first shot and gutting the ship with a hole blown straight
through and out the other side, followed by explosive plumes of debris out both
openings as the ship’s center tore apart and shredded like a piñata. 


But that Shiva had deliberately drifted high to
attract attention, for with the Shiva ships hidden amongst the beehive of
regular drones were another summon that Roger had quietly pulled down several
days ago. These ships were Ultima and well hidden behind the wall of other
drones as they all headed into the defensive alignment the V’kit’no’sat had
used in previous engagements, setting them with decent spacings
so they could focus fire from multiple directions while also blocking for one
another.


Roger hit the outer ships hard, but before they could
get to their predetermined minimum shield strength and begin to run, peeling
away from the formation while allowing the Mach’nel to continue sniping
targets, he ran the Ultima ships up close and activated their element. Where
the Shiva ships had special shields to make them more durable, the Ultima ships
had basic technology across the board, from weapons to defenses, with one key addition.


Many Star Force drones suddenly lost propulsion,
drifting on previous headings as conical-shaped IDF interdiction fields
stretched out and grabbed the leading V’kit’no’sat ships, taking away their
ability to maneuver along with all the drones in between. Almost as soon as
they did a Tar’vem’jic blast fired at one of the Ultima, hitting many other
drones in between and failing to get more than a bit of energy through…which
was absorbed by its shields.


Roger began throwing more ships into gap, some of
which had to decelerate hard to cut their momentum before they hit the field,
but others were able to block while maintaining navigational control because
the interdiction field wasn’t spherical, but rather focused along certain
channels and strong enough to hold all the mass in it that it wished.


With multiple ships captured per field and dozens of
Ultima casting their fields into the V’kit’no’sat lines, Roger had ships pinned
in place that he could now kill, but he knew the V’kit’no’sat wouldn’t stand
for that. They were going to pour the rest of their ships into the engagement
and fight it out rather than abandon their ships and let Star Force get some
‘easy’ kills. Anticipating that, Roger also had other ships in this formation
that had not engaged the V’kit’no’sat before…in the way of fully topped off
Fireflies.


With the already weakened V’kit’no’sat ships stuck on
the edge of their formation, Roger ran the fat firefly interceptors up through
his ships lightning fast as the drone swarm parted for them under his direct
control, allowing them to get into firing position before the other
V’kit’no’sat ships could flank the IDF fields while the Mach’nel was busy
shooting Shiva and trying to punch through to the Ultima with primary weapon
and others.


The Fireflies, running with energy shields that hid
the glow inside them, moved up to almost pointblank range with the pinned
V’kit’no’sat ships, drifting forward as they lost engine power as well, but
with their ‘firehose’ mounts still pointed toward their targets as other drones
flanked them to provide extra blocking ability, both with their mass and
shields, as well as contributing as much firepower to the targets ahead as they
could, for the IDF only interfered with gravity drive operation. Not weaponry.


The first Firefly got within four kilometers of an 18
mile-long Voro’nam Dak’bri when it extended a shield column up to the enemy
ship just after the V’kit’no’sat shields fell. Roger was hoping for that,
because the Fireflies were not as effective against shields as they were
matter, and had tweaked their approach timing to get them their best shot…which
this Firefly took now.


It opened up its aperture and poured fiery hot plasma
sucked up from the star through the shield ‘straw’ to help contain it further
until it got to its target. What normally would have been a laughable plasma attack against a V’kit’no’sat
ship took on a whole new dynamic in the amount of plasma being channeled. This
wasn’t a plasma weapon being fired, this was the entire content of the Firefly being funneled out through a very
wide tube in a one shot attack.


And that attack burnt into the V’kit’no’sat hull on a
specific spot, eating into the armor plates and puncturing through before the
full load was delivered. Return shots were fired immediately, but the Firefly
was well enough shielded to survive them long enough to unload, blasting a
crater in the hull and vaporizing so much internal structure that there was a
backwash of molten debris thrown out into space as the Dak’bri pounded the
drifting Firefly into scrap, not realizing that it had nothing left to attack
with.


But it wasn’t the only one hitting the Dak’bri, for
three others did as well, opening up points in the thick hull armor that the
surrounding drones then tore into as adjacent weapon systems went down, no
longer with power or otherwise gutted by the plasma flow inside the ship that ate
into it like venom.


Roger had timed the attack so well that all 126
Fireflies he’d brought into this fight delivered their attacks within 2 minutes
of one another, and combined with the Ultima pinning the targets in place and
the mass of drones around them firing constantly, Roger got more than a handful
of ship kills in this engagement before he finally pulled back when the
V’kit’no’sat wouldn’t. He gave them a little breathing room, fighting a
withdrawal and protecting both his Shiva and Ultima as he reset his formation
into a better defensive alignment.


The V’kit’no’sat didn’t press in, suddenly turning
around and fleeing now that their damaged ships were no longer pinned. Those
that could move did so, and those that didn’t got towed away while the remains
of others were targeted by friendly fire and destroyed as the V’kit’no’sat ships
made hasty microjumps as the Mach’nel continued to
snipe drones the entire time. 


Roger, knowing it was going to leave soon, sent his
ships in towards it so it couldn’t sit around an extra minute or two and get
free kills in on his ships or the Sentinels…and given the numbers he had now
and the threat of the Ultima pinning it in place, it did in fact run, pulling
back through its own microjump and abandoning the
attack on Venus until the V’kit’no’sat fleet could lick its wounds and adjust
to the new ships and tactics Roger had just effectively thrown at them.


As it left, Roger pulled up a bit of media from the
Halo library and sent a cinematic clip to both the V’kit’no’sat fleet and made
sure all his remote pilots could see Sergeant Johnson as well.


“The message just repeats…regret, regret, regret.”


“Catchy. Any idea what it means?”


“Dear, Humanity. We regret being alien bastards. We
regret coming to Earth. And we most definitely regret the corps just blew up
our raggedy ass fleet. Hoorah!”


Within two seconds he had thousands of replies through
the battlemap, either text or audio, echoing the
‘hoorah’ at the end, and with his Sav-enhanced mind
he could hear/read all of them at once.


For the moment the attack on Venus’s orbital
infrastructure had been paused and they’d just destroyed another 47 ships and
damaged upwards of 200…and given just how big those ships were, that was a huge
victory despite the 3,000+ drones lost. 



 

“They’re starting to pull out.”


Rio frowned and pulled up the battlemap
focus on the nearest V’kit’no’sat camp on the Ribbon from where he sat on top
of a tall building overlooking the continuous evacuation of the civilians,
guarding against another attack or assassination attempt. 


“Damn. They’re going to bombard the station when they’re
clear. We have to get them out faster.”


“We can shove more ships through other portals if
they’re not contending,” Sara said over the comm.


“Keep an eye on it, but I don’t think they’re going to
be that gracious. They may still have Zen’zat on the prowl up until the end
too.”


“It won’t take much to breach the atmosphere, but
they’ll have to do it section by section. Do you wanna
hit them to delay their pullout?”


Rio thought about that for a moment, then shook his
head.


“No. We straight up race them. Pull everyone back and
pack them in as tight as possible. Send the dropships out beyond the spaceports
if you have to.”


“What about the prisoners?”


“If you have a good idea I’m all ears.”


“Destroy their ships,” Sara said grimly, but Rio
understood what she meant. If their people couldn’t be rescued, and they knew
that the V’kit’no’sat were going to kill them anyway, better they go out in
battle rather than being tortured to death in the various grotesqueries that
they’d long known about from the pyramid database before they started to see
some of them here in real life.


“Yeah,” Rio said reluctantly, not giving up on the
prisoners but also not seeing any way to get at them right now, though he’d
always keep an eye open for an opportunity if it arose. “Let’s make sure no
more get grabbed, but we have to scramble people to get out before the rain
starts to fall.”


“If they want to shoot the Ribbon, it’ll give us free
shots at them.”


“They might do it anyway. Call in some of the larger
transports and we’ll see if we can pull a Covenant on them.”


“Risky, but it’ll save us some time. I’ll take care of
it, just don’t go on any dates with our favorite Zen’zat without me.”


“No promises,” Rio said, knowing full well that he
might show up again out of nowhere for round 3 while they rushed to get the
remainder of the civilians out.



 

Two days later…



 

“Let’s go, let’s go!” a Commando yelled as he waved
people forward in a thick and fast moving line across the spaceport tarmac. 


Haley and Brittney ran together, arms locked so they
wouldn’t get separated amongst the others in dirty clothes that hadn’t been
changed in over a week. They’d managed to hide out in their quarters’ building
for a while, but eventually people started dying nearby and they ran before
they found out what was going on, moving from city to city on the Ribbon and
grabbing whatever food they could on the way from abandoned cafeterias as they
headed as far as they could get from the Dinosaurs. 


They eventually got to a working rail line and got in
a car that took them even further away to a city with some Star Force troops in
it, but that city got attacked two days later and they had to run again,
somehow managing to stay alive until they ended up in a makeshift refugee
center guarded by infantry and mechs. They’d been there until three days ago
when all of them had been moved out on foot through the streets with occasional
vehicular transports or dropships coming to pick some of them up, but the mass
of them had to travel mile after mile on foot until they got to the spaceport.


There had been no fighting on the way, and Haley
didn’t want to think about them getting shot so close to getting out, but it was
in the back of her mind constantly as she and her best friend ran forward until
the crowd got pinned down as they funneled between a pair of Commandos and into
a line only four or five people wide. Hanging onto one another the pair of
civilians were shooed forward, running again as they headed for a giant purple
energy tube that reached up into the sky.


They didn’t know what was going on until they got
close enough to see people being carried up it, then they were shoved ahead by
more Commandos without a chance to think, crossing inside the field and
suddenly being lifted off their feet.


“Shit,” Brittney swore as she was suddenly weightless,
but both of them held onto one another as Haley’s foot hit the outer edge of
the tube as they were going up. It bounced off it, luckily, rather than letting
her fall out and to her death as they and the others above and below them were
sucked up into the sky, past the clouds, and to the far up roof of the Ribbon
where they passed through the energy field separating it from space and into vacuum.


Haley thought they were going to die with no air, but
the purple energy tube kept them alive and breathing until they reached the
underside of a ship. They were pulled inside of it then carried sideways until
the field dumped them out beside the hole in the floor that they could see
space through, with both cringing away from it as more Commandos pulled off
those that didn’t move quick enough, for more and more people kept coming up
behind them.


Haley and Brittney went with the flow that ended with
them being herded into a giant empty cargo room packed with people elbow to
elbow, so close that she immediately felt claustrophobic with the cacophony of
voices from the crowd adding to the effect. She started to cry uncontrollably,
feeling like she was going to be crushed as people filled in behind her and
surrounded them as everyone was getting packed together as tight as boxes.


Brittney pulled Haley’s head into her shoulder so she
couldn’t see anything, then the two just held onto each other and suffered
through it, not knowing if they were safe or going to be shot by the enemy
ships. No one was telling them anything, just pushing them
around like cargo, but at the very least they were off the Ribbon and that was
worth putting up with the sounds and smells and constant bumps of people around
them.


“Close your eyes and think of someplace else,” Brittney
said, doing the same thing as she hung onto her friend. “Someplace with
tropical trees, beaches, and hot men.”


“I can’t…”


“Just try, babe. Just try.”


“I can’t breathe.”


“Yes you can. It’s just crowded. And we don’t have to
walk anymore. Just stand here and cry. Cry your eyes out if you want. I’m not
going anywhere.”


“What the fuck is happening…” Haley whimpered,
pressing her face against Brittney’s neck as her friend held her up while other
people were freaking out around them. Some screaming, others trying to sit on
the ground and tripping others when there wasn’t room…all the while more people
were coming up the gravity lift and being crammed inside far faster than
dropships could ever have managed. 


“Hang on,” Brittney said, tears seeping out her eyes
as well. “Just hang on.”
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April 9, 3602


Solar System


Inner Zone



 

The Brat’mar gunship landed inside one of the hangar
bays on the inner edge of the ‘tuning fork’ prongs that made up the front of
the Era’tran Kafcha, blocking them from most external weaponsfire while daring
anyone to come inside the overlapping fields of fire. At the moment that wasn’t
an issue, for the entire V’kit’no’sat fleet had reassembled in a null orbit
between the first and second planets in the system as they continued to digest
the information taken from the prisoners and free data they were still getting
from the public grid, the comparison of which was yielding some interesting
results.


Normally discussions between ships would occur via
hologram, but this was not a typical situation and Kaalo,
a Zen’zat assigned and loyal to the Brat’mar, walked off the gunship onto the
Era’tran deck that was even bigger than Brat’mar standards between two waiting rows
of assembled Zen’zat who flanked him as he walked, ceremoniously escorting him
through the ship amongst the bipedal giants that had built it, drawing many
skeptical looks in the process.


Kaalo took his time, walking
rather than running, and over the miles it took to get across the hangar he
didn’t wavier. The Era’tran weren’t his enemy even if they were a rival of the
Brat’mar, for he was Zen’zat and loyal to the V’kit’no’sat as a whole, but old
habits died hard and with the prospect of one or more
races betraying the others tensions were even higher than normal…not to mention
the fight between the Brat’mar and Kar’ka on the Ribbon that had been
thankfully stopped, though not until two Kar’ka were unrecoverably
dead.


So the Era’tran Zen’zat escorted him with respect and
purpose to insure there was no misunderstandings as they finally arrived at a
Zen’zat support system of tiny tunnels and lifts that Kaalo
took to speed his progress across the 47 mile long ship. The base frame of a
Kafcha was designated as 36 miles wide/long, but the Era’tran ship design was
elongated, much like the I’rar’et’s T-shaped vessels,
and the lesser bulk was therefore compensated for by increased length to keep
vessel combat capabilities essentially neutral despite the varying designs.


That meant there was a lot of walking to do onboard an
Era’tran ship if one wanted to get from bow to stern, and for security reasons
the command deck was in the stern and well away from the hangar bays to protect
against the possibility of boarders, though such things had not been a concern
of the Era’tran for a long time. Lessons of long ago were still heeded to this
day as protocol, even if of no apparent use, for the V’kit’no’sat had a long
history of bloody battles and when a deficiency was discovered it was adjusted
for...which was what brought Kaalo to the fleet commander
in person, who chose to receive him in a private chamber rather than on the
command deck where their conversation would be in front of others.


“What have you
discovered, Zen’zat?” Mak’to’ran asked, staring down at the tiny biped who
stood before his unarmored bulk, though out of respect Kaalo
had his armor retracted into compact mode…though even if he deploy it, it
wouldn’t matter. The Era’tran could still kill him before he could do enough
damage for it to matter. “And why come to
me directly?”


Kaalo took a knee, an
unnecessary height reduction given his miniature status, but for Zen’zat it was
a sign of confusion and therefore submission to those who could give them
direction.


“I have
encountered something truly disturbing. Something that I was long told was impossible.
Given that the Era’tran know Zen’zat better than any other I have come to you
with this knowledge. I have not discussed it with any other due to the
implications, and as fleet commander you are the one that must accommodate for
it now.”


“What new
treachery have you discovered?”


“I have fought
their most skilled Archon and defeated him. He fled only for us to meet again a
second time in an assault to regain possession of prisoners. He had with him
two, then three others. I could have defeated them, for their strength and speed
are vastly inferior to mine, but all four possessed Ubven and subdued me long
enough to inflict serious injury. I am recovering now and can fight if needed,
but never before in Zen’zat history, as far as I am aware, have multiple Ubvens been used in combat. It is something we are not
prepared for and gives these abominations a significant advantage.”


“Four of them?”
Mak’to’ran considered. “And if there are
four, how many more possess these skills?”


“It is of great
concern, as is their varying fighting styles. They do not fight like Zen’zat,
though they have clearly studied our ways and incorporated aspects into their
codex. They have built weapons and constructed team tactics that are unfamiliar
to me.”


“I have stopped
thinking of them as Zen’zat entirely,” Mak’to’ran admitted. “To do so now would be a grave error, as well
as an insult to your race. These mutations are something else entirely, and
expecting them to behave as Zen’zat is a mistake that I will not make. Has
there been any other noted use of Ubven or other tier 3s?”


“Jumat is
prevalent in combat, and they use it to disengage from me repetitively, but the
weapons they carry are inferior. In the second engagement they came with
additional ones, but still they are not well equipped to deal damage.”


“Yet the reports
of Zen’zat losses are high.”


“We have been
deployed behind enemy lines. With such risk comes losses.”


“The Brat’mar
should not waste you merely to kill a handful of useless Humans,” he said,
using a term that was still unnatural to him. “Especially if they cannot fight. Zen’zat are valuable resources and
should not be squandered.”


“We were also
taking captives in the process, but I am not here to debate with you how the
Brat’mar operate. There is a more important matter.”


“The conflict
between the Brat’mar and Kar’ka. The Ikrid tricks of these Archons are
formidable, it seems. We have always assumed that our minds are too advanced
for your kind to enter and control, and that if one does manage to it is the
weakness of the individual that is at fault. Did the Brat’mar and Kar’ka
underestimate the enemy?”


“I fear it is
something far worse.”


“Explain,”
Mak’to’ran demanded when Kaalo didn’t continue.


“I cannot speak
for what happened to them. I was near but not present, engaged in my own
battle, during which I encountered…an impossibility.”


“You mentioned
so before. What is it?”


“It was not
Fornax,” Kaalo began, ruling it out before the
Era’tran could ask. “I am certain of
that.”


“They influenced
your mind as well?”


Kaalo looked up from his
kneeling position at the huge head over and just in front of him. “It was momentary, but yes, they did. I was
told this was impossible for Zen’zat because of our Ikrid restriction. I have
reviewed my memories many times looking for fault of my own, but I can find
none. I fear that somehow their treachery is responsible for this.”


“Your hand,”
Mak’to’ran said, taking a step forward and almost stepping on the Zen’zat as he
came within inches of his kneeling form, then Kaalo
reached out and made skin to skin contact with the Era’tran so it could bypass
his own block and enter his mind. 


The search did not take long, but the review of his
memories, incomplete as such things always were, went on for a very long time.
With what seemed great reluctance, Mak’to’ran broke the contact and Kaalo retracted his hand as the Era’tran stepped back.


“Your failure
was not your fault,” he pronounced, relieving a bit of shame from the
Zen’zat, but having been so damaged without making even a single kill still
burned within him. “Nor is your analysis
incorrect. Somehow these Archons have bypassed the Ikrid restrictions…and yet
this Rio did not use the technique against you individually. It only manifests
when there are multiple Archons…and did you notice that one Jumat blast was far
greater than the others?”


“Two attacked me
simultaneously for greater effect.”


“No,”
Mak’to’ran said firmly. “It was not
cumulative. The impact was far greater than that would have entailed. It
appears they increased their power above and beyond what either could
individually generate. Tell me, have you ever heard rumors of such things
before?”


“Never.”


“I have. From a
very long time ago. What I am about to tell you is for your knowledge only. You
will not share it with the Brat’mar nor other Zen’zat.”


“As you wish.”


“There are
stories of Zen’zat with…unusual powers in V’kit’no’sat history. Those stories
have been eliminated from all records, but some have still passed through the
Era’tran as legends. We have a keen interest in your race and are continually
watching your progress to see how many psionics you can unlock. What you have
accomplished thus far has eliminated most criticism for your inclusion into the
V’kit’no’sat, but we believe you still have greater potential within you. It is
a pity that the other races do not train you properly.”


“The Brat’mar
have done well enough.”


“There is a
reason why the Era’tran hold the most powerful Zen’zat save for a few outliers.
We have you train better and longer. Others are more lax. You know this, for
you have succeeded where they have not, Tiparen.”


“Others require
more motivation than I do.”


“And that is an
oversite of your masters as well as your fellow Zen’zat. What the Brat’mar do
not instruct you can still do, and have in your case, but the others do not.
They are satisfied with their current strength, wishing it to be greater but
not submitting themselves to the optional training to make it so. Push a
Zen’zat too hard and they will break, but push them not enough and, like all
other races, you become complacent. We do not tolerate this in our Zen’zat, but
only those who seek out the training will truly ascend by it, as you have done
and are doing.”


“Your words
honor me, but my strength was not enough against the treachery of these Archons.”


“Nor will it be,
I fear. At first I had believed this rogue ‘Zen’zat’ civilization to be a work
of folly, but more and more I see a devious and ingenious plan becoming
exposed. The Hadarak are truly frightening if they can be controlled, but these
Archons are quietly just as dangerous if they can overpower a Brat’mar’s mind…and I would suggest that they did not do so
individually, but as a group. That is not unheard of, but like your Jumat
encounter, I do not believe it is an accumulation of individual attacks, but
rather something more powerful. You say you have not heard any rumor of such
things in Zen’zat history?”


“None.
Individuals have tried to hone simultaneous mental attacks, and while that
might make it more difficult for a Brat’mar to resist, they cannot coordinate
them to a necessary degree and often they counteract one another…and any
preplanning is lost when they have to adapt to their target.”


“Well said. But
what I have to tell you comes from the culling of the Les’i’kron. It was more
than an internal division that the V’kit’no’sat fought. It was their entire
race…and it was not as limited a fight as the records depict. We have access to
more complete data, but even those of lesser station within the Era’tran do not
know the full extent of their eradication. The Les’i’kron are those loyal to
the V’kit’no’sat, but they were originally of another name. It was changed when
they were defeated and their race remade, but the originals were a founding
member of the V’kit’no’sat along with the J’gar and Oso’lon.”


Kaalo looked startled. He
knew the Les’i’kron were major race, but he had no idea they had actually been
a founding member along with those two longnecks. 


“One of air, one
of water, and one of land,” Mak’to’ran went on to say. “They were more powerful than the Oso’lon and
J’gar, both in numbers and knowledge, but over time the strength of the
V’kit’no’sat grew greater and a division formed. The originals were not fully
loyal to the V’kit’no’sat and eventually a confrontation occurred that resulted
in their annihilation. Rather than lose their formidable power the Les’i’kron
were created out of their remains, but they have never had the power the
originals had…which included Zen’zat that fought against the V’kit’no’sat
during the culling who displayed what is rumored to have been joint
abilities.”


“New psionics or
undiscovered ones?”


“I know the full
extent of the psionics within your genome. Those that Zen’zat have not
uncovered yet do not fit this description, nor has any record been made of
their existence, but the rumors have persisted. The originals had knowledge
beyond us and may have upgraded their own Zen’zat in violation, either in
response to the culling or preceding it.”


Kaalo blinked as he
continued to kneel, thoroughly confused. “Were
not all of their Zen’zat destroyed in the culling?”


“They were, as
was every facet of their race that we did not wish to remake. They are gone and
have been so despite fantasies to the contrary, all of which have proved
baseless. I do not think that somehow survivors remained to spawn the heresy
here, but if it has been done before then others may have remembered and sought
out similar development on their own.”


“How effective
were these altered Zen’zat in battle?”


“It was before
my time, but they were rumored to be incredibly powerful…as well as possessing
armor that allowed them to fly.”


That brought Kaalo’s head up
another inch. “Their Rio.”


Mak’to’ran nodded in one long, slow motion. “The Archons appear to use a tiered system
much like our own, with the upper echelons mimicking these legends. It is
possible that the stories inspired this research, though who is conducting it I
cannot determine. Many races I can rule out individually, but if there is a
pact between several then everyone is suspect, even the Era’tran, though I
highly doubt we are involved. But you can be assured that whoever is doing
this, from trying to recreate Zen’zat of legend to controlling Hadarak, has the
end goal of destroying the V’kit’no’sat. There can be no other goal of this
treason, and no possibility of us ever condoning it. We stand on the brink of a
civil war, not a mere rebellion like the Rit’ko’sor, and that hurt us badly
enough. This could destroy us.”


“Did these
legends speak of the Ikrid block being bypassed?”


“No. I have no
knowledge of how it is even possible, but the binary nature of the attacks
against you suggest that it is part of what occurred in the past or perhaps a
new addition altogether. I also do not know how a Hadarak can be controlled,
yet obviously it can be done.”


“What are we to
do if they can enter our minds?”


“Do as we have
always done. As disturbing as this is, it is also an opportunity to prove your
worth. The Ikrid restrictions were created to keep you immune from
manipulation, but also because it was thought you needed the assistance to
counter your inferiority. Even the Ari’tat do not
have a block, and in my opinion you are superior to them. Learn to function
without it by strengthening your mind. If you cannot, then you truly are lesser
than an Ari’tat.”


“Understood. We
either stand on our own or we do not deserve to stand at all. However, this
will greatly reduce our effectiveness until we can learn to compensate.”


“It will do far
more than that, but this is the hand you have been dealt. Adapt to it.”


“As you will. Is
there any other counsel you can offer?”


“When you find
this Rio again, do not fight him alone unless he is alone. Take other Zen’zat
with you.”


“We have
withdrawn from their station. I will not have another opportunity.”


“Orders have not
gone out yet, but a decision has been made. Based on the interrogation of the
lower level Archons you captured, we have discovered that not all the
V’kit’no’sat structures in this system were destroyed by the Rit’ko’sor. The
planetary defense station still exists.”


“Why was it not
detected on arrival?”


“They have
hidden it, and not well, for it has not been moved. It is at the same location
as before, but they have constructed a city over top of it. I do not believe
they did it to hide it from us, but rather from their own people for a reason I
cannot fathom. Their masses of Humans do not know of the V’kit’no’sat, nor do
they know of the defense station. It has been kept from them and the
concealment is for this reason, I believe.”


“Why would they
hinder their greatest defensible position in such a manner? If it is intact, it
possesses the most powerful weapons they have access to.”


“I have
consulted with the J’gar on this, and they assure me that primary and secondary
weapons were locked out when this world fell, which was why the Rit’ko’sor did
not try to claim it and merely submerged it. Such codes that prevented them
from accessing it would also prevent anyone other than the J’gar or Oso’lon
from doing so. Even the Era’tran do not possess the codes to override them.”


“If they are
behind this treachery, then the defense station could fire through the city to
strike at us.”


“If either of
those two races have betrayed us, then the V’kit’no’sat are already doomed.”


“Are you certain
it cannot fire?”


“Both of them
have assured me that the lockouts cannot be bypassed, no matter how much effort
is given to the task. Whoever is sponsoring this Star Force cannot unlock it,
and the fact that they have chosen to build over it is both a sign of this and
of their folly, for while they may never have intended to use it as a defensible
outpost, they have compromised its perimeter defense with the structures
covering it.”


Kaalo’s face cracked a touch
of a smile. “They are vulnerable to a
ground assault.”


“This is a
tactical mistake and we are going to exploit it. Once there is a breach in
their planetary shields a team of Zen’zat will be dispatched to infiltrate
their structures and gain access to the defense station. Once inside you will
seize it and destroy the city surrounding it when the J’gar supply you with the
necessary instructions to reactivate its weapons. We will reclaim our property
and secure a foothold on the planet. If there are answers to be found there we
will have them, but even if the databanks have been wiped clean not we will not
run from these vermin. We will hold at the defense station and I will send for
reinforcements. When they arrive, we will begin exterminating the Archons, this
Star Force, and eventually deal with the Hadarak. Whoever is responsible for
this will show their involvement eventually if we are not able to discover
their identity…else they will have to sit by and watch us annihilate everything
they have painstakingly created here.”


“You believe
they will launch a major strike?”


“I do, but in
what form and where I cannot guess at. We will draw them out and crush them, no
matter what the losses. The V’kit’no’sat cannot stand with this poison inside
us. It must be purged. Only then can we rebuild on a solid foundation. But if
we cannot decisively succeed here it will encourage dissent and perhaps further
betrayal. We must reestablish our dominance, and for that I will need you and
every other high level Zen’zat in the fleet to take the defense station. The
rest of us are too large to move through their city, and the Ari’tat are too
pathetic. We must rely on the Zen’zat for this, and I have little doubt that
their Rio will respond to the incursion. You have another chance to fight him,
but this time do so with support. V’kit’no’sat are not individuals, we are a
united whole. Fight as such, and do not allow ego or your opponents to goad you
into doing otherwise.”


Kaalo clapped his fist
against his chest hard, having come here disillusioned seeking answers, but now
his purpose and path forward were clear.


“It will be done.”
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