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April 17, 3602


Solar System


Earth



 

Sweat dripped from Rio’s hair, pooling on the floor in
front of where he stood, arms spread wide as two wall segments on either side
of him in the middle of a large training area tried to press in on him. If he
let them get within touching range then he would fail the challenge, as he’d
done many times before, but he didn’t intend to today. He’d upped the pressure
on the walls 3 months ago, higher than any other Archon had ever achieved, and
he’d completed the 1 minute mark 7 times already over the past 3 days, but this
time he was going to go to the breaking point at half pressure and see just how
strong he really was.


Right now he was at 21:28 and his head was awash with
ambrosia depletion, but he kept the Jumat energy flowing off of each arm,
feeling like his body was a sponge he was trying to squeeze the last bits of
water out of, but so far the walls were still being held back. A side effect of
the prolonged Jumat use was an insanely high body temperature, making him
wonder if the designers of the psionic ever intended for it to be used in such
a way. He could easily have added his Lachka to help push back the walls but
that would be cheating…and the Lachka wouldn’t help much, for as far as
physical pressure went Jumat was far superior, even if more uncontrollable. 


It felt like Rio had two giant firehoses that he was
aiming at either wall, and while there wasn’t much kickback to him launching
the energy it had enough kinetic impact that there was a vortex of moving air
all around him as the energy waves dragged it towards the walls, but it was
calm enough directly in front of him to allow his sweat droplets to fall more
or less in the same place. He watched them travel as his mind focused on
maintaining the effort, and the larger the puddle grew the more successful he
was, but he knew he didn’t have much left. Now that the ambrosia had been
sucked out of his bloodstream there wasn’t enough resources in his body to
recharge the Jumat tissue enough to maintain the continuous effort…but he was
going to hold on for at least a few more seconds and see what total ambrosia
depletion really felt like.


Rio never got that far, for inside the sanctum an
alarm sounded throughout every chamber. In fact it sounded throughout Atlantis
and every other city on Earth, and Rio knew it was also warbling across every planet
and facility in the star system, as well as traveling out through the relay
grid to every bit of Star Force territory. It was the Red Alert sound from Star
Trek: The Motion Picture, and that particular sound had been reserved by the
Archons for one and only one use within their empire.


It meant the V’kit’no’sat had returned. 


Rio jumped forward, abandoning his challenge and
letting the walls smack together behind him as he sprinted for the door, his
fatigue being partially overridden by an adrenaline surge the likes of which
he’d never experienced before. 


This was it. It had finally happened. And for all the
advancements they’d made over the past 16 centuries they still hadn’t fully
caught up to the V’kit’no’sat’s level of technology,
meaning that the fight that was about to, or already broken out could very well
be their last…but this is what he and the other trailblazers had been preparing
for their entire lives. This was the reason why Davis had commissioned them in
the first place. This was the reason Star Force existed, and now it was time to
see how much of a fight they could put up.


When Rio got outside that particular training chamber
he didn’t slow down, running through the sanctum’s corridors along with other
Archons popping out of rooms everywhere, for they all knew what that alert
meant and they needed to get to their armor and any other stations needed for
battle. Rio raced past them, with the Archons sensing he was coming and
stepping aside to let him through. When he got to the sanctum doors and out
into Atlantis he saw other people scrambling about while some looked around
wondering what was happening, for not even in their capitol city did everyone
know of the secret of the V’kit’no’sat.


And everywhere across Earth the same was happening,
with those in the know dropping whatever they were doing or rousing out of bed
and running hard for wherever they could do some good while the rest of the
population heard the klaxon without knowing what it meant, for it was coming
over every comm and vid channel simultaneously for a full 10 minutes before the
civilian channels reverted to normal and others followed at intervals, but Rio
made it to Atlantis’s control room before the red alert in the corridors had
ended.


“Where are they?” he all but yelled as he sprinted
into the center of the room, looking at the main holo.


“Mastodon System, Ninja Monkey territory,” Chad-913
said, having been on station when the alert came in. “They’ve been live
streaming their battlemap data, and the V’kit’no’sat fleet is still massing at
the jumppoint.”


“Put it on the main,” Rio said, with the Solar System
map suddenly being replaced by a far less populated one…but one with
V’kit’no’sat ship markers and the first updates on their nemesis since the
Rit’ko’sor rebellion. 


“No new ship variants,” Chad added, “but this isn’t a
factional fleet. We’ve already noted 17 different races and…oh shit.”


Rio didn’t bother to ask him what he was referring to,
for at that same moment a much larger V’kit’no’sat ship emerged from its jump.


“Mach’nel,” Rio said grimly. “At least they’re not
underestimating us. Who’s commanding that system?”


“Baron Rylain and the
highest ranking Archon is presently Pila-388423,” an analyst answered.


“They can’t stand up against a few of those ships,”
Chad all but spitted. “I hope she cuts and runs.”


“Bring all naval fleets within the system to full
readiness,” Rio ordered. “I need full crews inside of 12 hours and a manifest
rundown.”


“13th, 27th, 28th, and 67th fleets are already on
standby and fully stocked.”


“I need more than that,” Rio said, pointing out the
obvious. The biggest difference between Star Force and V’kit’no’sat warships
was the size. Zen’zat were small compared to most of their races, and because
of that they tended to build really big warships. Their standard battleships
massed three times what a standard Star Force jumpship did, easily making them
the equivalent of more than 1000 drones. Even the smallest ships arriving so
far, which was their Wur’ki-class
skirmishers, were on average 2.7 miles wide/long despite the various designs.
In contrast, Star Force’s largest fleet drone was a battlecruiser that massed
half as much.


The only way to beat them, even if tech level wasn’t
an issue, was to mass numbers and go lizard on them. Taking less than 50 times
their number was an invitation to suicide, and Rio was very glad that Star
Force used drones rather than manned warships for the most part. This was
looking to be bloody enough as is, but sending crews to their deaths against
heavily armed and shielded V’kit’no’sat warships was not something he ever
wanted to do. Throwing drones against them and losing the number that they had
in simulations was bad enough.


And there was no way of knowing how much more powerful
they’d gotten over the past millennia until they opened fire on the system
defenders in Mastodon and they got some data to analyze.


But that wasn’t to happen, for as Rio was organizing a
good portion of the Mainline fleets guarding Sol for
deployment and sending out coordination orders to the surrounding systems, the
attack in Mastodon never happened. The V’kit’no’sat ships held position at the
jumppoint until the last of their 10,488 number arrived…a fricking huge fleet
compared to their normal deployments even without the Mach’nel…then they began
to transition around the star, passing the jumppoint for the nearest planet as
Rio got a call.


“Archon, you’re requested to link in,” one of the
control room staffer’s said, walking up to Rio and addressing him in person,
for saying ‘Archon’ in a room full of them was not very efficient, “by
Ethan-014.”


“I know his number,” Rio said with a hint of sarcasm
that his face didn’t show. He’d been laser focused since the red alert had
sounded and it didn’t look like that mojo was going to crack any time soon. He
walked a few steps to the left and found a small crystalline orb rising up from
the ground on a very thin rod, making it look like a waist-high lamppost. With
his eyes still on the tactical situation in Mastodon, though time lagged by
about 3 days, he put his hand on the orb and suddenly his mind was connected to
the entire Sol comm network, but the most prominent mind within it was also on
the planet, though in a different city, meaning there would be no appreciable
lag…save for those with Sav that could detect even
the tiniest of fluctuations.


So it’s finally
happened, Ethan said through the computerized mental link.


Looks that way,
but I’m starting to think they’re not hitting Mastodon. 


My thoughts too.
I’d bet they’re heading somewhere else and don’t even bother to attack. Typical
superiority complex. Did you see the decel statistics?


No. 


Extremely high
speed. Either their gravity drives have improved far beyond expectations or
they’re in a big hurry.


Going where
though? Rio asked as he simultaneously accessed archived data, specifically
V’kit’no’sat records from the pyramid detailing trade routes.


Maybe they don’t
know we’re in Mastodon, Ethan suggested. That could explain why they’re not attacking. 


That is a
possibility, but Mastodon was on one of their original trade routes.


That connects to
where…


Give you one
guess.


Ethan quickly checked for himself, but Rio could sense
his confusion through the brief silence that followed.


There are no
colonization ships, he finally said. If
they’re coming to reclaim Earth and don’t know we’re here, their fleet
composition makes no sense. 


And if they do
know we’re here, why are they bypassing our colony in Mastodon?


Exactly.


The Nexus?


Doubtful. More
likely they just ignored the small colony while going straight to our heart.


Depends on what intel they’ve got and where it came from. There’s a lot of
other systems between Mastodon and here for them to hit. 


Reesi?


Maybe. Something
about this still feels off. We’ll have some idea if they take an outgoing
jumpline. They might just be doing a lap around the star to take a look at
everything.


Easier to just
split your fleet.


I hope for
Mastodon that they are just passing through. At least the others up the line
will have some warning. And I don’t want to take a fleet towards them only to
pass them in transit. 


How much do you
want to strip from here?


Enough. We can’t
lowball this or we’ll get torn apart for sure.


Word. You note
the new paint scheme on the Era’tran ships? Ethan asked.


Kill markers?


Those aren’t
standard. 


It took Rio a moment of study before he made out the symbology, then it became obvious.


Raptor kills. 


And from the
looks of it, these are very accomplished troops…for the Era’tran anyway. 


Where are you
bastards going? Rio asked, with him and Ethan carrying on a sporadic mental
conversation even as Rio continued to send out direct orders to Sol and
received back status intel, some of which Ethan helped to work on. They were
the only two trailblazers in Sol, but there were a few others in the Star Force
Core Region that could meet up with them if they could ascertain a destination
point for the V’kit’no’sat fleet…assuming this was the only one coming. They
couldn’t ignore the possibility that they were about to get hit in multiple
locations.


Then the fleet in Mastodon began jumping out, with
both Rio and Ethan releasing a big sigh of relief, for Morgan’s troops in that
system wouldn’t have stood a chance.


They’re jumping
for Taail, 
Ethan noted, which was the next stop on the old trade route that linked
out to only one point on the old V’kit’no’sat frontier…and that was Sol. I think it’s safe to assume they’re headed
straight here. 


Yeah, but that
doesn’t meant they can’t stop off and do some shooting on the way. Clear the
road for me, will ya?


Sure. What are
you up to?


We know which
jumpline they’ll be entering on.


Yes we do. 


So get Schwartz
to block all traffic outgoing on that jumpline so I can set up the Slip’n’slide. 


Ethan thought about that for a moment. I guess there’s no chance of them stopping
by just for a chat, is there? What’s your minimum ETA?


Just working on
that. Something between 12 and 16 days. 


Let’s assume 8.
Our ships coming in from Schwartz are all the new models thanks to the
distance, the slowest of which will take 6 days to get here. That’s cutting it
pretty close.


Have Schwartz
send a confirmation message when they shut it down. I’ll get the pieces in
position while you handle everything civilian. Clear the skies buddy.


Will do. I hope
Roger isn’t too far away. 


Same here,
Rio said, breaking his link and deciding to talk to his control room staff
rather than working through the interface, for not all of them were linked into
it.  


“Listen up,” he said loudly enough to get all 300+
people’s attention. “Best guess is the V’kit’no’sat are headed straight here.
Mastodon to Taail is the old trade route they took to
get here, and it seems they’re using the same star charts. Hopefully they keep
ignoring everyone they pass on the way, but regardless I’m betting this is
their final destination, so amend the orders to the local fleets and get them
ready for system defense. If the V’kit’no’sat want to come here, let them. This
is where we can hurt them the most. Put out a call for all available
reinforcements from roaming fleets, but do not strip assigned defenses from the
surrounding systems. This may not be the only assault or that fleet could split
up to go against multiple targets. We have to consider that, but my gut says
they’re coming straight here.”


“So I want all stellar Sentinels moving towards the
Schwartz jumpline. We should have at least 8 days, so don’t waste a minute.
Those fat bastards are going to be hard to get in position, so get them moving
ASAP. Gauntlet formation along the lower end of the line. Open up warehouses 53
through 78 and get the Slip’n’slide pylons out. Work
out the best position on the line beyond the Sentinels. The idea is to cluster
them where they will end up, and I want best to worst simulations assuming 50%
increase in gravity drive power. Don’t wait on the Sentinels, get them moving
and as many free jumpships pushing them along as possible. Leave planetary
Sentinels in place, but move any outer ones that mathematically can make it inside
of 8 days.”


“Ethan is handling civilian relocation, but we need to
evacuate all stations in stellar orbit or they’ll be target practice. I don’t
want anything manned down there.”


“What about the Star Forges?” Chad asked.


“They’re not going to be in stellar orbit. When the
V’kit’no’sat arrive they’re to descend and hide.”


“They won’t know how long to stay down there if they
go deep enough to avoid scans.”


“Then they stay down there until they have to
resurface. I don’t want to lose them, and if we evacuate…check that. Get
everyone off but a minimal crew, then they’ll take them down the moment the
first ship is detected.”


“What about the Earth orbitals?” another Archon asked.


“Ethan will take care of evacuating those, but start
making arrangements for the people on the surface. Get me Arch Duke Vectir.”


“He’s been waiting at your convenience,” a staffer
said.


Rio placed his hand back on the sphere and linked in,
taking control of the comm system and activating a portion of the hologram in
front of him to display the Monarch’s image.


“What’s the situation?” the man asked stoically.


“You’ve been watching the live feed?”


“I have.”


“I think they’re going to bypass everything and head
straight here, coming in through Schwartz like they used to.”


“That thought crossed my mind. What do you need me to
do?”


“We’re going to have to evacuate the orbital
population to the surface of all planets, and the more civilian help we get the
better.”


“I’ll make sure people make room and conscript as many
vessels as needed. Would you like me to tell them or would you prefer keeping
them in the dark?”


“No need for a history lesson, just let them know a
new enemy from coreward is coming here to knock on our door and they need to
get beneath the planetary shields.”


“That should do. Is there anything else?”


“Nothing that we’re not already handling.”


“I’ll stay out of your way then. How much of a chance
do we have?”


“With everything we have here, we can beat them with
their old fleets. How much they’ve improved and how much collateral damage they
want to make are the pertinent questions…not to mention how close their
reinforcements are when they realize we’re not pushovers.”


“Collateral damage?”


“Meaning do they want to fight our troops directly or
bypass them and start messing up planets. If we have to spread out to defend
real estate then we can’t group up as much as we need to and things will get
even more messy.”


“Let’s hope they’re as arrogant as their reputation
states. And if not, I’m sure you can arrange a few pertinent insults.”


“If only it were that easy. Get everyone nice and cozy
beneath the nearest planetary shield and we’ll try to keep this fight in
space.”


“How long do we have?”


“At minimum 8 days. Probably considerably more.”


“That’s a lot of people to get down to the surface in
8 days, but it’s doable. I assume you don’t want the Galactica
project activated for this?”


“Not unless we can’t evacuate the orbitals without it.”


“I’ll see that we don’t need to,” Vectir
said, cutting the link after the last word so he could get to work immediately
and not waste any of the precious seconds they had left, for while there were
no vulnerable stations in Earth orbit anymore, even the strongest seda couldn’t
hold out against the incoming fleet, so anything above the shields of any of the
planets in the system had a big fat target on it, though the Arch Duke knew
that Rio and Ethan would keep the V’kit’no’sat’s
focus elsewhere, and as afraid of their impending arrival as he was, a part of
him was also eager to see how the trailblazers and the empire they’d all been
working to build these past centuries could fare against their unbeatable
progenitors. 
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April 28, 3602


Solar System


Inner Zone



 

Rio had been spending most of his time on the bridge
of the command ship he’d claimed from the 19th fleet and parked off the
jumpline close enough to avoid lag penalties, but when the alert finally
sounded it caught him in the bathroom. Cursing, he rushed out half a minute
later then ran through the short distance back to the bridge and across to the
command nexus before the first V’kit’no’sat ship arrived thanks to the
preemptive scanning pulses they’d been sending out. They didn’t provide much in
the way of a reflective bounce, but it was enough to give you a heads up that a
ship was incoming.


When Rio linked in he was able to confirm that the Slip’n’slide pylons were powering up as planned, extending
their IDF fields across where the V’kit’no’sat were expected to be making the
end of their deceleration run based on information from the Mastodon System and
others along the way, including the data from Schwartz that had arrived not so
long ago. It was a guess, but the area covered by the Slip’n’slide
stretched thousands of kilometers and he had put it outside their expected
jumppoint, so the odds of them stopping prior to it were slim given the speeds
they had been traveling when leaving Schwartz. Its star was larger than Sol, so
he guessed they’d be braking like hell when they got here.


In mind’s eye and on the holographic display stretched
before him, Rio saw the cylinder-shaped zone along a chunk of the jumpline
light up, indicating the IDF field there was gaining strength. If enough power
wasn’t applied to it the incoming speeds and masses of the ships would overload
the field, for the gravity from the star still pulled on mass inside of it. The
field simply redistributed that pull evenly across the entire field…which was
why one couldn’t sit above a star and ‘float’ with an IDF. You’d be pulled down
inside like normal, except you wouldn’t feel the gravity effect.


And neither would the V’kit’no’sat’s
gravity drives once they hit the aptly named Slip’n’slide.
A piece of very expensive technology with almost no use at all that the
trailblazers had built and warehoused for a rainy day. Rio had gotten the
confirmation message back from Schwartz indicating that they had shut down all
traffic coming out of their system through that jumpline so no one else would
come through and get caught in the trap, and now that there were ships detected
to be incoming everyone knew who it had to be.


But they were a good 3 hours earlier than expected
based off guestimates of jump speed from Schwartz, with the inaccuracies due to
the fact that once the outgoing ships passed beyond the speed of the sensor
pings following them no further data could be ascertained as to their
acceleration duration or intensity. Had Rio known it would have been now he
would have been here waiting, but his inopportune bathroom break didn’t catch
him out of position, for the first V’kit’no’sat ship blur didn’t appear on the
battlemap for a good 20 seconds after he arrived.


It was decelerating so hard that the stellar radiation
being thrown off it was glowing with frequency compression, making the tiny
specks of light far more dangerous than gamma radiation. In fact that level of
radiation had to be classified on an entirely different scale, but the general
term was ‘Sonazized Radiation.’ The V’kit’no’sat name
for it was ‘Gamjonet’ and the amount coming off the
first ship in was constantly changing in frequency as the impacts with the
stellar radiation slowed down, but when it hit the Slip’n’slide
they pegged out, indicating that the IDF was accomplishing its task and
insulating the gravity drives from the resistance they needed to operate.


It what felt like a blink of an eye the ship was
through and back into normal gravity effect but it couldn’t slow in time to hit
whatever its desired jumppoint had been, blowing by it and heading in towards
the star. The ships coming in right behind it suffered the same fate, but none
of them were aligned side by side. Rather they were in a single file line very
closely spaced but with a little sideways variation to avoid possible
collisions…standard V’kit’no’sat interstellar jump formation…and that was
putting less stress on the IDF than clusters of ships would have.


Rio watched with considerable surprise as the first
ship slid into the outer layer of the star, disappearing momentarily on sensors
before pulling back out rapidly with its shields taking heavy damage. Those
behind it suffered similar fates, though not all fell all the way into the
photosphere. Rio hadn’t expected them to go that far in, figuring the
V’kit’no’sat navigational systems would have recovered better, but if they had
been pressing their drives hard to get here with all available speed then they
wouldn’t have much wiggle room to work with.


More streaks came in, resolving into ships just before
braking hard to avoid hitting the star. On sensors they were quickly marked as
Brat’mar, and with an eerie creepiness Rio knew why they hadn’t taken as much
of a dive. The pyramid database was as accurate as a fortune teller, for while
all V’kit’no’sat ship types were based on the same basic components and
strengths there were some variations beyond the shape, and the Brat’mar were of
a nature to build redundancy into their ships…which in this case meant slightly
bigger gravity drives, typically only 3% over the rest of the V’kit’no’sat
ships, but that same slight superiority was present in armor, shields, sensors,
and any other system that contributed to their survivability. Weaponry was
slightly scaled down to compensate, with the Brat’mar ships massing the same as
the other Dak’bri battlecruisers, but typically lasting longer in battle due to
their internal reinforcements.


The 18 mile wide discs looked like something out of
the Independence Day movie, but Rio knew these could do far more damage…then
suddenly another contact slammed into one of the Brat’mar ships, knocking both
into the star and scattering debris with them that glowed as it burned up like
fireworks heading into the giant wall of plasma.


More and more V’kit’no’sat ships came in quickly,
sliding in close to or entering the star, but once they got themselves
straightened out they began gaining altitude just as they were seeing the
gauntlet of 853 Sentinel-class
defense stations positioned around the bottom end of the jumpline.


With Ethan holding position further back, Rio kept his
fleet of deployed drones with him and out of the fireworks as he mentally
tagged targets for the Sentinels and his army of remote pilots worked through a
touch of lag as they manned the various weapon systems and began shooting the
first V’kit’no’sat ships to emerge from the star with huge Ardent beam weapons
that made the more compact Bra’hem weapons shy away in shame. Star Force used
the latter on their warships, but with the Sentinels ranging in size from 60 to
120 miles long, they had a lot more internal space to hold the machinery for
the big guns…and to date, the Ardent beams were the most destructive ranged
weapon Star Force had created out of the pyramid database.


And from the first few impacts against weakened
shields from their brush with the star, Rio saw that the V’kit’no’sat ships
hadn’t advanced to an untouchable level…for when six Ardent beams hit an
Era’tran Domjo they punched through and hit the 12 mile long tuning fork on the
central stud, putting a nasty gash into its hull armor that was quickly
expanded upon by another hit before the ship accelerated too fast for the big
beams to track.


Rio followed it and every other ship in his mind as
the V’kit’no’sat regrouped so fast he had to grudgingly admit they deserved
their reputation, but some of the ships going into the star weren’t coming back
out and those that did were showing weakened or even sometimes fully deplenished shields…with Rio tagging those ships as primary
targets, hoping to damage or eliminate them before the mass of ships arriving
could stack up.


But the V’kit’no’sat didn’t wait. Whether it was
strategy or rage, the first few ships coming out headed for the nearest
Sentinel and engaged it at medium range, lighting up its massive shields with
all manner of weaponsfire as the Sentinel’s own medium ranged weaponry came
into play…and it wasn’t using Dre’modon’s anymore,
save for point defense. Star Force, so long as it had ample hull space, had
upgraded its primary brawling weapons to Tamec’o
cannons. 


It was ironic, that some of the ships now engaging it
were also sporting the same weaponry, though based off of the initial stats his
army of analysts were providing as quickly as possible, theirs were some 1200%
more effective pound for pound, though the Sentinels had bigger guns that
reduced that deficit considerably…plus they had more of them without having to
worry about carrying crews. Every bit of the Sentinel was a remote weapons
platform and hardened as much as Star Force could get them, with this one being
83 years old and upgraded as recently as 12 years ago.


And it was getting hammered. Its shields held up
admirably, but they were draining fast. It’s only saving grace was the
overlapping fields of fire from the other Sentinels that were within Ardent
range, and there were so many red beams hitting the V’kit’no’sat ships they
looked like pin cushions. The first Sentinel won its showdown by a slim margin,
knocking out the 4 attacking V’kit’no’sat ships with just a sliver of shield
energy remaining, but not 10 seconds later as red Ardent were streaking
everywhere to target ships coming back up from the star, numerous Var’ko energy
strings struck and penetrated the Sentinel’s shields, digging deep into its
thick armor and coming from several Na’shor heading towards it with flanking
Ti’mat.


The armor kept the beams from slicing it in half, but
the pokes inside were not helpful as they targeted individual weapons rather
than going for the guts of the station, plucking one offensive option after
another until the Ti’mat swooped in and unloaded at almost pointblank range,
duking it out with the Star Force Tamec’o,
Dre’mo’dons, and even the anti-missile Ichods as they
returned fire with their Uit streamers into the tiny
cuts in the armor, burning through the thick plates while sending a stream of
fire down between them that expanded like a grenade inside, wrecking everything
beneath and spreading out laterally.


Rio saw system after system go down, but Star Force
had built the Sentinels with multiple redundancies themselves and they wouldn’t
stop fighting even if half the station suddenly disappeared. Each section was
individually powered and kept hammering the V’kit’no’sat ships, defiantly
refusing to die as fast as they wanted and allowing the other Sentinels to
continue hitting them with their Ardent until the first Star Force defense
platform finally died.


By that time the number of V’kit’no’sat ships in
system had surpassed 1000 and Rio knew his turkey shoot was going to end
quickly. Keeping an eye on the estimated abilities of the V’kit’no’sat weapons
his analysts were shooting him while targeting ships, a huge blur shot through
the Slip’n’side and punched into the star so hard
there was a recoiling splash the size of a small solar flare…and he knew their
Mach’nel had just arrived.


But when it finally came back out Rio’s adrenaline
surged up another notch, for the massive egg-shaped craft typical of the J’gar
had no shields and the hull was glowing white/green with radiative damage from
the star. It must have punched in farther than the others, for those shields
were amongst the most difficult to penetrate within the entire V’kit’no’sat
fleet, not just the tiny fragment of ships coming here. 


Suddenly every Sentinel within range redirected their
Ardent beams and hit the Mach’nel as it came back up, targeting that glowing
hull armor as it quickly cooled, returning to its normal green/black stone-like
appearance but with obvious melted segments and small craters from the Ardent
beams. The armor could soak up a lot of energy, but the Ardent were simply too
intense and too large for it to shrug off and Rio could see they were doing
decent damage to the hull, but not yet penetrating anywhere…and he hated being
too far away to target individual systems, for sooner or later…


Then it happened. A thin orange beam leapt out from
the Mach’nel and hit a fully intact Sentinel that hadn’t come under attack yet.
The shields held up for the first shot, but the second punched right through
and burnt through half the armor plates. Subsequent beams firing with an
alarmingly short cooldown tore huge chunks out of the Sentinel as its seemingly
pathetic Ardent fired back and barely scratched the Mach’nel’s
hull as more of its weaponry came into the fight and targeted closer Sentinels
that were already under assault, leaving the Tar’vem’jic free to take on
targets of its own choosing.


Rio was watching the beam intensity numbers, seeing
that across the board the V’kit’no’sat weapons were showing more power than
during the Rit’ko’sor rebellion, but not with any huge advances and no new
weaponry was being displayed. Their improvements ranged from 3% up to 42% on
the Var’ko, and the big gun was running some 8% hotter than normal…but that
meant these V’kit’non’sat were only slightly stronger
than they’d been 102,000 years ago.


And that meant it was time to go in.


“Sic ‘em,” Rio told his remote
gunners for the fleet of 63,000 drones stationed alongside his command ship,
plus another 108,000 placed in four other locations nearby but out of weapons
range. Using his Sav-enhanced mind he sent out
approach lines and organized the attack in a matter of seconds while letting
ship captains tend to the minor details. 


Like a swarm of mosquitos, the Star Force drones
accelerated hard heading in towards the star then braked soon after, pouring
down in amongst the Sentinels but staying out of the jumpline itself as more
V’kit’no’sat ships were flying through it off the Slip’n’slide.
Rio’s command ship didn’t go in, nor did any other manned craft, but the
controlling jumpships eased in closer as they remained in the back as
spectators while the Sentinels continued to slug it out in a quickly escalating
losing conflict…but they were doing damage and that was the point.


Now the V’kit’no’sat were going to have so many
targets to pick from that someone was going to be able to get free shots at
them…and he knew they’d go for the Sentinels, because they had the most
firepower. That meant his fleet was mostly free to attack with impunity, but as
he saw the Mach’nel’s shields go back up in a
momentary blip he knew that attacking it was pointless. The more Sentinels it
took out the less incoming fire it’d take, for it wasn’t moving in close enough
to engage its medium-range weapons on additional targets…which was fortunate,
but a choice obviously made so it could recharge its shields. Right now it
couldn’t, but take out some more of the incoming beams and its recharge rate
would exceed them.


At which point any firepower thrown at it would
essentially be wasted.


That was why Rio suddenly ordered all his ships to
ignore it, but kept enough Sentinels poking its shields to delay its entering
the battle at closer range. The others he redirected to sniping targets of
opportunity as the drone swarm began to get within firing range. Their
Dre’mo’don and other weapons were inferior to what the V’kit’no’sat wielded,
and the ships themselves were so much smaller they seemed horribly outmatched,
but Rio and the other trailblazers had been taught how to use swarm tactics by
the lizards over multiple centuries, and combined with Star Force rotational
tactics…for what little they were worth with this much weaponsfire to contend
with…meant that this wasn’t a desperate rush to defend their defense platforms
as the V’kit’no’sat probably thought. It was a coordinated and well planned
offensive designed to pick off ships before their full fleet could get here.


The carnage going down made the war against the
Li’vorkrachnika look like a 7th grade basketball game compared to the varsity
contest Rio and Sol found themselves engaged in…and winning.


He lost more Sentinels and drones than the V’kit’no’sat
lost ships, but they had no choice but to stay and fight until the rest of
their fleet arrived. By the time it did there was debris everywhere, and just
when Rio thought they might be arrogant enough to reform and fight it out here
and now, the Mach’nel made a microjump out followed by the rest of their fleet
in such a display of navigational coordination that they easily disengaged from
the Star Force ships even as Rio pressed his advantage and damaged a few more
as they fled.


The V’kit’no’sat had just run from Star Force, and
while that brought a smile to Rio’s face he knew this was only round 1, for
they had pulled out to another position in stellar orbit and were holding
there, reforming into a defensive formation that Rio recognized from the pyramid
files. They wanted Star Force to chase them and fight it out away from the
Sentinels…but Rio wasn’t going to fall for that and held his ships in place,
hunting down what surviving V’kit’no’sat vessels there were and taking them
out. In other situations he would have tried to recover survivors, but not
today. He didn’t have the advantage and anyone he sent in to board those wrecks
of ships could be killed by their crews, so he wasn’t going to bother with
it…but he also wasn’t going to allow them to be recovered by their fleet or
freeze to death, so he methodically destroyed all the remaining fragments of
ships as his analysts took stock of the casualties.


The V’kit’no’sat had entered the system with the
foretold 10,488 ships, 371 of which had never left the star after entering it, and
the remainder had been trimmed down to 7,922, including the big prize that was
the Mach’nel, but it had taken moderate armor damage, which would save a lot of
firepower down the road, but its shields would be regenerating to full strength
soon enough, save for the report that it had lost a couple of generators. That
would weaken its protective shell, but wouldn’t cause any gaps in the
shields…and it was just a matter of time before the V’kit’no’sat made the
necessary repairs, for the Mach’nel had enough internal facilities to build all
new equipment if necessary, making the huge ships almost impossible to whittle
down via attrition, let alone a direct assault.


“Well done, boyos,” he said
to all the Star Force personnel linked into the massive battlemap system that
had operated flawlessly. “We just won round one, but they’ve still got their
big chess piece and until they lose it they have the upper hand. So don’t get
cocky on me. We’ve got our work cut out for us.” 
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When Mak’to’ran’s ship came
out of its jump he immediately knew something was not right, for he stood in
his command circle mentally linked with the Kafcha’s
sensors receiving location pings from the other ships already on station and
finding they were not where they were supposed to be, nor were they in
formation. They were scattered on the very edge of the star and Mak’to’ran’s ship also braked to a position within the hazy
stellar halo where he could feel the shields dropping slowly. To his horror he
saw an I’rar’et ship pass by razor close and impact the star, quickly
disappearing beneath the outer layer until the dreadnaught’s crew added
enhanced sensors to Mak’to’ran’s mental vision,
allowing him to see several vessels inside and climbing back towards space…


But they were not alone, for back up the jumpline
slightly and out of the dangerous radiation from the star were hundreds of
large contacts firing on the ships that had already arrived with Ardents. The rumors of these Zen’zat having Bra’hems had been woefully understated and he knew
instantly that his ships were in trouble. Some were already attacking one of
the Zen’zat ships, but from the overlapping firepower of the enemy his command
had already been bloodied…and not from the contact he saw disappearing within
the star, for at least one ship had not made it back out in time before its
shields failed and its armor melted through to the interior.


Mak’to’ran’s Sav-enhanced mind worked quickly, and he was immensely
thankful that his race had been gifted the psionic. Not even the Hjar’at had
it, with it being something the long necks had held exclusively to themselves
until the Era’tran had risen in prominence and they decided to bequeath it to
them. Right now it was allowing him to issue orders to his crew, the other
ships nearby, and to analyze the additional contacts further out along the
jumpline that were responsible for their navigational woes.


He knew the significance of them as soon as the
analysis came through, but it was still hard to imagine. The Zen’zat had
created an IDF corridor at the end of where his fleet was attempting to brake
against the star’s gravity when it was at its strongest, and denying them that
had made them overshoot. Fortunately the gravity where they were now was even
stronger and had allowed his ship to avoid hitting the denser stellar material,
but not all his ships were so lucky and those that were coming back out from
collisions with the stellar furnace were showing reduced shields at minimum,
with a lot of them also carrying armor damage.


And the Zen’zat vessels were targeting the damaged
ones, taking advantage of both the navigational mishap and the fact that the
full V’kit’no’sat fleet wasn’t here yet. With a thought Mak’to’ran ordered the
damaged ships to link up with others, drawing a pair of partially melted Hjar’at
Na’shor to his command ship and extending their own shields out into a wider
frontal barrier while relying on the other two ships for lateral protection.
The Ardents began hitting his shields, but the
dreadnaught held firm and the two Hjar’at warships began to regenerate their
shields as he drew more ships to him, forming a cluster that reinforced one
another and began to give the most badly damaged ships time to catch their
breath all the while hundreds of Ardents were
retargeting to hit the isolated ships…some of which were just dropping out of
their jumps without a clue as to what was going on or why they were out of
position.


Then to his continual horror he saw a Pas’cha Dak’bri
battlecruiser run into another Era’tran Kafcha, with both shields popping like
bubbles and the hulls denting against one another at the ‘slow’ impact speed.
The Era’tran ship was pushed into the star along with the Pas’cha, and with
their shields already down their hull armor began to eat away immediately. 


Mak’to’ran knew it wasn’t their entry formation at
fault for this, but the fact that the varying ships were decelerating at
different rates due to slight differences in design and class. The Pas’cha had
slightly weaker gravity drives, though almost identical to every other ship in
the fleet, but that little deviation during emergency deceleration protocols
when they couldn’t get sensor locks on the ships ahead of them meant they were
all probably going to hit the star…and this one had dragged an Era’tran ship in
with it, to both their deaths.


Mak’to’ran couldn’t lament on that, for he had to get
the ships here organized and clear as much of the jumpline as he could not
knowing where all of the ships were going to come out, but within a few seconds
he began to get approximations based on ship class and design of those already
observed. It looked like the Brat’mar were faring the best, but that also put
them closest to the Zen’zat ships…which were now being updated as defense
stations situated along the jumpline. The Zen’zat ships were stationed further
off, out of the combat and watching the chaos ensue.


A masterful
ambush, a piece of his mind thought as the rest of it was frantically at
work trying to bring his fleet into some semblance of a fighting stance. Now there is no question that they must die,
having bled their brothers, but at least they have acquitted themselves
skillfully. We taught them well.


Mak’to’ran checked his fleet to see who was impacting
the star and who wasn’t, trying to discern who the traitors in his midst were,
but it appeared that all the ships arriving were doing so without proper
deceleration. Either that was a deliberate ploy to conceal their part in this
or the ships assigned to this mission didn’t know about the ambush they were
walking into. 


Just then the Mach’nel arrived, and with a streak of
horror filling him he saw it hit the star at greater speed than any other,
forgoing any thoughts of the J’gar having arranged this. They would never
sacrifice such a ship as a ploy, and it had just punched deep into the star, so
deep that Mak’to’ran feared the impact velocities alone.


As more ships arrived he tried to cover for them,
focusing on taking out the nearest of the Zen’zat stations so that the Ardent
beams would be less in number so close, but in order to attack the stations
with their full weaponry he had to move his ships in closer…and that brought
more of the stations into range, hammering his ships and triggering many
losses, but he had no choice. If he did not hold his ground here and merely fled
with the surviving ships then those still to arrive would be picked apart one
at a time. Only as a group could they keep some of them alive, and the less
stations the Zen’zat had the less damage they could do, so fighting was their
only alternative and he hated/admired the Zen’zat for forcing him into this
scenario. Those who believed them to be inferior members of the V’kit’no’sat
would long rue this day, just as those who had said similar things about the
Rit’ko’sor up until their skillful rebellion. Arrogance had its price, and the
Era’tran commander was trying to diminish it here as much as possible.


When he saw the Mach’nel punch its way back into space
he was both relieved and horrified, for it had no shields and was glowing from
the extensive armor damage, but he knew that the Zen’zat could not take it out
even in its current condition, so he ordered it to hold position and recharge
its shields while weathering the Ardent coming its way to expand upon the damage.
He specifically told the J’gar not to get any closer, citing the range
limitations of the other stations, though it did send some medium ranged fire
at the closest ones, helping to add to the current barrage from the
reassembling fleet that was carving themselves out a foothold.


Mak’to’ran didn’t have to explain further, for the
single weapon on the Mach’nel that could outdistance them immediately fired on
one of the Zen’zat constructs and he knew he now was in a much better position,
though still losing ships constantly. He continued to hammer the closest
stations to the point where his arriving ships were mostly making it through,
though the Zen’zat were still focusing most of their firepower on the damaged
ships…and when the Mach’nel finally regained shields they wisely stopped
assaulting it, thought their redirect began to kill more of the other vessels.


Mak’to’ran held his position long enough for the rest
of his fleet to arrive, pushing up through more than a hundred of the Zen’zat
stations at great cost as their warships finally decided to join the fight.
They were small, but numerous and it wasn’t until nearly the end of his fleet’s
arrival did he realize from battle damage being incurred that they were
unmanned vessels. 


Zen’zat did not fight in such a manner, and a quick
check discovered heavy use of control signals emanating from larger ships
stationed a fair distance off that had not entered the fight. They were the
size of traditional V’kit’no’sat ships but of an entirely different design,
somewhere between Dak’bri and Na’shor, but with huge empty chunks in their hull
that apparently fit the simple block design of the attacking ships. 


Mak’to’ran knew better than to stick around and fight
them in the shadow of their defense stations, for there were too many targets
to hit and a good portion of his ships had begun this fight weakened by their
brush with the star, so once the last Lir’nen ship arrived he organized a
fighting withdrawal out of the mess of attacking ships and had his fleet make a
microjump around the perimeter of the star into a region that showed no enemy
contacts.


It wasn’t until halfway there and the Zen’zat stopped
their pursuit did he begin to recognize the reality of the situation. There
were no more defense stations on the other jumplines. Only on the one that they
had entered on, suggesting that the others had been moved there deliberately,
but they were not the only ones in the system.


Further out around some of the planets were more, and
with them numerous other stations and fleets. The blocky ships that had
attacked them had many more of their kind spread out in clumps waiting for
combat…and he saw many orbital constructs that would make for easy target
practice, which was probably why those ships were stationed nearby them.


But as the sensor readings from across the star system
continued to flow in he was aghast at how much the Zen’zat had built here. The
proposed 2 millennia was a joke. This system had to have been constructed long
ago to reach this level of development, for they had even heavily inhabited the
unwanted worlds.


Very heavily. If these were all Zen’zat and Ter’nat, then this was a much larger affront to the
V’kit’no’sat than expected, and who knew how many more of them were in other
systems in this so called ‘Star Force.’ Mak’to’ran had stumbled onto something
of far greater magnitude than he’d been led to believe…now he had to make sure
they survived the immediate future long enough to recover his fleet’s strength
so they could start working this problem from the inside out.


Fortunately the Zen’zat let them go. Had they pursued
them additional losses would have ensued, but it looked like they were going to
hold position near the stations and dare them to come back…and like clockwork
he got a comm from the Hjar’at command ship.


“Garrtak, I am glad you
survived.”


“Many others did
not,” the stegosaurus said, his twin rows of spins glowing blue and spiking
little tendrils of lighting in utter rage. “What
is our target?”


“Information,”
Mak’to’ran said, knowing that wouldn’t please the Hjar’at. “The Zen’zat set a clever ambush for us, but
now that we’re here and recovering they cannot easily dispatch this fleet
despite our losses. We will hold position and see if they are stupid enough to
come to us while we analyze their full assets here. Our vengeance will be
delayed momentarily, my friend.”


“Those defense
stations need eliminated.”


“And they will
be, but have you noticed how many ships they have around the system?”


Garrtak took a moment to
respond as he referenced the data available to his mind through his own command
circle. 


“They are small,
but their number is alarming. Especially if they have called for
reinforcements. This ambush signals they knew we were coming.”


“It does, but
none of our ships seemed to be aware of their clever navigational disruption.
Not all hit the star, but we’ve all been bled here.”


“If one can
betray us, they can betray their own race as well.”


“The Rit’ko’sor
never did, but your point is taken. The Zen’zat may have arranged this on their
own without their sponsor knowing.”


“Are we
expecting to receive any ships along that jumpline?”


“No, we are not,
but I do want those devices preserved for study.”


“Why?” the
Hjar’at asked, clearly wanting to smash something…and probably a lot of
somethings.


“Because we’ve
never built anything like that. The principle is simple enough, but we’ve never
made use of it.”


“Because it’s
absurd. With a single scout you can determine the veracity of a jumpline before
you enter.”


“We did not,”
Mak’to’ran said firmly, with the deaths of his fellow V’kit’no’sat, and
especially the Era’tran, foremost in his mind, “and they took advantage of our arrogance. It is clear these Zen’zat do
not fight in traditional ways, so be vigilant to look for more treachery in
both their strategy and equipment.”


“I will, I
promise you that. But do not delay their destruction for a fact finding mission.”


“A delay is
necessary. Do not think I am not angered by this, but we must move with caution
else we will lose more ships.”


The Hjar’at’s mouth worked
itself around as if it didn’t know whether to chew or speak, but eventually
more controlled words came out.


“Your counsel is
wise and we are with you, but we are eager to hit them back.”


“And we will,
but first let us find out who it is that we are fighting. Are these just
Zen’zat, or do you want to hit their sponsors?”


“Both.”


“And to find
both we need answers.”


“How do you plan
to get them? Their ships are unmanned and there is nothing near here to raid.
All their constructs are guarded.”


“Not all,”
Mak’to’ran said, sending Garrtak some coordinates. “There are a scattering of facilities that
have been left alone.”


“If they were of
value they would not be. Either they are expendable or they are another trap.”


“Indeed, they
may well be. But let us take a closer look, and in the process get some data on
their ships’ engines,” he said, contacting the other commanders and
bringing them all into the same comm channel, seeing their now smaller
holograms surrounding him.


“Continue
analyzing all sensors and comm signal intercepts while we hold defensive
position here, but I need scout teams sent to these locations,” he said,
sending the coordinates to 13 widely spaced stations in higher orbits around
the star and well away from any planet. “Expect
a trap and explore carefully, but we need access to their technology and
preferably their people. This is information gathering, not destruction, and if
their structures are designed for Zen’zat then we will need to send Zen’zat and
those who can fit in their spaces. The Ari’tar and Nak’ren will be sent with what ships you deem necessary, so
long as you can contain your rage and acquit the mission per my instructions.”


“Separate
targets or shared?” the Nak’ren asked, with its backward
swept horns bracketing the quadruped’s wide head. 


“Separate. All
of us were bled today, and until I see evidence to the contrary I am assuming
all in this fleet are loyal to the V’kit’no’sat even if your kin are not, so
there will be no more questioning of loyalties here until we have firm evidence
to the contrary. Is that understood?”


“Someone is to
blame, Mak’to’ran,” the J’gar said, looking ill. 


“Yes there is,
and we need information to determine who it is, but do you believe they would
send troops here to die in an ambush with such knowledge, or would they betray
them as well to disguise their part in this?”


“Their race is
still complicit regardless.”


“And what if it
is your race? Should I hold you responsible?”


The J’gar’s eyes flared
angrily. “After the damage we sustained
you should not doubt us. Half my crew are dead and some will be unrecoverable.”


“And what if
your leaders sacrificed you to cover their deceit?” Mak’to’ran pressed. “I will not hold you and your crew
responsible for them seeing as how you have also been betrayed, and I will do
likewise for anyone else in this fleet. We are brothers here despite what has
been transpiring elsewhere, and unless there is treachery enacted by those in
this fleet, all ships here are immune to retribution when we discover the
sponsor of these Zen’zat on my order and it will not be rescinded. We are bled
now, all of us, and that will speak for the loyalties here and cleanse any that
had foreknowledge of betrayal. We are pure in this fleet until one chooses to
sully that clarity with present actions.”


“You are far too
generous for an Era’tran,” the Hjar’at said, but approvingly, “though I concur. Those sent here were
betrayed by the betrayers, and when we discover what race is behind this they
will be absolved of prior complicity so long as their current actions do not
negate it.”


“Then we, as
V’kit’no’sat, will uncover the treason here,” Mak’to’ran said with
finality. “Ari’tat, Nak’ren,
secure those facilities immediately in a manner of your choosing. The rest of
us will remain here and watch how the Zen’zat fleet responds. If we can bait
them in to fighting us away from their defense stations then it is to our
advantage, but I do not think them to be that stupid. If I am right we have
time to look, listen, and discover, so make use of it and probe the depths of
the treachery found here.”
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The Ari’tat gunships flew across from their Domjo to
the Zen’zat station without resistance. The weaponry onboard it had already
been destroyed along with the shield generators. The fight had been quick, for
the station was barely 3 miles wide and had a paltry spread of weapons, but
sensor scans were showing no one onboard. The Ari’tat didn’t know if this was a
trick or meant that the weaponry had been controlled remotely the same way
their unmanned ships had been, but all cautionary scans had been taken ad
nauseum and there was nothing left to do aside from either destroying the
station or boarding it…and they weren’t going to get many answers from
analyzing debris.


When the gunships came close to the hull, intent on
cutting through to the interior, the hangar doors suddenly opened up. Nothing
came out, but it seemed that they were being invited inside. The Ari’tat
leading their own Zen’zat onboard the gunships held off, doing even more scans,
but when they failed to detect any traps they sent one of their 7 gunships
ahead to probe for threats up close. 


When it landed safely and subsequent scans from inside
revealed nothing amiss, the others followed it in and set down on the deck. If
the rogue Zen’zat thought they could vent the atmosphere and kill the boarders
they were going to be disappointed, for all the Ari’tat and their Zen’zat came
off the gunships fully armored and with adhesion traction enabled on their feet
so a sudden gust of wind wouldn’t pull them out into space.


But when Damni walked out
onto the deck with his tiny steps taking forever, as he refused to hop in order
to maintain constant traction, nothing happened. No emergency venting, no
hidden weapons popping into view, no deck plates exploding…the hangar was just
empty, without so much as a ship or crate in it aside from those the
V’kit’no’sat had brought. Apparently this station had been abandoned before
they arrived in system due to its lack of adequate defenses, but someone was
obviously still in control of it else the hangar wouldn’t have opened on its
own unless instructed to do so in some form.


“Go,” he
ordered to the four Zen’zat accompanying him, mentally pointing them to one of
four exiting doors while the other two Ari’tat from his gunship did likewise
with their towering Zen’zat. If there was going to be a fight the knee-high
Ari’tat would not be at the center of it, rather
staying back and shooting from their compressed Dre’mo’don that required
charges to be gathered in order to deliver a powerful enough hit from their
tiny armored suits. It was equivalent to what the Dre’mo’don mounted on the
arms of the Zen’zat had, though theirs could fire rapidly. The Ari’tat could
not given their small size, but they were not here
for the combat, rather for the investigation of the station.


It was a joke amongst many V’kit’no’sat races that the
Ari’tat were weaker than the Zen’zat, but for this mission it was a blessing
for the larger races would have had trouble moving about in the corridors that Damni now entered. They were clearly designed for Zen’zat
to move around freely, but with a head height that no Era’tran could have
endured without discomfort. For once the Ari’tat had an advantage as the others
could only have sent their Zen’zat in, but Mak’to’ran had been wise in giving
this station to the Ari’tat to plunder…to which end Damni
had his team searching for any type of control center or computer system core.


They had generic blueprints from the sensor scans, but
now that they were inside the station it was clear that it was not V’kit’no’sat
construction. Everything was different, though with a similar feel here and
there. The technology used was V’kit’no’sat, but refashioned in an odd way that
bespoke of blasphemy. These rogue Zen’zat were not just operating beyond their
mandated borders, they were eschewing everything that was of their empire while
still reaping the benefits of it…and that disgusted the Ari’tat to no end.


Upon further exploration, the results of which all
teams shared with each other and those watching from afar, the purpose of the
station was quickly determined…it was a rescue/repair facility to deal with
stellar traffic and there were many blueprints for vessels of both this Zen’zat
make and others within their empire, as well as those of passing travelers, but
none for the warships. Also, there were more blank spots in the files where the
Ari’tat determined essential data had been removed. Somehow these Zen’zat had
expected them to board the station, for the deletions had occurred days ago.


“Looking for
something?” a voice said in V’kit’no’sat, prompting Damni
to spin around seeing an unarmored Zen’zat standing behind him with the Ari’tat’s guards aiming their weaponry at him, both their
forearm gauntlets and a couple of heavier rifles they’d brought, but a quick
look with Pef’bar determined the individual to be
nothing more than a hologram.


“Identify
yourself,” Damni said, trying to keep his tone
neutral despite the anger surging through him, both at the previous ambush and
the twinkling gray eyes of the hologram.


“I am Ethan-014.
And you are?”


“Your death if
you do not give me the answers I seek.”


The rogue Zen’zat spread his arms wide in an impish
gesture. “You’re free to try, Ari’tat, but
you’ll find we’re harder to kill than you expect. Nonetheless I’m interested in
talking. Let’s start with the part where you’re here to wipe us from existence
and how no matter what we do or don’t do the result will be the same, thus
making your threat quite hilarious.”


“Do not mock
your superiors, Zen’zat.”


“Pointing out
the truth of the moment isn’t mocking, and you’re an Ari’tat. ‘Superior’
doesn’t really suit you, now does it? They let you board the station because
some of them wouldn’t fit, didn’t they? What exactly are you looking for before
blowing everything up?”


“I will ask the
questions, Zen’zat, not you.”


“I am not a
Zen’zat. I am an Archon.”


“Your pathetic
delusions do not shield your identity. Who is your sponsor?”


The Zen’zat’s eyes narrowed
into a frown. “Sponsor?”


“Who gave you
this colony and technology?”


“Gave us? No one
gave us anything. We built it all ourselves. Did you think we were
V’kit’no’sat?”


“All Zen’zat are
V’kit’no’sat. Where did you originate from?”


“Here, and I
believe we’ve gotten off on the wrong foot. You’re here to kill us for some
other reason, aren’t you?”


“We are here
because your presence was revealed by your enemies.”


“Who?” the
‘Archon’ asked, obviously displeased.


“Those called
the Li’vorkrachnika attacked one of our worlds and are currently being
annihilated for their audacity. We plucked the knowledge of your existence from
them, though I will give you credit for successfully hiding out here so long.
Did you really think you’d be allowed to operate with impunity forever just
because you were beyond the border? That is stupid thinking even for Zen’zat.”


The Archon’s shoulders slumped heavily and his face
took on a look of disbelief.


“They attacked
you? First?”


“Unwisely so.”


“Those dumb
bastards,” he said, pressing the palms of his bare hands against his
forehead as he bared his teeth in obvious anger. “Of all the…son of a bitch!”


“Who is your
sponsor?” Damni repeated.


“Oh my gosh, this is like the biggest facepalm
in history! They actually attacked you? What, like a little world or did they
just go straight to a big one and get wiped out?”


“Answer me,
Zen’zat.”


“Why, if you’re
just going to kill us all…and by the way, for the record I just did. You just
don’t want to accept the answer.”


May I? one of the Zen’zat asked Damni
telepathically.


The Ari’tat looked up, quite perturbed at her
arrogance, but perhaps a different tactic would be advisable. With a thought he
gave her permission, then the Zen’zat took a step closer to the hologram as her
helmet retracted, showing a tattooed chin and stark red hair that extended out
a few inches from her extraordinarily pale scalp. 


“You claim to be
born of this world?” she asked him.


“I was,”
Ethan answered, sizing her up. She was tall like all Zen’zat were, 7 feet 9
inches based off the hologram’s measuring system, but the markings on her face
were unknown to him. Perhaps something added after the Rit’ko’sor rebellion…or
she just liked the design. 


“What Zen’zat
bore you?” she asked, with the treason of that very sentence rolling off
her tongue awkwardly.


“My mom wasn’t a
Zen’zat. In fact, I can’t answer that question for you. The history of our
world has been lost for some time. We only rediscovered the past fairly
recently, but it’s a pretty safe bet to say that when you guys evacuated this
world during the Rit’ko’sor rebellion you left a few Zen’zat behind. I’m
guessing they didn’t like that very much, decided to break the rules and start
creating younglings, for here we are now. If you have another theory feel free
to present it, but we’re pretty sure that’s how it went down.”


The red-haired Zen’zat exchanged a glance with the
Ari’tat, then looked back at Ethan’s hologram. 


“How have you
advanced so far? You must have had help.”


“You mean these?”
Ethan said, pointing to his eyes.


“Among other
things, yes. How old are you?”


“1581.”


The Zen’zat’s face scrunched
up in confusion. “How have you achieved
Mvor in such a short length of time?”


“A combination
of heavy training and sharing psionics.”


“Sharing?”


“We learned how
on accident, but so long as one of us can gain it
naturally we can do some telepathic tinkering to symmetrically trigger the same
ascension in another. And don’t bother to call it treason, because we’re not
V’kit’no’sat and we’re not bound by your rules, and yes, we know, you’re going
to kill us all for that, blah, blah, blah. My question to you is why you’re
bothering to search our stations rather than just blowing them apart?”


“It is believed
you were put here by a sponsor race to cheat the boundaries and rules regarding
Zen’zat.”


“Oh we’re
cheating the rules, that’s for sure, but we’re doing it on our own. You lost
all authority over us when you left our ancestors here to die, so we’re
charting our own course now.”


“How do a few
Zen’zat know how to build all this? I couldn’t if I was left behind.”


Ethan smiled. “You’re
a much better diplomat than your short friend there. Ari’tat do seem to forget
that we can kick them across the room at will, don’t they?”


The Zen’zat’s stern demeanor
broke ever so slightly as a curve of a hastily suppressed smile broke her face.


“They have more
territory than others, and for good reason. If there is combat needed on the
ground that is what we are for. So you claim to have built this entire empire
by yourselves, including the advanced weaponry used to shoot the ship I came
here in?”


“Yes, and I
would apologize for that…except for the fact you came here to kill us all.
Knowing that, I have no regrets about destroying as many of your ships as we
just did.”


“There are far
more where those came from.”


“We know. I
admit our records aren’t up to date, but we know the approximate size of the
V’kit’no’sat empire. And if you choose to leave now we promise not to follow
you back there.”


“Now who is
being arrogant?”


“Not arrogant.
Simply stating that unlike those idiot Li’vorkrachnika we had no intention of
attacking you. I know you don’t care about that and we all still have to die,
yadda, yadda, yadda, but it’s worth
noting anyway. You’re coming onto our
territory to kill us, not the reverse.”


“What is ‘yadda?’”


“It’s a generic
term used to represent other stuff that you don’t feel like taking the time to
detail.”


“Zen’zat serve
the V’kit’no’sat without exclusion. If you do not hold to that duty then you
deserve to die.”


“Except that I
was born from Zen’zat, and I’m denoted as having to be destroyed regardless of
any decision I make. If we decided to come back and report ourselves to the
Ari’tat or others, say a year ago, what would have happened?”


“That is not for
me to say. I serve, I do not lead.”


“You know the
answer though. We would be exterminated, even if I didn’t have these eyes.”


“Do you think
they will save you?”


“If I had to
fight you personally, perhaps. Though at the moment I think I’d much rather
kiss you, but your little sidekick superiors wouldn’t allow for that, now would
they?”


“I wouldn’t
allow for that.”


“Hard to get,
huh? Don’t worry, we’re not the settling down type. It’s all training and
fighting for Archons. The rest of the Humans…that’s what we call ourselves
since we’re not Zen’zat or Ter’nat…do the
reproducing. We’re too busy getting stronger to bother with it.”


“Then Archons
are your warriors?”


“Best warriors.
We have others, of many races too. And we’re all going to kick your ass every
chance we get as you try to exterminate us, so expect heavy losses even if you
succeed.”


“Your technology
is impressive, but it’s not up to date.”


“Close enough to
get the job done.”


“How much did
they leave you with? I thought the planet’s colony had been destroyed prior to
evacuation.”


“We found some
buried stuff not long ago. Everything else had been wiped from the surface.
It’s taken us quite a while to figure out how the technology works…and we’ve
made a few improvements. One of which you experienced on the way in.”


“That was basic
IDF technology.”


“Which was never
applied in this manner, correct? Or have you made some strategic upgrades
lately?”


“Your new
technology will not work a second time, for we now know it exists.”


“It served its
purpose.”


“So it did. And
if there was ever any doubt as to your fate, the losses you have inflicted upon
us have now sealed it.”


“Oh come on, our
fate was already sealed. We have nothing to lose and you got your ass kicked,
just admit it.”


“How did you
know we were coming if a sponsor didn’t inform you?”


“We have
interstellar communications, or did you not bother to notice them on the way
here?”


“But that was
recent. Why did you construct these IDF devices earlier?”


“Because we
thought they might come in handy someday.”


“You expected to
be discovered?”


“We did
eventually, which was why we didn’t pursue those dumbass Li’vorkrachnika closer
to the core. We needed as much time to advance and grow as we could get until
you came back to claim your lost colony…and just out of curiosity, were you
guys ever going to do that or had you permanently abandoned the old frontier
worlds?”


“They exist
beyond the mandated boundaries, so you were safe here in anonymity. Pity your
attempted purge of the Li’vorkrachnika pushed them in our direction, else you
might not have been discovered.”


“Pity from a
Zen’zat? Almost sounds like you’re rooting for us?”


“It’s a pity you
didn’t have time to grow stronger, for no matter what happens in this battle
the wrath that you have incited will flow out from our territories and wipe you
from existence with little effort. As a warrior I would prefer a bit more of a
challenge. Fortunately here and now I do not expect us to wait for
reinforcements. We have sufficient strength to destroy you, though it will be a
contest rather than the expected slaughter.”


“Just curious,
how old are you?”


“18,923.”


Ethan tilted his head back and forth as if mentally
weighing that figure. 


“Not bad. What
skill level?”


“Zardaku 24.”


This time Ethan’s smile was so wide it showed all his
teeth. 


“That’s it?
Damn, you guys really do slack off with no one to fight, don’t you?”


“And what is
your level, or do you not even measure by those standards?”


“I’m aware of
them, but we don’t use them. I’m an Archon ViLord 498. In a year or two I’ll
hit Frieza 1, though I’m not sure how much of a delay our fighting is going to
cause me. We actually advance slower in combat than we do pure training. As for
where that would put me in Zen’zat levels, somewhere around Tamrenor
84.”


The red-haired Zen’zat’s
eyes widened, and Ethan nodded his confirmation.


“Not lying,
sweetie. I’ve been training all my life to prepare for the day you guys came
back to kill us, and I’m not the only one. Leave now and we’ll let you go.
Press your attack and you’d better hope we feel like taking prisoners. We usually
do, but with you guys it’d be pretty hard to pull off without getting more of
our own people killed. That said, we do like a challenge, so there’s a tiny
chance you and I could get together for a little interrogation date later…but
no promises.”


“If you have
questions, ask me now. I have no need to lie.”


“Alright. What
did you mean by sponsor?”


“We worried that
one of our own races was on the verge of rebellion and had been creating an
army of rogue Zen’zat beyond the border to assist them. If you are speaking the
truth then such fears were baseless. If you are lying, we will discover who the
sponsor is eventually.”


“So that’s why
you’re looking for information.”


“Some of which
you deleted prior to abandoning this station.”


“Personal rule,
never give up more than a kiss on the first date…though I don’t actually date,
so that’s more like a theoretical personal rule. Yeah, theoretical personal
rule. I’m sticking with that.”


“You certainly
don’t speak like a Zen’zat.”


“Too much
awesomeness? I’ll admit to that.”


“How many
psionics do you have?”


Ethan smiled. “You’ll
have to find that out the hard way.”


“So be it.”


“Do you have a
name?”


“I do, but it is
of no use to you, for you will not live long enough to need it.”


“Are you saying
our conversation is over? I was just starting to like you.”


“Ours is, yes,”
she said, disappearing as the holo channel was hacked
and his vision of the station was replaced with a view of a massive Era’tran
standing in a sea of neutral black and looking down on him.


“I am Mak’to’ran,
and if you wish to talk you will do so with me, for I hold your fate.”


“Fleet commander
then?”


“Indeed, and had
you been following the orders of another race I was prepared to spare you. This
circumstance that you claim was not anticipated and I require additional
information.”


“All the more to
better kill us with?”


“No Zen’zat were
abandoned on this world. The records indicate full surface destruction and a
subsequent evacuation of the aquatics.”


“Our records say
the same, but here we are nonetheless.”


“Then if you are
not aware of your origin, the possibility that you have been planted here by
someone after the fact cannot be discounted.”


“Fair point, but
we’ve had no contact with anyone in the V’kit’no’sat. Everything we’ve built
we’ve done ourselves, and I know that because I’m one of the few originals that
have done the building.”


“You are too
young.”


“We didn’t
discover our buried legacy until around the time I was born. We’ve just built
really fast since then.”


“Too fast,”
Mak’to’ran, “which is why I do not
believe all that you are telling me.”


“But you believe
some of it?”


“Your eyes do
not lie.”


“They could be,
if I altered them to look like Mvor.”


“But you would
not know of it unless one of you had achieved it. Tell me of this sharing you
discovered.”


“Well, let me
save you some time. You’re already analyzing our public records, so you’ll have
noticed that the majority of our population acts more like Ter’nat
than Zen’zat. That’s because they’re descended from Zen’zat and you’ve never
experienced that. I will let you know that with subsequent generations the
basic psionics go dormant. We had to unlock ours through intensive training and
they didn’t always develop properly. There was an anomaly in a pair of twins
that we were able to replicate, thus using one’s status to trigger the other.”


“So your
‘Humans’ have lived as Ter’nat until the discovery of
rubble? Then you have advanced so far in less than 2,000 years to counter us
both psionically and navally? Do you truly believe that we would fall for such
a paltry ruse?”


“Not a ruse, but
I think you’re going to have to figure that out for yourself so let’s just make
this official before we start killing each other en
mass. You came here to annihilate us and you’re not going to change your minds,
correct?”


“Zen’zat cannot
breed. If you had been proper Zen’zat following orders I could have spared you,
but you are an abomination that must be destroyed regardless of your source.
And if you are proper Zen’zat lying as to your origin, then tell me now or you
will suffer the fate of your lie even if it is exposed later. This is the only
chance I’m offering you to right yourselves.”


Ethan threw his hands up in helplessness. 


“Sorry, but I
was born here and am not a proper Zen’zat.”


“Then your fate
is sealed.”


“Isn’t that a
bit unfair? After all, I didn’t choose to be born.”


“It may not be
fair, but it must be done to maintain the purity of the V’kit’no’sat. Zen’zat
cannot breed. It is the price of their potential, and if they violate that
trust then their offspring will suffer the consequences along with them. You
bear their treason, now in addition to your own for the ambush you set for us.”


“If we’re going
to die, then we’re going to take as many of you bastards with us as we can,”
Ethan promised sternly.


“You may try,
but it will be a far less a number than you hope. You no longer have the
element of surprise.”


“Oh trust me,
we’ve got a lot more in store for you.”


“Do your worst,
little Zen’zat. It will not save you.”


“Today is a good
day to die. Let me know how that works out for you,” Ethan said, then his
hologram cut out from Mak’to’ran’s view, leaving the
Era’tran with nothing but cold rage and confusion. He did not know what was
happening here, but he was going to find out. 


And when he did, regardless of the truth, these
arrogant Zen’zat abominations were going to be destroyed no matter what the
cost.
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“All indications
are that the Archon spoke the truth,” the Zen’zat commander for the Hjar’at
said in the holo conference between V’kit’no’sat
commanders, with the absence of the Voro’nam Oprachem.
He had been killed in the battle with the defense stations when the tiny enemy
ships entered the fight, but the rest of the commanders remained along with his
appointed replacement.


“You refer to
the rogue Zen’zat as Archon for a specific reason?” the Era’tran asked.


“I do. Their
information nets are still active, and while there is a possibility of
misinformation contained within them I feel that they are not restricting what
is already public knowledge on the assumption that we have already scouted them
out and accessed the information previously. Based on it, I do not believe
these Archons were ever trained as Zen’zat. There are some correlations, as if
they have had knowledge from us to pick from, but the largest deviation is
their size. They are Ter’nat sized, and I do not
believe they should be referred to as Zen’zat, nor should they be expected to
behave as such.”


“They fight
differently,” the Hjar’at agreed. “The
use of remotely controlled ships is curious.”


“We have
ascertained the location of the control signals,” the Zen’zat continued. “They originate from the larger ships that
did not enter the fight, and we speculate there will also be control signals
emanating from the planets when combat occurs over them. Delay of signal is a
key factor here, so their controllers must be within a reasonable distance from
the battle. We recommend these be high value targets.”


“Surely their
ships will not deactivate with loss of signal,” the J’gar stated.


“Unknown. We are
analyzing battle data in an attempt to determine how to block them, but until
we are able to we will not know the result. There may be contingency
programing, but if it was as effective as remote control then they wouldn’t
bother with the heavy signal blanket.”


“How heavy?”
Mak’to’ran asked.


“Very. All their
ships are constantly broadcasting to one another, including some beam
transmissions that we physically blocked with line of light crossings.”


“Can we take
control of their own vessels?”


“Theoretically
yes, but unless they are reckless they will have prepared for such
countermeasures. I do not think such a tactic will be useable in the near
future. We will require battle to test this.”


“That will be forthcoming,”
Mak’to’ran promised. “What have you
learned of their origins?”


“1600 years.
Prior to that this empire did not exist and they were confined to this single
world. Once the economic organization under the label of ‘Star Force’ emerged
their technological advancement skyrocketed and they quickly secured control of
the planet while spreading out to others. They were nearly destroyed by the
Li’vorkrachnika, then rose to such a strength to conquer their original
territory and drive them towards the core. Aspects of their technology are more
primitive than ours, even if not counting the advancements made post Rit’ko’sor
rebellion, while others are comparable. Their signal complexity rivals our own.”


“It would need
to be,” the I’rar’et commander pointed out, “if they wanted to fight us with weapons
rather than warriors.”


“They rarely
lose Archons, and their other lesser forms of troops are also preserved at high
effort. Foremost among them are Knights, which are Zen’zat size, but they
appear to have no psionics. After them are Ter’nat
sized fighters referred to as Commandos, and they are the basic troops their
empire relies upon, though most are not what they call ‘Human.’ They have
incorporated several hundred races into their empire, foremost among them as
the Bsidd. They reproduce alarmingly fast and in different forms. No special
abilities, but they are augmented with decent armor and training. They are not
viewed as expendable. Nothing living in Star Force is. They also do not consume
meat and have fought several small wars to stop others from doing so.”


“At least
they’re civilized,” the Oso’lon commented, though his tone held very little
love for the rogue Zen’zat. “Have you
divined a purpose to their expansion?”


“They have been
growing in size rapidly, but they are only attacking those that give them
provocation. They are not blanket conquering for territory. They have an
altruistic skew to their actions that betrays pragmatism. I believe we can bait
them into attacking if we put some of their people in jeopardy. They are
rabidly loyalty to one another and not willing to make sacrifices of the
living, though they have been known to prudently sacrifice their ships. They
preserve them if possible, despite their small size, but when pushed into an
appropriate situation they will expend them accordingly…but only the unmanned
ones. Their ‘jumpships’ carry what they call ‘drones’ between systems, thus
reducing the size of internal drives and making them more volume efficient. The
jumpships are the weak link.”


“How well armed
are they?” the Hjar’at asked.


“Fair, with
Bra’hem and an unusual weapon called a ‘Bloon Launcher’ that slowly sends a
massive ball of various energies in a containment shell to target. If allowed
to hit, it will do significant damage and they can alter the contents based on
need.”


“Are Ardents the limit of their weaponry?”


“The jumpships
do not appear to have them, only their defense stations and probably surface
batteries. There is no record of anything stronger, but there is also very
little data on the weapons, for they appear to have been a recent addition to
their arsenal. However, we have found something truly disturbing. Something
that even we do not possess.”


“What treachery
have they conceived?” the Oso’lon asked.


“There appears
to have been a race that preceded us in the galaxy that was wiped out, but
their greatest weapons were too powerful to be destroyed. The victors captured,
contained, and sedated them across the galaxy where they have laid dormant
until recently. Star Force has acquired the ability to control them by unknown
means and has been collecting them in a region they refer to as the ‘Uriti Preserve.’ It is a collection of star systems where
they keep the weaponized versions of Hadarak.”


Not a word came from the assembled commanders, for
none of them could conceive of what had just been said. Eventually Mak’to’ran
asked for clarification, but even he was at a loss for words.


“Explain.”


“The story goes
that the elder race captured a Hadarak and forced it to spawn, and that these
offspring are what they altered. Each is unique with varying powers, and they
were used to destroy the systems of their enemies. Star Force has pledged never
to do that and has been collecting them from across the galaxy. Thus far they
have held to their word, but many advanced races that we have not come in
contact with are at this Preserve and monitoring them to make sure that they do
not leave it, for they fear the power that could be unleashed at Star Force’s
direction or randomly, for when one was awoken accidentally it went on a
rampage that could not be stopped. Only Star Force was able to bring it to
heel, for they knew how to issue it the orders of their masters, thus ending
the rampage and convincing others to give up their dormant ones to their care.”


“There is the heart
of the treachery,” the J’gar said firmly, though even he was visible
shaken, “and the reason one of us would
dare to violate the mandates. These are not the actions of rogue Zen’zat
abandoned on this world long ago. This is one of us working in secret through
them, and they mean to use these Hadarak to strike at us.”


“How close is
this Preserve?” Mak’to’ran asked, suddenly worried.


The Zen’zat produced a holographic map that appeared
virtually between them all in the simulated room, though in reality each of
them was onboard their various ships.


“We now have a
fairly complete map, though the rimward expansion region is not detailed. We
are here,” he said, highlighting Terraxis, “and this is the Preserve.”


A tiny cluster of systems a fair distance away
illuminated, and based on the speed of Hadarak Mak’to’ran knew they could not
travel that expanse quickly enough to be of concern to his fleet here.


“Are we certain
they are all still there?” the Hjar’at asked.


“There are many
eyes on them, unless these records have been faked. They seem to have made the
Preserve into a tourist attraction for the public, which doubles as weapon
demonstrations for any who would doubt Star Force’s ability to control them or
the destructive capability that they wield at their beckon call.”


“You said
weaponized?” the Oso’lon asked.


“These Hadarak
are smaller, but they have been genetically altered to produce weapons that we
have never seen in the original Hadarak. As far as fleet combat or orbital
bombardment is concerned, these ‘Uriti’ are far
superior, though they do suffer from lack of mass. There are also not very many
of them. The current count is only 21.”


“What of their
armor?” the Les’i’kron demanded.  


“The equal of
the Hadarak at minimum. Perhaps augmented as well. Star Force does not display
their defensive capabilities, only offensive, so what information available is
rumored accounts from the rampage that occurred far out in the rim where the
first one was collected.”


“How many more
are out there?” the Oso’lon asked.


“Unknown.”


“Are they
breeding more?” the I’rar’et asked.


“Of course they
are,” the J’gar all but snapped. “This
entire empire of theirs is nothing more than a research project. They are
learning to replicate these Hadarak and experimenting with Zen’zat. They mean
to create a force to conquer us, but we do not know who is responsible! Has
there been anything uncovered hinting at outside help beyond their remarkable
advancement rate?”


“Nothing that we
have recovered so far,” the Zen’zat said apologetically. “And I would suspect that if they are lying
as to their origins, they will have concealed the truth from their own people.
We would need access to a major facility or individual to learn the truth.”


“Then that is
what our mission has just become,” Mak’to’ran said angrily. “If one of these Hadarak shows up here we
will not engage it, and if my ship should be destroyed you will follow this
order and withdraw. They are not something that we can counter with so few
ships, for unless they are stupid these Archons will not send them against us
unescorted. Right now our primary mission is not extermination, for we cannot
risk killing the answers we need to find. Where in the system do you suspect we
can garner this information?”


“Their capitol
is the most likely source, but there are several other locations that make for
viable targets. The second planet in the system is devoid of most civilian
habitation, as is the first, but the second appears to be heavily invested in
construction and logistics.”


“The atmosphere
is toxic,” the Hjar’at said, looking at the data from his end. “And they have full planetary shields. We
need something less fortified.”


“The outer
planets are a curious mix of subfactions within Star
Force that are self-contained empires in their own right, referred to as
‘Clans’ that these Archons rule over. The empire as a whole,” the Zen’zat
added before they could ask, “is the
product of a Ter’nat named Sean Davis. He is
currently alive and leading rebuilding efforts in the rim expansion region
along with other leaders. The Archons have 100 that they refer to as
‘trailblazers’ who have built their military from its inception. The one named
Ethan that was spoken with is number 14 of their breed and has personal command
over Clan Qrow. The Clans also appear to hold the
most elite troops within Star Force, Human and otherwise.”


“Are they Ter’nat, Zen’zat, or a mix?” the Oso’lon asked.


“Most are Ter’nat sized, but have the musculature of untrained
Zen’zat. We suspect all have been bred from Zen’zat genetics but without
further augmentation for the general population. This makes them neither Ter’nat nor Zen’zat, but we have confirmed the general
population does not have psionics. Those appear to be reserved for the Archons
alone.”


“They are reworking
everything,” the J’gar said angrily. “And
one of us is responsible for this.”


“Perhaps not,”
the Brat’mar said, thinking dark thoughts. 


“Who else could
do this?”


“Those we have
destroyed.”


“The Rit’ko’sor?
Are you serious? They never had the technology to even attempt this.”


“Perhaps they
are working with someone who does not have the luxury of being unwatched,”
the Oso’lon floated. “Perhaps their
rebellion was just cover for an element of them to disappear to the rim. Their
reason for mounting that futile assault has never been adequately determined.”


“They despised
us,” Mak’to’ran dismissed casually. “That
was reason enough to strike, and they did enough damage to satisfy their
vengeance. Someone is behind this and it is more recent, otherwise these Uriti would have been collected long ago.”


“Which means one
of us,” the J’gar repeated.


“I am forced to
agree, but let us not turn hostility against one another in this fleet. Most
likely the betrayers would not send anyone here with knowledge for us to extract.
The true traitors are sitting back in our territory and will be weeded out when
exposed. We will not pursue their entire race to destruction.”


“That is not our
decision to make,” the J’gar countered.


“I am giving my
personal protection to all in this fleet. If the Elder council wishes any of
you destroyed, they will have to go through me to make it happen. We are
comrades here, and I will not betray that trust out of fear or panic. What we
have uncovered is beyond dangerous, but we are warriors. We do not overreact.
We analyze and adapt to the threats before us. We will discover the treachery,
root it out, and eliminate the threat in due time. Anyone with aspirations to
the contrary, relinquish command to a subordinate now, for I will not tolerate
incompetence nor forgive panic.”


“We are not
panicking,” the Hjar’at said, with Garrtak’s
words sounding as strong as stone to the assembled leaders. “We will follow your command and deal with
this treachery as you see fit. Where do wish us to strike?”


Mak’to’ran looked towards the J’gar. “You will recommend patience. How do you see
that transpiring?”


“These Archons
have weaponry that can hurt us, but we have a range advantage. Let us use it
now to pluck these defense stations or to force them into a fight without them.
We need to limit their safe havens to run to.”


“I concur,”
the Les’i’kron stated.


“As do I,”
Mak’to’ran agreed. “Once the
investigators complete their analysis of the captured stations,” he said,
looking to the Hjar’at, “destroy them.”
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Rio and Ethan were both onboard command ships that
were poking around the Inner Zone of the system but staying far enough away
from the V’kit’no’sat fleet cluster in stellar orbit to not endanger
themselves, though they needed to be close enough to their drone fleets to
avoid the signal lag that would effectively make them bystanders in the next
conflict. So far the V’kit’no’sat had done nothing more than comb over their
captured stations and then destroy them, with both trailblazers expecting them
to take further action soon.


That action soon came in the form of their ships
breaking up mostly by race and forming dozens of smaller fleets that left the
Mach’nel behind with only 483 ships. The other fleets scattered on different
headings, but the Mach’nel didn’t hold position. It was headed back slowly
towards the Sentinels on the incoming jumpline.


“Thoughts?” Ethan asked, suffering through a 3 second
lag in their holographic conversation.


“They’re being overly coy yet arrogant at the same
time. I think they want to hit something without us knowing what it is.”


“You know what the Mach’nel is going for.”


“And they want to draw our ships to it, leaving other
targets exposed.”


“How do you want to play this?”


“If they stay out of range and use their Tar’vem’jic
we either have to fight them and waste a lot of drones or let them kill the
Sentinels. We’re boxed into a corner there,” Rio said grimly.


“I know. If we wait for it to get to Earth we’ll have
lost most of our defenses. We’re gonna get our butts
kicked one way or another, but I don’t think we’ll be able to take it out.”


“I agree. It’ll just jump away before we can make the
kill and toast any interdictors we throw at it.” 


“Then we have to ignore it and target its escorts.
It’ll stay and fight while they die, correct?”


“It’ll be interesting to see either way. We’re going
to have to bring in more drones to cover the rest of these fleets. Which one do
you want?”


“It’s not one if they’re spreading out. We’re going to
have to rely on second gen to keep them from hitting a soft target, and even
then I think they’ll punch their way in somewhere.”


“We need to use the drones to assault the Mach’nel.
Anything bigger will just be wasted with their one shot kills.”


“Maybe two shots,” Ethan corrected him, “but your
point is valid. I’ll take the drones, you pull down a summon
and pick a fight with the others if they don’t force one.”


“Oh I think they will. How many interdictors do you
need?”


“Just a handful. Take the rest.”


“Thank you, I will,” he said as he watched the
updating tracks of the V’kit’no’sat ships as they began to spread out across
the Inner Zone with some heading for what looked like Jupiter and beyond. “You
might want to consider spreading out the Sentinels, either as bait or to delay
the Mach’nel from sniping them all down.”


“I’ll adapt as I go. You better get going.”


“Watch for a backdoor. They’re going to figure out our
battlemap system pretty quick.”


“They’re not getting me that easy, though I hope they
take the bait and try.”


“Be careful. We still don’t know their full capability
yet.”


“I’ll err on the side of caution. You…” he said,
cutting off as both of them saw it.


“Titan,” Rio agreed. “Time your counterattack as close
as you can.”


“Go,” Ethan ordered, breaking their comm.


With a thought, Rio ordered a piece of his fleet of
drones to break from the main group that would be falling under Ethan’s command
and set them on courses to a jumppoint for Saturn, though they were going to
have to swing past Mars to get the necessary alignment for a fast jump. The
moon of Titan was the planet’s largest and had a mix of Mainline and Clan
colonies, with the Angry Chipmunks holding the largest chunk of the planet.
What was unique about it was its orbital constructs. 


There were several large stations, but one in
particular was so large that it amounted to the size of a small moon, though it
was stretched out like partial ring around Titan, wide and fat but more or less
flat. The Angry Chipmunks had built it as an experiment in orbital topography,
creating surface-like dirt, rocks, rivers, and mountains on an actually flat
plain that could be inhabited in an open air environment with redundant shield
generators to contain a breach if it ever happened. 


It was seen as a luxury within the system and a way to
give the inhospitable environment on Titan a makeover without actually trying
to terraform the planet. There was so little sunlight available at this
distance that it would be difficult to get the surface temperature up to
Earth-like levels even with heavy alterations, so the Angry Chipmunks had
decided to build a bit of ‘new’ moon in orbit and colonize outdoors there.


When the Clans had abandoned their civilian
populations ownership of the ‘Ribbon,’ as it was called, was transferred to
Mainline while the Clan still retained some sectors of the 6,398 square miles
for their own use. The facility itself was defended along with everything else
around Titan and in orbit of Saturn, but the flat shape made its shielding
inefficient and an easy target. Combine that with the amount of people and open
space inside and it was definitely a soft target either to destroy or board,
and if the V’kit’no’sat were looking for information then taking this bit of
planet that existed beyond the planetary shields made perfect sense…in addition
to the three different mini-fleet tracks that could easily cross paths and give
them triple the amount of ships that currently appeared to be headed in that
direction.


The trailblazers only recognized that addition because
it was a somewhat standard tactic the V’kit’no’sat used when they were
outmatched…which was rare aside from limited resources. Their empire was so
huge that sometimes they’d dispatch a single ship to destroy 10,000 and it was
times like that they had to get clever, with a large playbook that the
trailblazers had read cover to cover, so they could see the two nearby feints
that were in position to reinforce the obvious primary.


Rio didn’t know how many other targets would get hit
or if they were all a diversion to pull ships away from reinforcing Titan, but
he knew where he was going to head and he was going to need backup above and
beyond the drone fleets and Sentinels in orbit of Saturn.


The trailblazer accessed an extremely rare function in
the command nexus, bringing up a simulated landscape on which he was standing. It
was empty yet pristine, with the ground being perfectly smooth blackness with
nothing visible other than tiny pinpricks of stars above. 


He raised his fist into the air and looking up at a
particular star, for no other stance and eye line would activate the password
he was about to speak.


“Shiva,” he called out, and after three seconds of
silence five massive smooth shards of ice fell from the sky and impacted a
point before him, fanning out like a flower as a figure floated down from above
that was just as clear as the ice, but as the bare legs descended into the
center of the ice flower she began to materialize into pale white/blue skin
wrapped up beneath a deeper blue shawl. Her hair was long and clumped together
into blue dreadlocks accentuated by golden brackets and rings.


When she landed she was fully formed, then pulled an
arm across to her shoulder and ripped the shawl off, throwing it from her body
and breaking the ice pillars around her into thousands of fragments that flew
out and passed through Rio’s body without harming him, leaving only the nearly
naked Shiva from Final Fantasy standing before him in all her natural beauty.
She walked a few steps towards him then swept a hand across from left to right,
materializing a mist of frostiness that resolved itself into a series of icy
spheres, 38 in total.


Rio tapped on one of them, turning it from clear
crystal into pulsating blue light.


“Summon,” Rio said, with Shiva taking the single orb in
her hands and gently cradling it against her abdomen before pushing it inside
her until it melded with her body. Her eyes took on the blue glow and she threw
her head back, arms spread wide…then the hologram disappeared and Rio was back
in the command nexus onboard his ship.



 

Far below the system plane where most of the planets
orbited Sol, a remote location received an activation signal that was absorbed
by the sensor-stealthed wall that spanned thousands of miles. It was meant to
keep any reflective signals from bouncing back to the heart of the system, making
it look as if nothing more than a tiny bit of blackness so far away that no one
would notice with even the most intense scans, but that wall also absorbed and
registered the summon signal that was relayed to the dry docks on the other
side.


These were not a shipyard, but rather maintenance
facilities that stored and occasionally upgraded the ships docked on the tiny
rod-like spires emanating out from the far side of the wall. At present there
was no one here, though facilities for crew were established within the
structure to house those that would make the periodic checks and upgrades,
having been shuttled here through cloaked Ma’kri and other means to avoid
giving away the location of the Shiva platform.


On the automated signal one of 38 sections activated,
bringing to life the drones docked there…but these were not standard Star Force
drones. These were larger and specifically made to fight the V’kit’no’sat along
a particular tactical avenue. For the Shiva platform that was an augmented
shield matrix far superior to what standard drones carried and only made
possible by the size of the ships, which ranged from 1 mile up to 6 long and
were appropriately shaped like ice shards and coated with a Dvapp-inspired
crystal armor outer layer that gave them the gleaming clear surface befitting their
theme.


The group of ships numbered 620 and slowly but
simultaneously undocked from the structure and floated free behind it, then
using mooring beams to give them a little physical nudge they eased up above
the sensor wall and came into view of anyone watching…though the very weak
sensor bounces coming off wouldn’t reach their receivers before the ships did
as they began slowly accelerating into jumps headed directed for the star using
the limited gravity at this range. 


Bit by bit they picked up speed, getting closer to the
star and soaking up more of its gravitation tug to advance their closure rate
on their weaker gravity drives, for they were not jumpships despite their size.
They were designed with sufficient movement capability for insystem deployments
but didn’t waste the extra hull space for additional jump power. They were
designed to defend this system and only this system, with every aspect of their
construction being a counter to the V’kit’no’sat ships, including their greater
size that the standard drones could not match.


The ships from Shiva continued on a predetermined
course straight for the star until their acknowledgement ping went out to Rio
and he responded with a set of coordinates from them to come to. The ships were
functioning on autopilot and altered their trajectory towards the star at the
opportune moment to get a slingshot effect that sent them out towards Saturn at
high speed. When they eventually entered their long braking maneuver there the
local remote pilots assumed command over the big, icy vessels and broke up
their fleet, sending individual ships to different places around Titan which
made the formation spread out like a cone on approach before they began
rendezvousing with the standard drones, jumpships, and command ships already in
position near the Ribbon or beside other orbital facilities.


A few dozen Sentinels were also in play, but mostly
out of position save for the two closest to the Ribbon, one of which had
already been destroyed by the time the Shiva ships arrived. The other was still
actively fighting the combined forces of Brat’mar, Kar’ka, and I’rar’et vessels
that were poaching many orbital stations while more of their kin had already
broken through the Ribbon’s shield and landed troops inside while their ships
kept Star Force reinforcement teams away, giving them possession of the Ribbon
and a decent naval advantage as additional drones from nearby defensive
assignments showed up to even the odds.


The arrival of the Shiva ships was totally unexpected,
and as soon as they were folded into the fleet composition Rio brought the
heavy end of the hammer down on the V’kit’no’sat ships that now had to defend
their position at all costs or abandon their troops inside. He had them at a
disadvantage until they could pull some of their other fleets here, and he was
going to make the most of the short window of opportunity that he had while
Ethan was slugging it out with the Mach’nel half a system away down in stellar
orbit.
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The Tar’vem’jic’s orange
beam stretched across some 180,000 miles of space and slammed into the shields
of the Sentinel, whose own Ardent could not return fire that far away. The
Mach’nel and its escorts were not approaching, rather holding at that range and
letting the big ship mount the assault alone while the nearby Star Force fleets
watched. The second beam shot hit and was also repulsed, for Ethan had
previously reformatted the shields so only those facing in the direction of the
V’kit’no’sat were powered and thus reinforced, but it was only a delaying
tactic. The fourth shot pierced what remained of the upper shield and slammed
into the armor, vaporizing meters of it in a shower of gaseous debris that marked
the location of the undefendable attack.


 More orange
beams came in one at a time from the unseen attacker save for the tiny spec on
sensors that the weak gravity drives onboard the Sentinel could not hope to
reach, leaving it a helpless victim whose middle and lower shield matrixes were
also penetrated and the armor beneath them blasted away. Ethan did note that
three of the massive beams missed the station as they tried to target specific
sections of it, for they didn’t have the help of the shorter ranged weaponry to
pulverize the structure that they’d learned could still be combat operational
even with moderate damage. Thus they had to take their time and pierce it
repeatedly if they wanted it totally out of commission, but after some 18
minutes of bombardment they stopped, leaving its more or less intact floating
carcass drifting inside an asteroid field of its own making as the fragments
continued to expand in radius around what was left of the superstructure…then
the V’kit’no’sat fleet repositioned slightly and opened fire on the next
closest one.


“Smart bastards,” Ethan muttered, realizing the bind
he was in. The V’kit’no’sat weren’t going to quickly punch holes in the
Sentinels then run in to finish them off with their mass of weaponry. They were
just going to sit patiently as their big fat chess piece slowly took them apart
one shot at a time. 


“Listen up,” he said, addressing all the remote pilots
that would be operating the combined fleet that would soon be going in, for
they had no choice but to stop this before all those Sentinels were needlessly
lost. “Do not waste any shots on the Mach’nel. The only way we can kill it is
to mass fire, and we’re not going to try that now. Our objective is to kill or
damage as many of the escort ships as we can. All control ships will stay
outside of Mach’nel range no matter what. One shot from that thing and you can
kiss your jumpship goodbye. I expect them to send something to take us out, so
this is going to be a mobile fight and that’s why I want us spread. If the
Mach’nel comes your way, set the drones to auto and run. Don’t wait for me to
tell you.”


“The Mach’nel is currently surrounded by mostly
aquatics vessels, so any hull penetrating shots are going to hurt them worse
than others. Water isn’t so easy to replace as air is, so even a single breach
will have a disproportional effect. Concentrate fire on the smallest vessels
then work your way up. We need kills people, and don’t expect them to just sit
still and let us take them. They’re going to cycle, so we gotta
be smart about this. Remember to keep your drones in between the Mach’nel and
your target if possible so they have a friendly fire situation to work around.
Keep it tight and hot, otherwise you’ll make easy target practice.”


And with that, Ethan gave the order for the microjumps and 8 different fleet groups began accelerating
towards the remaining V’kit’no’sat fleet in stellar orbit while the other enemy
sections were out doing whatever across the system. That wasn’t Ethan’s concern
now and there were plenty of ships elsewhere to deal with them. His focus was
the big one picking off the Sentinels, which he also ordered to start
repositioning. They couldn’t move fast, but there was no need for them to stay
on the jumpline anymore for the Mach’nel to shoot down at the same time. If
Ethan spread them out it’d delay their destruction or might even invite the
other V’kit’no’sat ships to come in and eliminate them…in which case they could
at least do a little damage before they were destroyed. Right now they were a
total waste so long as the Mach’nel could outdistance them.


Ethan’s command ship followed the drones in, traveling
with six other jumpships that stuck in close proximity as the others in his
fleet broke off and headed to different points on the perimeter. The other
fleets did likewise, leaving clusters of jumpships at 270,000 miles from the
Mach’nel and what should be outside its effective range. That added up to about
a second or so of lag, but Ethan’s pilots knew how to handle that by targeting
points on the enemy ships and letting the drones pull the trigger.
Unfortunately that was the best they had to work with, for putting manned ships
within range of the Mach’nel would be literal suicide. 


Then again, leaving themselves with so few ships of
their own…only 483 to cover the Mach’nel…was inviting a fight. Ethan knew they
wanted to be hit or left free to destroy the Sentinels, and the only reason he
could think for that was a distraction so their other fleet segments would face
less opposition or because they wanted a chance to hit the jumpships. This
fight was going to be messy and he was going to lose far more than they were,
but he was going to do damage. As arrogant as they might be, after that first
confrontation both sides should have learned what the other was somewhat
capable of, meaning that either they uncharacteristically didn’t care about
taking losses or they were so incensed by the ambush they just wanted another
fight that badly.


But there was a creeping sensation on Ethan’s spine
that he couldn’t shake that said something else was in play, but the only way
to find out now was to engage…and in a few minutes from their departure jump
they would be.


Drones and jumpships were moving around the star
system constantly, repositioning from planet to planet to counter the
V’kit’no’sat movements, leaving him with a drone count of just under 400,000.
That was nearly a thousand drones for every V’kit’no’sat ship ahead of them,
and if this battle turned into a slugging match with no one running he could
possibly lose them all.


The good thing about having a fleet of ‘tiny’ ships
was that the big enemy ones couldn’t chase them all down. Order them to scatter
and run and almost all of them would get away, so Ethan had the option of
cutting and running more than the V’kit’no’sat did…and he intended to surround
them in a way that would cut off their escaping jumplines so they couldn’t run
except through his drones, damaging themselves on the way. The Mach’nel could
weather that, so he doubted he was going to get a chance to pin it in place
even if the rest of its escorts were not there, which was yet another reason
why it was such a pain in the ass to counter. 


But it was one ship and could only be in one place at
one time, so right now he needed to thin the V’kit’no’sat ship count so Star
Force would have the upper hand in fleet movements rather than having to
scramble to cover multiple targets simultaneously. 


Ethan had the smallest drones, the cutters, flying in
ahead of the rest. They were easy kills, but if the V’kit’no’sat ships targeted
them it would spare the larger ones a bit longer…which was why they completely
ignored them and targeted the heavy cruisers and scattering of battlecruisers first
off. 


But those he had with their shields full forward and nearby
auxiliary shield ships to help soak up damage, taking the brunt of the incoming
weaponsfire and surviving it in the first few seconds save for the Tar’vem’jic
that ceased firing on the Sentinels and started hitting multiple drones with
single shots as Ethan tweaked their alignments along where it was shooting to
help avoid overlapping targets, for the beam was so powerful it punched through
shields, armor, hull and kept on going to whatever else was behind it.


With the cutters and corvettes being ignored, Ethan’s
pilots drove them into the defensive formation the V’kit’no’sat were sitting in
and shot between the gaps, drawing fire from the lateral weaponry that
otherwise couldn’t shoot at the approaching ships, but also forcing the
V’kit’no’sat to even out their shields a bit. They couldn’t put them full
forward like most of the drones were, otherwise the smaller drones could hit
them in the rear…and they were coming in such high numbers that their combined
weaponsfire would be able to punish them if they did.


When the approaching bowl-shaped formation slammed
into the V’kit’no’sat sphere and merged with the outer edge, the Mach’nel near
the top began to move through it to the front where it could engage with all
its weapons and soak up damage by making itself an easy target, but the Star
Force drones didn’t fall for it. Not a single shot landed on it as they flew
around the big shark like schools of tiny fish…as the Era’tran ships on the
backside of the formation quietly repositioned to the flanks and made microjumps away from the fight.


“Here they come,” Ethan said unnecessarily,
transmitting only to his group of jumpships so the lag wouldn’t cause any
confusion, for the Era’tran were accelerating so hard this close in to the star
that they covered the distance in seconds, braking just as hard against Sol’s
gravity and coming out remarkably close to 36 different jumpship clusters,
including Ethan’s, with two or three ships each.


Immediately Ethan detected jamming fields popping up
and 3 of the 11 means he had to control the drones failed. All he needed was
one, so there was no disruption in the combat, but it was now obvious that the
V’kit’no’sat were testing the strength of the control signals in an attempt to
find the Achilles heel of their fleet structure even as they opened fire on his
command ship from a Kafcha and a Domjo. 


Ethan immediately had his ships make a jump of their
own, which disrupted their control ability momentarily, though other ships
would pick up the slack if needed and the drones would continue on automatic
commands issued just prior to the jump by Ethan and the others who reacted
instantly to the appearance of the Era’tran. Almost as soon as the enemy
appeared the Star Force ships vanished as a lateral jump was made, keeping
their distance from the Mach’nel the same but not letting themselves get baited
into fighting.


The Era’tran ships pursued, however, and their speed
was at least the equal of the jumpships and his command ship, though not so
superior as to give them the ability to close to weapons range easily. Ethan
kept redirecting his group, hampering their ability to direct the fight and
relying on the jumpships groups that were not being engaged to carry the
load…which was why he’d had them split up into so many groups earlier.


And as long as these Era’tran ships were pursuing them
they wouldn’t be killing drones, thus making those currently engaged live a bit
long and take some more V’kit’no’sat ships with them as Ethan called for a
section of those engaging to pull back, some 630 drones, and brought them out
to him as the other jumpship groups continued evading as planned.


Ethan stopped his fleeing when they met up with the
drones and his jumpships popped out their own that they’d been holding onto,
increasing the count to 1054, as he quickly brought them into a battle
formation and dared the two V’kit’no’sat ships to strike. 


To his surprise they did, with the big dreadnaught
heading straight in to fire on a jumpship but having drones partially block it.
The Var’ko sliced through the open conduit and hit the jumpship’s
shields that were focused heavily into that corridor as it fired back with its
bloon launchers and green Bra’hems…then the Kafcha
got rammed by four drones. The impacts were so slow that no dampener shields
activated, or maybe the Era’tran got caught off guard, because when shields met
shields the gravity drives on the drones pulsed and did a ‘one inch punch’
version of naval warfare, sacrificing their structural integrity as their
shields breached and they physically pushed against the Era’tran’s
shields until they popped…though there wasn’t much left of the drones after
they did to hit the hull.


The impact shoved the dreadnaught off its trajectory
and one of the cutting beams sliced through a destroyer rather than hitting the
jumpship as Ethan’s command ship shot forward, drones parting to make way, and
unloaded every weapon it had on the now unshielded behemoth before it,
targeting specific points on the 36 mile wide monster and plucking weapons and
shield generators before the return fire could eat through the command ship’s
shields…specifically those that held the V’kit’no’sat dampening generators.


Ethan knew he was putting himself and the jumpships in
danger, but they only had two ships to contend with and had the advantage of
movement…plus he needed to know what the fat Era’tran ships were capable of. With
the command ship and the surrounding drones peppering the exposed sections of
the hull and ripping apart defense mounts rather than randomly shooting the
thick armor to break through to the interior, they utilized the blueprints on
file that exactly matched the Era’tran ship before them…telling them exactly
where to strike.


As soon as enough of the dampening shield emitters
were destroyed, Ethan had drones flee the engagement only to turn around and
jump through corridors in the beehive surrounding the enemy ships. They
impacted the dreadnaught fast enough that Ethan couldn’t even see them, only
the huge reverse direction mushrooms of debris that splintered out as the drone
masses hit the armor and punched through it.


More drones came in on kamikaze runs, hammering the
Era’tran ship so hard that it turned and ran despite its massive size
advantage. The Domjo, which had been mostly ignored as it tried to get to one
of the jumpships and was being kept at bay with a wall of drones catching fire
in between, flew up into position over top one of the largest holes and
extended its shields to help cover the dreadnaught as it moved out through the
surrounding drones, having to push some out of the way to get clear, but Ethan
ordered the others to give it room…for he didn’t actually want it to stay and
fight to the death, for it could probably take some of his people with it.


The Era’tran vessel managed a slow jump out, hurt
badly but still with navigational options as the untouched Domjo, about half
the size of the jumpships, kept pace with it as if it expected Star Force to
try to land a finishing blow.


But Ethan didn’t send the drones after it or pull
others away from the main fight, though he did keep an eye on it as he relinked
with the main group and his pursuit was no longer interfering with their
ability to direct the fight…though he noticed that the ships in the main brawl
were now all emitting jamming fields trying to disable the drones. He just
hoped they didn’t get clever enough to detect and interfere with all 11
channels, though the 11th was really a short range last option, in that it
required a direct line of sight beam that needed the precise coordinates of both
to operate on, meaning there were really 10 channels for this type of combat
that would have to be blocked, and right now the V’kit’no’sat were still
letting 7 through.


Apparently they figured that out as well, because they
were not committed to losing the bulk of their ships in this fight. After doing
a good amount of damage to the drones the escorts began jumping out closer to
the star with the Mach’nel staying behind to provide cover fire. It was the
last ship out, but before it left it fired on the remains of several partially
destroyed V’kit’no’sat ships, completing their destruction and insuring that no
prisoners could be taken. Once it completed the cleanup while shrugging off the
weaponsfire now totally directed towards it, the J’gar vessel made its own jump
out and left the rubble field behind.


Ethan did not order a pursuit, but rather sent drones
out to assist the still evading jumpship groups that the Era’tran had not
completely let go yet. The trailblazer sensed some frustration on their part, for
the Star Force ships wouldn’t stand their ground and fight, continually evading
them with just enough navigational prowess to avoid the Era’tran getting
targeting locks, but they did finally break off when scores of drones came
towards them, perhaps fearing a repeat of the tactics used to damage the other
Kafcha. 


Regardless, they jumped away and reformed with the
Mach’nel…only to see that fleet split up into even smaller groups that then
headed towards the spreading Sentinels.


“So be it,” Ethan said, realizing they weren’t going
to give him a chance to catch his breath. They were going to hit the Sentinels
directly now that they couldn’t overlap their fields of fire to such a degree
as before. This was what he’d hoped for, but now he had to move quickly else
all he’d gain from it was some shield loss or light damage to the V’kit’no’sat
ships…and the Mach’nel was heading towards a target of its own.


That one he’d have to let go, but the others were
going to be hit and probably done so quickly, not allowing the drone fleet to
fully engage…and Ethan was going to have to split them up, reducing their
numerical advantage, which was more a threat to the controlling jumpships than
anything else.


But this is what the naval division had been trained
for, and if the V’kit’no’sat wanted to fight in the shadow of the Sentinels
then so be it. With the drones spread they couldn’t threaten the Mach’nel, so
it was going to kill all the Sentinels one by one anyway, but they’d have to
keep the other ships engaged in order to prevent another massed assault just
like the previous one…and the V’kit’no’sat now realized that Star Force was
going for their ‘smaller’ ships and not the Mach’nel, and they intended to make
them pay for it.


But Ethan was going to exact a price for those
destroyed Sentinels, and no matter how much of a navigational advantage the
V’kit’no’sat had, he had more ships to move around and herd them with, meaning
he was going to kill some more of them…regardless of how many drones he had to
burn to do it. There were heavily guarded factories in this system producing
more, not to mention other fleets in nearby systems on their way. It was the
V’kit’no’sat that had a limited number of ships for this assault, assuming they
hadn’t arranged for reinforcements, and thus far Ethan hadn’t seen them send a
courier back asking for help…nor were any long range signals possible unless
they’d reestablished a bit of their comm network this far out prior to coming
here, which he doubted. 


All of which meant that they were probably on their
own here and choosing to fight them without reinforcements, possibly to
accumulate data on their new enemy, and probably at least a bit because they
were irate. Regardless, they weren’t taking time to consider their options.
Whatever plan they had, they were working it quickly and Ethan had to keep up
else give them another advantage to work.


And with them having so many already, any slip-up on
his part would cost them a lot more drones and perhaps some ship crews, though
so far they were clean on that count. None of the jumpships or command ships
had been destroyed or damaged, save for a few scratches on his own hull where
the shields had momentarily failed. 


Ethan didn’t know how long they’d be able to keep that
clean record, but so far the trades in losses were acceptable…despite the
carnage of drones and Sentinels now spread across two locations in this system,
neither of which they had time to clean up, and there were about to be a lot
more in the varied locations they were racing to now, all of which had to be
tagged as ‘no flight’ regions on the battlemap so ships didn’t jump through
them and kill themselves on the impromptu mines.
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Rio’s fleet arrived at Titan prior than the Shiva
ships, picking up the handful of command ships and jumpships that had fled when
their drones had been overrun. Rather than stick around and do a little more
damage as they died, they’d made the right choice of running and had even
managed to draw off a few V’kit’no’sat ships to one of the nearby Sentinels, taking
refuge there and getting the enemy to dive into their firing zone. One Brat’mar
ship had been damaged before fleeing, but it had been unsuccessful in
destroying any of the Star Force vessels…though a jumpship had its docking
array half destroyed, but the crew inside were still safe.


It repositioned along with the others in Rio’s fleet
as they gathered, drawing in more and more drones from across the Saturn
microsystem and surrounding the Ribbon that they were forced to watch get
boarded, for if they engaged too quickly they’d be wasting drones. They had to
gather their strength before they struck, and Rio wasn’t going to wait for the
Shiva ships to arrive before he started doing some poking…taunting the
V’kit’no’sat ships out now that their range limitations were nearly the same as
their own. 


There were several short-lived scraps that did damage
to both sides but with no V’kit’no’sat kills prior to the 620 Shiva arriving
with their bulk still smaller than the average enemy ship, but far larger than
the drones that reformed around them. Now Rio had vessels that could soak up
damage, especially with the shield ‘element’ they were designed with. They also
contained Ardent, given their larger hulls, while the best the drones and
jumpships had were Bra’hem.


Rio’s command ship had the smallest Ardent Star Force
had built to date, but the Shiva ships had those of equal size to what the
Sentinels carried, though less in number. When Rio brought all of his ships in
towards the V’kit’no’sat in three different groups and began firing at them
from range they didn’t have the luxury of sitting back and weathering the
storm…for while they could pick off drones fairly easily, the Shiva ships were
not going to go down fast and the Ardent they carried packed a hell of a punch.


Add to that, their shields had been configured to
mitigate some 40+ percent of the damage from Var’ko, and could be adjusted to
several other preplanned modes if needed to counter specific V’kit’no’sat
weapons, making them even harder to take out…and if the V’kit’no’sat focused on
them, the regular drones would be free to sting them to death en mass, leaving the assembled ships the choice of fighting
it out and potentially losing most of their number or running away and leaving
their boarding parties stranded while they called for assistance.


They chose the former, but Rio wasn’t going to let
them stall this out long enough to get reinforcements from the other attack
groups roaming around the system and hitting a myriad of targets. He took his
Shiva augmented fleets, tweaked their formations to his liking, and rammed them
down their throats just above the Ribbon. Apparently afraid that weaponsfire
might damage it and their troops inside, the V’kit’no’sat ships drew the battle
away laterally and Rio obliged, coming in close enough with his command ships
to enter the fight and drawing several I’rar’et ships around in a flanking
maneuver to get at him and the other jumpships stationed further back.


But they weren’t that far back this time and opened
fire on the flankers, making them either leave Rio’s command ship alone and
cross the distance to them or weather the storm of their Bra’hem and Bloon
launchers as they tried to take out the source of the remote control signals.
Seeing that the command ship was the smaller of the vessels they opted to go to
it, but Rio just dove further into the fray and cycled back several drones,
including two of the smaller Shivas, to cover for him
while the jumpships pounded the I’rar’et, who had to come to an almost complete
stop to target him.


Then came the hard part. His move was mostly a bluff,
but the I’rar’et were calling it, choosing to go in hard and risk getting
themselves killed in order to take his ship out. Rio could either try to run
through the drones and let them peel off, or he could try and delay the ships
inside the inferno long enough for the drones to make the kills…and the
I’rar’et ships were so big it was going to take a lot of pounding to do it
while most of the weaponsfire was focused ahead at the rest of the V’kit’no’sat
fleet.


Rio did the mental calculations several times…then
brought in a wall of drones around his command ship and dug in, ready to take
massive hull damage as he unleashed hell on the I’rar’et.


Taking command of hundreds of weapons batteries
nearest him, Rio coordinated strikes on the I’rar’et
ships, knowing better than the other gunners where exactly to hit and when. One
of the Shiva ships slid into position partially obscuring the command ship when
its shields went down, but allowed it to also return fire while regenerating at
least a section of shields. The I’rar’et were split
about which vessel to target, then opted to try and run up alongside the
command ship at pointblank range ignoring everything else.


The Shiva ship moved out, coming head to head with one
of the I’rar’et Dak’bri that was easily 3 times its size and made out of more
advanced technology, but the advantage the Shiva had in addition to its
specialized shields was the fact that it held no crew…with no huge chunks of
hull space taken up by air and living quarters. It was a 100% pure ass-kicking
machine, and wasn’t going to budge from its position as the ships exchanged
weaponsfire at less than 3 kilometers distance…with as much of the I’rar’et
weaponry targeting the command ship around the Shiva as possible.


Meanwhile the smaller drones were firing at the I’rar’et vessels, all 18 of them, as they tried to work into
other flanking positions. Rio backed his command ship up slowly, with his drone
swarm moving to accommodate every move he made and blocking the I’rar’et in order to buy time without causing them to flee.
The V’kit’no’sat shields were coming down in places, allowing Rio to target
weaponry but they didn’t care. Already there were large gashes in the command
ship and some of the transmitters that connected Rio to the drones were going
offline…intentionally he thought…but there was so much redundancy packed into
the giant donut that it was going to take a hell of a lot more pounding before
he couldn’t control the ships right next to him.


Two I’rar’et Ti’mat, of similar size to some of the
Shiva, tried to push through the smaller drones and flank Rio’s position from
behind, but either they miscalculated the damage from the drone swarm or didn’t
expect the Shiva ahead to double back, for they suddenly found themselves
within firing range of the command ship but having their lines of fire blocked
almost entirely as 12 Shiva of varying sizes moved up upon them and blasted
away with their short range weaponry. 


The I’rar’et had nowhere to run to, so they tried to
ram their way to the command ship only to find so many drones ramming them back
that they couldn’t make much headway…then one went totally kamikaze and blew
through three cruisers and two destroyers, shredding itself in the process only
to impact the dampening shields on the backside of the command ship, which
stopped the debris cold at the cost of a huge amount of energy.


But that energy wasn’t being taxed because the
I’rar’et weren’t attacking on that side of the ship, so the I’rar’et’s
final desperation maneuver was blocked entirely…then when the second Ti’mat saw
its impending doom and tried to follow up before the dampening shields were
fully rengerated, hoping to get some damage through,
it made a microjump that sent it…nowhere, for a trio of support interdictors
had made their way through the drone swarm and up next to it, generating an IDF
field so large it covered the entire 4 mile wide Ti’mat, neutralizing its
engines while other drones put themselves in front of the shield ships as
Var’ko cut through them, trying to sever the impediments to the I’rar’et.


The Ti’mat managed to get two of the support ships
destroyed before its own gravity drives were hit by Ardent beams coring into
areas of hull that had already had their armor burnt off, so when the third
ship was finally destroyed there wasn’t enough engine power left to make a kamikaze
jump and the I’rar’et were left to die surrounded by enemy ships with no
recourse other than to take out as many of the drones as they could before
their vessel finally broke up into inert fragments.


Rio continued to lead the frantic battle, taking heavy
advantage of the jumpships outside as they came in closer and continued to
pound the reverse side of the other I’rar’et ships with bloon strikes that
heavily damaged their shields, but his command ship and those guarding it
suffered heavy losses as they kept him and his crew of remote pilots alive and
operational, taunting the I’rar’et into staying and
fighting and, ultimately, dying. All but 5 of their ships clawed at his vessel
until they were reduced to junk, with the remainder realizing they weren’t
going to be able to finish it off and trying to make their way clear.


Two of them were so badly damaged they didn’t make it
out, with the other three pushing their way into clear space and getting
hammered by the jumpships as they made emergency microjumps
away from the battle, shields down and hull glowing where their armor had been hit,
along with numerous deep craters where it had been fully penetrated.


Rio breathed a sigh of relief, entombed in a ship that
was half destroyed but with the interior core still intact and operational,
sending out guiding signals to the sea of ships around him as the main fight
was continuing to take place further below, with both sides taking heavy
losses. Star Force was losing far more, but they had numbers on their side and
eventually forced the V’kit’no’sat to retreat before all of their ships were
destroyed…and with incoming reinforcements still hours away. They would
probably regroup and hit them again, but Rio also had more drones coming his
way from other planets to counter them.


He added to it by summoning another Shiva cluster,
knowing it would take a lot more time to get here but he needed to lock down
naval superiority around the Ribbon if he was going to deal with the troops
onboard…and the problem was that the giant Star Force construct had not been
fully evacuated prior to the attack. Most of the evacuation ships, ranging from
large transports to dropships, had been sent to Earth orbit and successfully
cleared it of the thick bands of artificial habitation that were presumed to be
easy targets for the V’kit’no’sat. Earth had been their colony, and thus should
have been their focus for the invasion, leaving the other worlds as secondary
priority with regards to evacuating the orbital population down beneath the
planetary shields.


The Ribbon had been low on that priority, but Star
Force had been ferrying people off it since the initial order had been given.
The problem was there were so many people here that they didn’t have the ships
necessary to get them all off in time. Its surface area was equivalent to a
small moon, but unfortunately it was spread out flat rather than in a sphere
that was more defendable. It had never been designed for combat, but rather
civilian use, and right now there were still millions of people on it along
with V’kit’no’sat troops doing what he wasn’t sure, but it wasn’t anything
good.


Another command ship came into the battle/debris field
and pulled him off the damaged ship, giving him a fresh steed to command from
while the rest of the crew remained onboard the damaged one controlling the
drones around them as they targeted and further destroyed the remains of the
V’kit’no’sat ships, unable to even attempt any rescue efforts with their own
people actively in danger. It had been long said that mercy was a luxury of the
dominant, and right now Star Force wasn’t. Rio needed every asset he had to
retake the Ribbon and wasn’t going to waste boarding parties onto V’kit’no’sat
ships that could very well get themselves killed trying to take prisoners. 


The V’kit’no’sat had come here to kill them, and the
most leniency he was going to show them while the status quo remained was to eliminate
them quickly rather than let them slowly suffocate to death. Had circumstances
been different and he had more assets and time he might have tried to rescue at
least a few, but given how dangerous they were he’d have to do it in a way that
didn’t jeopardize any of his people, and right now he was starting to mentally
sift through reports coming from the Ribbon detailing the internal combat there
that was completely one sided. The V’kit’no’sat had not only Zen’zat inside,
but also Brat’mar on the streets and I’rar’et flying
over the buildings in the short internal atmosphere. Two major V’kit’no’sat
races along with the Kar’ka, which were known as Gallimimus
to ignorant Humans on Earth. They were not the equal of the other two, but were
smaller, fast, and agile…not to mention great jumpers. 


All three were in the ships that Rio had just
destroyed as well as down inside the Ribbon…and they were both capturing and
killing every Human in sight, along with destroying whatever buildings they
needed to make adequate room for themselves to set up shop. 


“Vex, I need you to take command of the fleet and keep
the Ribbon safe. There’s another Shiva cluster enroute along with a lot of
drone fleets, but we can’t wait. I have to get down there.”


“Go,” Vex-761 said between clenched teeth, for he knew
the stakes and could see the horrors occurring below on the recording devices
within the city that hadn’t yet been jammed or destroyed by the V’kit’no’sat.
The few Archons and other troops down there were too few in number and totally
outmatched, able to do little more than poke and distract long enough to buy
the civilians a few more minutes, often at the cost of their own lives.


Rio left the command nexus after he’d summoned all the
available ground troops in Saturn orbit to his location with calls out to other
planets to send what they had…which was a lot, considering this was Sol. He’d
have an army here soon, but the people down there didn’t have the luxury of
waiting. Some would survive, given how many of them there were, but Rio wasn’t
going to wait. He was the most powerful Archon in Star Force and had more
psionics than any Zen’zat in recorded history. 


Now it was time to see how much that was worth. 
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“Oh my god,” Haley said as she slammed the door shut
on her quarters, leaning on it heavily as she and her best friend hid behind it
as they sucked in air, for they’d ran all the way back here from the spaceport.



“That was a Triceratops,” Brittney said, sitting down
in a chair as her hands shook from the residual adrenaline. “A fucking
Triceratops!”


“A what?”


“A Dinosaur!” she yelled, then both girls flinched as
a large explosion rippled through the building from somewhere nearby. They’d
been in line to evacuate along with everyone else when the Ribbon had been boarded
by the invaders, then when the shooting began and people started blowing up
they’d ran away along with everyone else, eventually coming back to their
residential quarters…for lack of anywhere else to go.


“I don’t care what it is. What are we going to do?”


“Stay here for now.”


“And what if they blow up this building too?”


“I don’t know!” Brittney screamed, the recent memories
of exploding and scorched body parts flying every which way was so horrific her
nerves were on the verge of permanently snapping. “I don’t know,” she repeated,
this time seeming to lose all energy and just slumping back in the chair while
her lungs fought to catch up on the oxygen she needed.


“Where is the military at?” Haley demanded. “What are
they doing? We’ve got the biggest fleet in the galaxy and they let them just
walk in here? And where the Archons?”


“Didn’t you see the one?” Brittney said, tears
flowing. “He floated up off the ground and was ripped apart. His arms and
legs…” she said, clamping down on her lips as she couldn’t speak anymore.


“What are we going to do?” Haley said as more
explosions rippled their way across the cityscape from somewhere to the north.
She walked over to the window and looked out, tilting her head as much as she
could to see to the left as a winged monster flew by overhead, scaring her so
bad she fell backwards in shock, but it passed by without seeing them.


Brittney got up and ran to the wall, hitting the
button to tint the windows so nothing could see through, then she knelt down
and helped drag Haley to her feet and into the adjacent room where both of them
felt onto the couch and held onto each other, crying, scared, and not knowing
what to do…hoping desperately that these Dinosaurs or whatever they were
wouldn’t find them here. 



 

Ian Draconi ran around a
corner as fast as he could in his Commando armor, skidding as he tried to make
the turn and having to bounce off the far wall on the narrow street in order to
keep moving. The anti-psionics package readout in his HUD registered another
Lachka attempt to grab him, but the suit had pulsed a Rentar field to
neutralize it…draining the energy reserves further. If he kept getting the
invisible grabs on him, his suit would run out of automated defenses and the
Brat’mar chasing him would be able to pick him up off the ground and pull him
back into easy shooting range…or worse.


But thankfully this narrow street wasn’t big enough
for the huge Triceratops to follow him down, though there was a flash of blue
energy over his head as he dropped into a subterranean stairwell. The
resounding boom from ahead was followed by pounding chunks of building rubble
as they fell and hit the ground, but he was out and away from his pursuit and
the deadly rain as he ran through an empty subsurface corridor trying to put as
much distance as he could between him and the Brat’mar…whom he’d only learned
about in the previous days since the alarm heard across the system had been
triggered and the Commandos had been brought up to speed on Star Force’s true
nemesis.


Ian carried his plasma rifle on his back along with a
couple of pistols, but the damn things couldn’t even scratch the Brat’mar. It
was the size of a tank and heavily armored…and those two horns and dish-like
backdrop on its head formed the equivalent of a canon that could take down
building walls in a single hit. He’d seen two other Commandos get roasted on
the spot, so he knew he couldn’t fight the thing or protect the people here.
The best he could do was lead it away from them, though right now he wasn’t
thinking about that or anything other than getting as far away from the damn
dinosaur as he could.


He ran down several more corridors, zigzagging in an
attempt to throw off pursuit as he went down further and further. They’d been
told the V’kit’no’sat could see through walls and Ian didn’t know what their
range was. The thing could be following him above waiting for him to come up,
so he needed to cover as much distance as possible and resurface somewhere that
was small and away from the fighting. If he couldn’t fight them he could at
least get some intel and relay to the fleet, otherwise
he was tempted to run and hide wherever he could.


Then again, if they could see through walls, he
doubted there was anywhere he could truly hide.


When he turned the next corner he skidded to a stop,
for there was a dark green armored Human standing down the hallway facing him.
He was Knight-sized but not moving, though Ian could see that he held a weapon
of some sort on his back, but his hands were free at the moment as the two
stared each other down silently.


Ian broke the silence, pulling out one of his pistols
as fast as he could and sending a bolt of blue plasma against the Zen’zat
armor’s shields. The big figure took the first couple hits mockingly, then he
accelerated into a run and came at the Commando without grabbing for his
weapon.


Ian kept firing until he was on him, then released his
weapon to fall to the ground as he punched forward. 


The Zen’zat slipped to the side and rolled, making his
punch miss as a hand came around and grabbed the back of Ian’s helmet. He
responded instinctively by swinging the elbow of his overextended arm backwards
through a circle and pried the hand free, knocking the arm aside and allowing
him to punch with his other hand that came around a split second later.


The Zen’zat took the hit on the chest and was knocked
back half a meter, then there was a furious exchange of blows that ended with
Ian landing on his butt and the Zen’zat looking down at him. He stepped back
three strides and motioned with is hand for the Commando to try again.


Ian stood, but instead of running towards him he
pulled out his rifle and got a shot into his shields before the Zen’zat swiped
the weapon away, but in doing so opened himself up to an Archon punch from the
Commando with his left elbow coming forward and up into a battering ram that
knocked the bigger Zen’zat back and onto his butt.


Rather than standing there and taunting him back, Ian
turned and sprinted away, leaving both his pistol and rifle behind as he pulled
out his spare. Wielding it in his left hand he spun around at the next
intersection and put a couple more shots into the Zen’zat as he followed, with
the second one finally popping his shields in addition to the physical blows
that had been landed earlier, but that only seemed to anger the Zen’zat,
increasing his speed as he got up on Ian and smashed him to the ground.


Body blows fell into his armor as he found himself
face down on the ground, but no matter how much he tried to get up the Zen’zat
kept hammering him until he was so shell shocked he couldn’t have found his
balance even if he’d been allowed to stand up. 


The next thing he knew there were hands on his helmet
trying to remove it, but Ian used the override and locked out the external
controls, keeping himself inside the protective cocoon no matter how much
physical abuse he took, and after a few minutes of wrenching he felt himself be
picked up by the Zen’zat…who started carrying him off.


Ian let himself recover for a few seconds, then kicked
and punched at any part of the dark green armor he could…but that only resulted
in another beating that left him seeing stars. By the time he came to he
realized he was back on the surface, then was dumped to the ground a short
while later. He stood up, looking around to see the two prongs of a Triceratops
pointed at him from only a few meters away, but they weren’t sparking with
energy. Rather, his Rentar power charge was being assaulted and he could see
the bar dropping rapidly on his HUD.


Ian took off to the left, but only made it a few steps
before another Zen’zat stepped out through a broken doorway and clotheslined
him with one quick arm flick, knocking him on the ground as his Rentar bar went
to zero.


Suddenly his body tightened up and he felt himself
lifted off the ground. He was spun around and floated back in front of the
Brat’mar, then after about a minute of mechanical screeches and groans his
helmet broke apart from the rest of his armor at the neck and his face was
exposed to the outside air.


The gleaming silver armor on the face of the Brat’mar
peeled back like a retreating wave of water across its skin, revealing a
blue/grey thick hide with clear horns. His face was floated over next to the
tiny one on its snout, then was smashed against the side of its head…and as
soon as skin contact was made his entire body went limp, betraying his command,
as he sensed a looming presence within his mind. It was a pressure, but barely
that of a ghost to his perspective. What it was doing he didn’t know from his
senses, but he’d been told that the V’kit’no’sat could read minds if they could
touch your skin…and this one was probably sucking out all his secrets right
now, with Ian unable to even  move a
muscle as his body hung limp inside his armor.


He knew he was as good as dead, but without even being
able to speak there was nothing he could do but wait. 


And the wait lasted several minutes before his body
returned to his control and he dropped to the ground, then an invisible wave
knocked him to the side and into the hands of two Zen’zat. He swung at them,
knocking the legs out from under one with a follow-up scissor kick, then a
punch to his head sent him reeling. The next thing he knew there was some sort
of cutting tool tearing apart his armor as the Zen’zat peeled him out of it.
Before he could throw another punch one of their pale hands emerged and touched
a pair of fingers to his bloody forehead...


The pain numbed out, but he also lost control of his
body again until the armor had been fully removed, then he was dragged to his
feet and given to one Zen’zat that took him by the wrist with the mechanical
gauntlet constricting so firmly that it might as well have been handcuffs. He
was pulled for several steps until he started walking with the Zen’zat, knowing
that outside his armor all it would take was a few good punches and he’d be
dead, and his head was still throbbing from the one he’d taken earlier, so he
didn’t put up any more fight, deciding to play this out and see what they were
going to do with him. Maybe there would be a chance for him to get away
later…or maybe they were going to rip him apart for fun somewhere else.


Eventually he was shoved inside a room with other
Humans…some civilians, some Commandos, and even a pair of lower ranking Archons
based off their uniforms, all of which were out of armor.


“Where are we?” he asked.


“Holding,” the ranger said. “They’re taking turns
interrogating us. I don’t know what they’re after, but I don’t think they’re
finding it too quickly or we’d already be dead.”


“I saw them kill others,” Ian pointed out. “What are
they looking for?”


“I don’t know. Fight back if you want, but at this
point I see no way of surviving this. I’d rather go down swinging, but without
armor we stand zero chance.”


“How many are outside?”


“Two Zen’zat are guarding us. One there,” he said,
pointing to a wall that Ian couldn’t see through, “and there.”


Ian saw him point to the hallway that ran parallel to
the room.


“Where are they taking us to be interrogated?”


“Down here,” the ranger said, pointing the opposite
way. “There’s a couple of the small ones. Kar’ka, I think. They’ve had me in
there three times already. Never said a word.”


“Did you lose control of your body?”


“Mostly. I’ve had some training how to resist, but
their minds are too powerful for me. I could keep the Zen’zat out for the most
part…until they knocked me unconscious.”


“I couldn’t do anything,” Ian said, swiping a trickle
of blood off his forehead and rubbing it on the wall instead of his light blue
uniform. “Anyone know the condition of the fleet?”


Those military in the room shook their heads in the
negative, while the civilians were so freaked out they didn’t care to supply
him with any information, wrapped up in repeating memories of the horrors
they’d witnessed and the expectation of more to come in short order.



 

The V’kit’no’sat had blown their own entry holes into
the Ribbon then secured all the natural boarding points in order to keep the
remaining civilians from fleeing before they could be captured or killed, so
when Rio’s assault team tried to board they had to go about cutting themselves
a new entry point as well, though they were much more efficient at it. Once
they had a surface conduit established down into the internal atmosphere and
shield generators holding it inside, they sent down several dropships that were
unmanned ahead of those that were, drawing firing from the I’rar’et circling in
the air around the entry point and getting blown into bits by the concentrated
weaponsfire.


But what came in behind that diversion started shooting
back as two madcats fell through pulsing their jumpjets to slow their fall down to the surface, launching
scores of missiles at the lightly armored I’rar’et flyers and knocking many of
them out of the sky. Most didn’t die, merely falling down and recovering or
hitting the surface still alive, but their limited armor was no match for the
firepower in the compact missiles and they were left with holes in their wings
or missing wings altogether as they rapidly backtracked from the entry corridor
as the two madcats continued to empty their racks on
the hundreds of the Pterodactyls above. 


There was no resistance on the ground, for Rio had
chosen a region in the Ribbon that the V’kit’no’sat had not claimed yet, though
the I’rar’et could fly just about anywhere they wanted…that was until a few
squadrons of skeets came down through the hole in the sky and began chasing
after them. About equal size, the skeets had far less biology inside them than
the I’rar’et did, making for a pretty even match when factoring in the tech
advantage the V’kit’no’sat had…save for the few missiles that the Star Force
aerial craft also carried. 


Either the I’rar’et hadn’t been expecting that or they
just didn’t know about Star Force enough to be prepared for it, because many of
them died in the first few minutes until several K’lak’tal showed up in their
battle suits and downed a few skeets, but even they had to back off as more and
more missiles and energy weapon hits came from the growing number of mechs on
the ground, for they were coming down through the opening like drops of water
then fanning out on the cityscape below as Star Force immediately began setting
up a safe zone and putting out a call to any survivors nearby to come here for evac.


Rio came down through the opening mid
stream in a neo, dropping lightly to the ground on a city street before
running up to the periphery with several other mechs in tight formation behind
him. They had to get to one of the natural spaceports and secure it in order to
get the big transports inside, otherwise it would take forever to evacuate the
remaining people…and the longer they waited, the less of them there would be to
rescue, for the automated systems on the Ribbon that still remained under their
control were recording the waves of carnage taking place.


Knowing approximately where the front lines of the
slaughter were, he took his 4 binaries of mechs out at point, shooting at
whatever I’rar’et was bold enough to come in close, while they hunted the
closest of the Brat’mar, which was some 43 miles away, meaning they were going
to be there in a little over half an hour.
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The energy blast coming off the Brat’mar’s
horns was different than what the Hjar’at used. Their Saroto’kanse’vam had a
range of operations, but the Brat’mar’s Doh’gon had a
single use. Each of the two forward-pointing horns could fire individually in a
narrow arc forward, not in all directions like the Hjar’at, or they could link
the two together to produce a stronger blast that was held between them in a
gathering point shortly before release in a plasma-like beam that was both
energy and a bit of matter thrown in. 


The matter contingent was unstable and decaying as
soon as it left the containment of the horns, producing a burning effect on
anything it touched that would linger shortly after contact, but the biggest
damage the Brat’mar could do outscaled even the
Hjar’at. One versus one the Hjar’at would win easily, but as far as unloading a
single shot went, when the Brat’mat included their
nose horn the trio of Doh’gon emitters would produce a cannon-like shot in the
form of a very short beam that was very powerful but low to cycle. They could
even amp it up more if they wanted by including the head fin, which acted as a
containment device that allowed them to accept even more charge from their
armor in the air above of their eyes…as well as giving them a huge bioshield in
front of their bodies whenever they wished. 


The Brat’mat were ferocious
when facing an opponent. It was their flanks that were their ‘weak’ point, though
in truth they were strong from all sides. It was just their forward arc that
was their sweet spot, both for offense and defense, and it was that that Rio
jumped over in his neo as the Brat’mar fired on a madcat
and punched through its shields, melting the leg armor and seizing up the knee
joint a moment later so that it couldn’t walk. 


Rio’s mech came down on top of the Brat’mar, metallic
knees first, and knocked it flat to the ground. He recovered his own footing
then began punching the silver-armored flank with both hands while firing off
mauler and Dre’mo’don blasts into the Brat’mar’s
shields while taking a few hits from its secondary weaponry. 


A wall of Lachka hit his mech, trying to push it off,
but it only managed to allow the quadruped to slide away briefly, for the neo
was too heavy for it to pick up. It tried to spin around but the mech was too
fast, charging forward and firing into its side again as the stationary madcat fired mauler blasts of its own into the face that
was charging up another shot and trying to spin around to deliver it against
Rio while delivering secondary Chi’parat shots from
its hip mounted weaponry.


Old as the mauler weapon was, Star Force had kept it
around for a reason…and that reason was its ability to weaken shields. A mauler
blast today was some 200 times more destructive than it had been when the
weapon had first arrived in mech form, though that still didn’t match the
Dre’mo’dons they now used. However, using both weapons meant the V’kit’no’sat
or others couldn’t tune their shields to resist just the Dre’mo’dons or the
maulers, and with every hit the madcat laid into the
Brat’mar its shields went down far more than from the destructive effect alone.


Unable to get to Rio with its main weapon as fast as
it liked, the Brat’mar turned back and unloaded on the madcat.
With its shields mostly down, it took the Doh’gon beam straight in the body and
the forward armor plates exploded so hard that it rocked the entire mech back.
Unable to bend the one knee to compensate it started to fall down, then some
agile maneuvering on the other leg and with the two stubby arms had it leaning
over at an angle and looking towards the ground as the pilot wresting the
damaged mech back up into standing position…but then another Brat’mar came in
and physically rammed it, unloading another blast into the forward, damaged
section once it was on the ground, and all but killing the mech. The protective
cockpit cocoon took damage, but the pilot still lived and had enough control
left to unload the left shoulder missile box into the flank of the Brat’mar.


The explosions damaged the mech too, tearing off the
missile box as well as the left arm, but the shields on the V’kit’no’sat went
down and a good chunk of its armor went with it as Rio kept wrangling with the
other while getting bits of incoming Chi’parat damage
from nearby Kar’ka weaponry. It was more potent than Dre’mo’dons and the V’kit’no’sat’s primary weapon for small scale conflicts
where sufficient armor space was available…and the Kar’ka were about as small
as you could get and still wield one, though on occasion Zen’zat would carry
large independent weapons of the same make.


Right now it was the Kar’ka that were sniping at the
mechs alongside the Brat’mar, with the Zen’zat staying out of the way so they
didn’t get stepped on. Their weaponry was infantry only and not up to snuff for
this kind of a fight, and really the Kar’ka were at a disadvantage too against
the neos. The other mechs were a different story, but
the Kar’ka had to operate in groups to take them down, for one on one they
didn’t have the firepower to do it.


The Brat’mar were more than a match for the mechs, but
Rio was using the agility of the neo and the quadruped limitations of his
opponent to his advantage as he finally beat through the shielding on the
Brat’mar and began to score armor hits…then a very skillful faint got him
momentarily off balance as the Brat’mar looking to be spinning its head towards
him then suddenly redirected and whipped its giant tale around from the opposite
direction.


Rio’s neo was knocked backward, and as the Brat’mar
reversed its spin he saw the blue energy charging over its head, knowing he
couldn’t get to his feet fast enough, so while he fired a Dre’mo’don into the
forward bioshields covering the Brat’mar he reached
out with his mind and unleashed the largest Fornax blast he could straight into
the thing’s big head.


The Brat’mar twitched uncontrollably and the beam shot
high, missing the neo and traveling a couple of kilometers to where it hit the top
of a building, blowing it apart and causing the upper few stories to tip over
and eventually fall crumbling to the ground, crushing whatever was beneath it. 


Neo knew it would take time for another Doh’gon to
charge, so he rushed the face of the Brat’mar and attacked the bioshields, weakening them with punches and shots while
staying directly ahead of the Brat’mar and out of range of the hip cannons,
though the knee-mounted ones continued to chip away at his shields.


A moment before the Brat’mar’s
bioshields eventually collapsed the silver armor on
its face rippled and flowed up over its horns, protecting them as the armor’s
shields breached a few seconds later and the neo started making body blows…up
until he had to pull back as another Doh’gon shot through the space he had been
in from another flanking Brat’mar.


A trio of skeets flew in and strafed it, unloading
into its side and streaking past ahead of a pair of I’rar’et chasing them just
before a huge salvo of missiles from a pair of madcats
slammed into the Brat’mar, taking it down so hard that Rio knew it must have
already had weakened shields prior to the attack. A pair of neos
jumped out from behind a low building on spaceport grounds and went straight
for it, leaving him to deal with his previous target as its horns became
exposed again and charged up for another heavy cannon shot.


Just then Rio got a battlemeld
prompt from two other Archons approaching from the south, with him immediately
accepting it and the trio reached out to the Brat’mar’s
mind, using their combined Ikrid power to hammer against its incredibly large
telepathic presence even as they peppered it with Dre’mo’don and mauler blasts.
The battle went on for four more seconds, but just as the Doh’gon was about to
fire against his neo again they finally broke through its mental defenses and
froze it…with the blue energy dissipating as there was no longer any
controlling force behind it.


An umbrella of energy puffed from its head, lightly
damaging anything around it as Rio and the others fought to keep a hold on the
mind that was bucking their grip as much as possible. Meanwhile they continued
to hammer it with mech shots, tearing through its armor until they started
making flesh wounds. Once that happened their hold on its mind broke, for the
pain was too much for them to suppress. It staggered to the side, firing back
with its secondary weaponry as it tried to charge up another Doh’gon, but
subsequent Fornax blasts caused it to trip and fall…though it didn’t get back
up as more body shots were made and the Brat’mar finally died.


Rio breathed heavily inside the mech, having stretched
his Ikrid power to the limit to try and suppress that much brain mass, but then
he noticed the disappeared Brat’mar’s mind return,
though it wasn’t moving. As other fighting continued and the battlemeld link between the three broke, he zoomed in on
the Brat’mar and saw its wounds healing over…knowing that the armor it wore
contained a Kich’a’kat that was trying to bring it back to life.


Rio didn’t like shooting people when they were down,
but in this case he had no choice…and after the sight of other Brat’mar
telekinetically ripping unarmored Humans apart he didn’t feel too bad about
this one. He just hated that they were so outmatched that they couldn’t be
taking prisoners. They had to kill as many of the V’kit’no’sat as they could,
and the number of mechs littering the spaceport attested to the cost of the few
kills they were getting. Rio couldn’t let this one get back up and limp off,
only to return later in a new suit of armor or to go out with a final cannon
blast that would kill or disable another mech.


So he walked up and started unloading into the breach
points in the armor until either the Kich’a’kat was destroyed or there wasn’t
enough of the Brat’mar left to repair. Either way the healing stopped and Rio
ran off towards the closest engagement he could find, though there were only a
few remaining. The spaceport would soon be theirs again, but it had cost them a
lot…


Suddenly he got hit from behind as a pair of new
Brat’mar entered the spaceport landing field, coming out from behind a building
and apparently jamming sensors enough not to have gotten picked up on the
battlemap prior to that. Both of them unloaded their Doh’gon at him, with Rio
only managing to dodge one of the shots. The other hit and blew through his
shields, then partially severed his right arm that dropped limp beside him as
he ran off in his metallic body as fast as he could, but the smaller Kar’ka
with the Brat’mar raced across the gap faster than his neo could move without
the counterbalance of the arm, and even then the V’kit’no’sat might have turned
out to be faster, because they were closing alarmingly fast.


He didn’t turn to fight, knowing that if they delayed
him the Brat’mar would finish him off, so he continued running as their Chi’parat ate into his rear armor. He got nearly a
kilometer before they got one of his leg joints and his mech fell to the
ground, digging a furrow in the hard pavement and forcing him to fight from a
kneeling position...but what they didn’t expect was the massive Fornax blast
thrown their way along with the weaponry in his intact arm and shoulder mounts.
Another followed it, and another, disrupting their balance but not taking them
down to the ground as many of their return shots missed his mech entirely…but
then a cannon shot from a Brat’mar hit him square in the chest and knocked his
mech flat on its mechanical back.


Free of the Fornax disruption, the Kar’ka swarmed over
him, shooting into the armor damage and wrecking his mech until a combination
of air strikes and a star of mechs got to him, fighting off the Kar’ka and
killing most of them before losing two of their own to the Brat’mar as Rio sat
in his armored cocoon trying to get his mech back on its feet…but it was no
use. It was toast and all he had was the secondary battlemap feed coming from
the cocoon to see what was going on outside, for his command and control
systems were down.


He could issue commands, and did send a few quick ones
before he started digging his way out of the dead mech. It took him several
minutes of pushing and cutting using the tools inside to get through the
damaged cocoon even with the help of internal releases, then he crawled out
through the gash the Brat’mar had torn in the torso and stood atop his dead
mech in his purple/white Archon armor and looked around. 


The two Brat’mar were being pushed back by another
star coming to assist the broken one, but neither of them were damaged. Shields
were low, but no armor damaged yet. As for the Kar’ka…


Rio leapt up off the mech and kicked in his Yen’mer,
flying up a few meters then doing a superman low to the ground as he headed for
three of the Kar’ka. Each was a good three meters tall and had weaponry that
could eat through his shields and armor really fast, but he never gave them the
chance. Readjusting his shields into a forward cone and throwing up his own bioshields over them, he dove straight into one of them and
knocked it over with his body, dropping both shields right before impact so not
to drain them, then flicking them back on after the fact as he bounced to the
second one and punched it in the head.


Running/flying between the three he moved too fast for
them to easily shoot with their Chi’parat, but they
also had smaller Dre’mo’dons on their short arms that they did land a few shots
with, but not enough to get through both sets of shields before Rio started
messing with their mental aim and causing the others to go wide or to shoot
phantom images of himself. He kept them so busy and frustrated that they didn’t
even see the skeets coming in, and when he dropped into a ball on the ground
between the three and generated the biggest Fornax field he could, the area
around him lit up with weaponsfire as the skeets didn’t fly past. They came to
a hover nearby and unloaded on the three Kar’ka with repetitive shots…shots
that the V’kit’no’sat could not return so long as the Fornax was messing with
their aim.


When the weaponsfire ceased all three Kar’ka were full
of smoking holes and Rio waved off the skeets as he went around and made sure each
of the three remained dead while also watched from afar as the 10 mechs took
down one of the Brat’mar and chased the other off…though there were only 4 of
them left standing at the end. 


Another neo ran over to him and Rio flew up to land on
the shoulder, then the Regular pilot ran him across the battlefield to a secure
area before heading back out to help clean up what was left of the V’kit’no’sat
and establish a perimeter in case more were on their way…and with the local
jamming devices they were setting up to minimize Star Force sensors and their battlemeld coordination, the odds of ambushes were
considerably greater. Rio was going to need to bring sensor beacons in and set
them up everywhere to fill in the gaps, for armor and mech systems working in
conjunction were not going to pick up anything beyond line of sight with this
much jamming in play.


Another neo guarding the recently established
evacuation site…given that it still had some intact ships sitting on the tarmac…commed him and offered his ride, but Rio declined. Instead he
headed over to the Morpheus-class
mech that was standing guard along with a quartet of drones. Rio had it open up
and he flew into the hatch, sliding inside with the two occupants and taking a
seat on the floor.


“The neo can cover this location. Get your star moving
and out to the damaged mechs. We have to recover pilots before they can get
picked off by Zen’zat. I’ve seen one killed already, and I know they’re waiting
for another opportunity. I’ll provide coordination and psionic assistance if we
encounter anymore Brat’mar, but right now we need to go Zen’zat hunting.”


“Gladly,” the Archon in the controller’s seat said
while the Regular that was piloting the Morpheus itself didn’t respond other
than getting them into motion. The Archon mentally ordered the four pilotless
mechs to fall into formation behind the Morpheus, and Rio rode with them out
towards the battlefield as he looked on sensors for dead spots where the
V’kit’no’sat may have been hiding jammers…for the Zen’zat were using them
cagily to move in and around the various structures and downed mechs, often
running across the gaps so fast that no one could shoot them because they
weren’t in range, then disappearing from sensors again and unable to be tracked
down once a mech or skeet got to their location.


Rio kept checking the battle in the air as well,
seeing that what fighting was left amounted to a few I’rar’et poking the
perimeter in order to keep the skeets from massing against the ground troops as
they fought an aggressive retreat away from the spaceport trying to bleed Star
Force of as many mechs as they could without going down themselves. 


But they weren’t Rio’s concern…the Zen’zat were, for
right now they were acting as assassins and looking to take down the
mechwarriors when they exited their dead machines or going after them inside
them. Rio picked up on one such attempted to the west and the Morpheus star
responded in time, seeing a large explosion rip open the heart of the mech as a
Zen’zat ran off under ranged weaponsfire that wasn’t accurate enough to hit
him, though Rio had hoped they’d get a lucky hit in.


 They didn’t,
but when Rio exited the mech and flew down to the site of the explosion he saw
that a bit of the cocoon had remained, then he coordinated with the Archon
inside to cut him out while standing guard against any more assassination
attempts. 


The spaceport was theirs, but this was not safe
territory yet. They’d have to clear and reinforce it heavily before they could
open up the space doors and start accepting in the convoys of transports to
evacuate the survivors…and he had no doubt that there would be Zen’zat lurking
in the shadows to ambush the unarmored civilians as they transitioned here.


Which meant that he was going to have to be spending a
lot of time out of mech counter hunting them…along with Archon teams linked in battlemeld with the same objective.


As long as the mechs and aerial division could keep
sufficient numerical advantage to hold the V’kit’no’sat heavy hitters back from
this location, and the navy outside could do the same, this was going to be a
war of Zen’zat versus Archons with the prizes being the lives of the civilians
yet to be evacuated…and Rio knew that they weren’t going to get them all out,
so he set himself to the task of hunting the hunters rather than being a
defender, and took most of the best Archons he had available with him for the
same purpose as other Archons, Knights, and Commandos were deployed in defensive
arrangements and escorts along the evacuation routes that were just now being
set up to channel the panicked civilians that were running out of buildings
everywhere and heading straight for the nearest Star Force troops they could
find…


Which the Zen’zat took advantage of, killing many in
the chaos before Rio returned the favor and started a killcount of his own that
would cross into triple figures within two days…but that was only the beginning
of the fight on the Ribbon, for the V’kit’no’sat had come here for answers and
they weren’t going to give up their captive population until they had learned from
them who among the V’kit’no’sat was sponsoring the rogue Zen’zat. 



 


 


 

www.aerkijyr.com



 

Star
Trek Red Alert





cover.jpeg
ARCE
M rvYyrma

- Shiva-98

=

—

-
=






