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~Prologue~


 


Star System Dalon, Core of the Viron Empire


Planet Dalon's World


 


He
kept falling, falling. Blackness everywhere—no light, no ground, things did not
exist for him to hold onto…Just nothingness. A total void, and so he fell.


Who am I? What am I? He
didn't know. He didn't even have the emotions to feel afraid, or to be curious,
or to wonder. All he knew? He’d been in a falling trance for as long as he
could remember.


Time. What is that?


A body. What is that?


A light. What is that?


A small light, very miniature, shone
from far away.


He couldn't quite tell what it might
be, but it certainly looked different. At least, it was something.


When the light became brighter, he
became curious—certainly something new.


Curiosity. He could feel this
emotion, again.


The light. It became larger. Like a
single star in a black sky. 


Prancort wanted to touch it, to grab
hold of it.


Prancort...yes, that’s my name,
as it has always been, and always will be. 


He seemed to have hands, now. He
reached for that dot of light, but instead it reached out for him. 


The point of light zoomed at him. It
enclosed him from all sides. It surrounded him. Colors emerged around him. 


Objects filled the sky. A place. A
time. A reason.


Logic existed, again. Things existed
and were related to each other.


I am Prancort. I am me. Prancort
de Gaulle—a machine—a god. 


He now saw it in his mind…Hundreds
of starships firing laser beams at each other. Thousands of people died every
second—and High Admiral Prancort was the mastermind behind it all. The Supreme
Commander of all he surveyed.


He was going to win. He would win.
He always won—every game.


Yes, the war…The battle, it all came
back to him now…









Act 1


 


CHAPTER ONE


 


Star System Orasis V


Flag Bridge, Mobile Battle Fortress VSF Epsilon Decimus


Battle…Battle
happened all around him. 


I can win—I can win. Prancort gripped the
railing with tight fists and he could hear his own breathing through his
armored suit. Huff. Huff. His brain worked at maximum speed. 


Below him, hundreds of uniformed officers carried out his
orders. 


The flag bridge busied itself in an unnatural high as it
controlled the entire human space navy in what was the largest battle humanity
ever encountered to date. The product of hundreds of worlds and billions of
human laborers fought against the alien armada that wanted to kill every human
being in the galaxy.


Huff. Huff… Prancort's nanite enhanced brain sent out
orders at lightning speed. 


His eyes darted at the giant holographic display in front of
him. The red and green images flashed across his face, constantly changing,
constantly updating as the holomap tried to represent what was happening on the
battlefield in three-dimensional form.


He was a machine…He was a god. 


Yet, even as his lightning fast reflexes commanded entire
squadrons of starships,  a thought kept repeating through his mind of how —he
was indeed failing. 


The truth is—the enemy he fought turned out to be even more
vicious and cunning. The alien out there, commanding the opposing fleet, rarely
made mistakes, and constantly overpowered Prancort on numerous occasions.


Yet, Prancort persisted. He tried his best to kill that
emotion—the fear that he might lose. He must do it for humanity. He needed to
do it for himself. Because—if he failed here, he would never allow himself to
live… 


Star System Orasis V


Bridge, Juggernaut VSF Asterix


Captain Donovan bit at his lip. As a forward commander, his
duty was to hold the line, but there’s only so much even he could do. In
the end, he was just a pawn on the board, a pawn the higher ups commanded. 


"All laser batteries, fire!"The Captain stared at
the holomap with blood-struck eyes. 


The twenty-kilometer super-dreadnaught Asterix
readied its 400 laser batteries and fired into the leading snake warship.
Massive amounts of energy ravaged the enemy starship, crisping its outer layer
of armor to bits. 


However, this didn’t seem to matter. The snake warship had so
much armor, it seemed undeterred as it fired back. 


Damage sensors went ablaze. The bridge rocked as waves of
violence slashed through it.


"Report!" said Donovan.


"I'm reading light damage to our forward armor! Power
conduits on our forward section have been damaged by 25%. Light
casualties!"


Flag Bridge, Mobile Battle Fortress VSF Epsilon
Decimus


“I wish I could use missiles in this battle,” Admiral
Prancort said aloud, but he knew he couldn't. Too much intersystem dust and
small rocks existed within the asteroid field. Missiles would blow upon hitting
any rock since they didn't have a gravity-field powerful enough to deflect
them, especially with the missile's extreme speed.


Battle space looked like a gigantic asteroid field.
Nothing—but a thick particle dense field with millions of mile wide asteroids
in every direction…the proto-stellar dust field of a newborn star. The snake
admiral had chosen it, and High Admiral Prancort had been forced to follow the
enemy admiral into the stellar dust cloud with the belief human ships could
outperform because they were smaller.


“Well, the enemy cannot use their missiles, either,” Vice
Admiral Prion observed.


The battle in Block E-9-C was won, but the other battles in
other blocks weren’t as victorious. Prancort already sent an overwhelming
number of ships to Block E-9-C to win that battle, but he didn't have an
overwhelming number of ships in all the other blocks. 


A large part of the enemy's success could be attributed to
the power of the enemy juggernauts. They were unfathomably well armored and
could take on a lot of damage, especially from the front. He learned several
things during the battle of block E-9-C. A snake juggernaut couldn’t be
destroyed from the front, unless overwhelmed by firepower from a human
juggernaut and only if the snake were already damaged. The only cost-effective
way to destroy it was from the flanks where the armor seemed weaker. Also,
because of the way snake starships were designed, where the aft and side armors
were especially weak, a single Viron element could turn the tide of the
particular battle if properly positioned. In the case of Block E-9-C, it was a
single Viron light-cruiser. 


This directly related to his tactical successes. Certainly,
surrounds and ‘bear claw’ tactics worked when they were done fast enough by
small elements like his destroyers and light-cruisers. Even a single
light-cruiser positioned in the rear or flank could give the enemy a dilemma it
couldn't solve without repositioning its own units, thus wasting valuable time
and exposing even more side or aft armor.


The exception would be with a head-to-head confrontation,
then the snakes definitely took the advantage. Their frontal armor was that
strong. Worse yet, the enemy had eighteen remaining juggernauts while Prancort
only had fifteen.


Gripping the railings with his sweaty hands, Prancort
continued scanning the battlefield for solutions. 


Battles now occurred in over eighteen blocks. Over 80% of
Prancort's fleet engaged in direct combat. The 20% unengaged starships rushed
inward, away from the fleet's flanks. The snake fleet continued pushing
high-density forces through openings in an attempt to overwhelm by sheer
firepower. Prancort's only resort besides pushing more ships directly into the
‘action zones’ would be by flanking and rearing. He could do it easily because
his smaller ships could maneuver through pockets. In general, his ships were
faster because they could do so.


So, there were two things which would impact the success of
this battle: how well the Viron ships already in combat could flank and rear
the snake attackers, and how fast Prancort could get his remaining
twenty-percent away from the flanks and into the battle at the center wall. 


Losses in the center already soared to over a third of all
of Prancort's starships.


The snakes lost Twenty-percent of its pre-battle numbers,
but this was mostly in terms of smaller starships like destroyers and
light-cruisers. The snakes beat Prancort in the heavy-cruiser tally, killing
twenty-eight Viron heavy-cruisers compared to fifteen snake heavies lost.
Despite this, Prancort did destroy two snake juggernauts while losing only one,
but this was because of a fluke in the orders. 


The battle still raged on. Prancort had little choice but to
continue giving out orders, both on a large scale and on a small scale. He made
sure those ships arriving into the center battle wall would arrive from a point
where it could flank the enemy ships. He ordered starships already in battle to
proper locations, especially if they were idle. For instance, most of the
combatants in Block E-9-C were already mopping up all the snake units. These
units could be sent to a neighboring block, where their firepower could win the
day there… All in all, he’d gained a slight advantage when the enemy attacked
on all fronts. Many bottlenecks were made, which allowed Prancort to shoot
enemy ships coming out of cracks one at a time. However, he lost the advantage
once the enemy got through, as head-to-head, his units couldn’t fight a frontal
battle with snake units.
















 


CHAPTER TWO


Flag Bridge, Mobile Battle Fortress


VSF Epsilon Decimus


Admiral
Prancort played the game. The game was called…Who could outflank the other. The
snakes played the game as well, even though they were ahead, without knowingly
playing it. Prancort needed to play the game exceptionally well in order to
win, but the enemy didn’t.


The asteroids made the game more crucial, but it also
blocked the way. If the battle were held in open space, flanking would have
been more difficult because both sides would have begun shooting each other
from tens of thousands of kilometers away. In reality, the line-of-sight became
much harder to get, then because you needed to slow down in order to maneuver,
an object that moved to your flanks would stay there.


Prancort controlled hundreds of units in a kaleidoscope of
movement. Vice Admiral Prion helped out, too.


Often times, their strategies for a particular block
mingled. 


“See you those two snake cruisers?”  Prancort pointed out.
“We have to pull away or reflank, if we don’t they’ll get side shots on us.”


“We don’t have the troops to counter flank,” Prion
countered.


“Then we bend back,”  


A few seconds later, Prion spoke, “Why did you commit to
that attack? We’re in a disadvantage in that block.”


“It’s okay. I have two destroyers ready to rear attack.”


“Two destroyers won’t make a difference in that block.” 


“Trust me, they will.”


Then, there was the enemy commander. He seemed to react
faster and have greater map vision. Which is only natural since he’s a
centipede with many legs, and so it wasn’t unexpected how his alien brain could
multitask better.


It turned out to be uncanny how well the snake could play it
out. Talk about getting the snake to make mistakes. Now when the snake was in,
he could play it well. 


“I’m pulling out of Block D-7-C,” Prancort announced. 


“If you’re pulling out of D-7-C, I’m pulling out of the
neighboring blocks. I’ll get surrounded,” Prion responded.


“Maybe not, then.” Prancort shook his head. “But I can’t
hold D-7-C. Can you spare me some reinforcements?”


“Two light-cruisers is all I can spare.” 


“That might balance the odds.” Prancort nodded. “Do it.” His
mind focused onto the battle. The fate of his nation’s future rested on it. He
couldn’t believe it all came down to this—whether or not he could outplay the
snake commander inside an asteroid field. Outrageous, but true. It seemed like
a dream. 


I can win, I can win.


 


Bridge, Juggernaut VSF Asterix


 


“Weapons, fire!”  Donovan ordered. On the map, he watched as
the snake light-cruiser on the seventeen snake battle wall suddenly took an
entire frontside of Asterix’s laser beams into its right armor.


Its side armor splintered in blinding hot explosions. Armor
fragments spewed in every direction. The light-cruiser stopped firing into the
human wall of the ships ahead of it, and instead teetered over like a puzzled
child. 


Asterix’s next discharge of laser beams burned even deeper into the snake’s side-innards. 


The snake suddenly turned towards its right, in an attempt
to forward face Asterix, which flanked it.


When it finished the turn, some human captain in the human
wall ahead of it noticed it had revealed its side, and fired onto the snake
light-cruiser’s left armor. Another human starship in the big wall followed
suit, then another.


The light-cruiser exploded white-hot. Fragments of its
ten-kilometer hull ricocheted on a snake heavy-cruiser nearby, leaving giant
marks as well as moving the ship.


“Weapons, switch fire towards snake heavy-cruiser, E52,”
Donovan ordered amidst the cheering on the bridge.


“Aye, sir!”


Asterix’s forward laser mounts beamed into its next
victim, a snake heavy-cruiser on the snakes’ remaining battle wall—who also
faced the human wall. The beams slashed into its side armor like it did to the
exploded light-cruiser. Explosions pockmarked all across the second victim’s
side-hull. Once again, weak side armor fragments spewed in every direction. 


“They don’t know what to do about it,” Commander Rajek noted
from beside him.


“We’re a game changer,” Donovan concluded as he stared at
the snake. What can you do? If you turn to face me, the human wall in front
of you will fire at your sides.


The snake didn’t move. 


All the while, the Asterix continued to blast its
side-armor and destroy its side-hull. 


A light-cruiser crept up besides Asterix, and Donovan
noticed its insignia, the Viron light-cruiser Pendam. Join the party!
Donovan snickered. 


The light-cruiser Pendam also fired into the snake
heavy-cruiser from the flank, adding to Asterix’s destructive firepower
on the snake’s side. 


The snake, instead of twisting to face its assailants 
attacking its vulnerable side, simply stood still and let itself be
destroyed…such was the dilemma it was in. A minute later, it exploded in
another white-hot fireball. Pieces of its twenty-kilometer hull splattered in
many directions.


“Good. Target the next…“  Donovan’s voice faded away, as he
spotted it on the central holomap. A little thing, about half the size of a
human destroyer. About one kilometer in diameter. He’d previously ignored it,
thinking it to be merely hull fragments—but no, it now moved too carefully and
purposely for that. Worse, its emissions told him that it was a piloted ship.
Though, not a Viron ship. He’d never seen it before. 


Donovan now remembered the debriefing.


Admiral Prancort, in the center of that massive auditorium,
told all the captains of the human fleet to be wary of the kamikaze ship, or
the K-ship. A true suicide ship, armed with as much antimatter as it could
carry. 


“Weapons, target that small K-ship behind the human battle
wall and fire!” yelled Donovan.


“I can’t, sir! Our ships are blocking it! I don’t have
line-of-sight!”


“Comm, tell the captains of Ashigaru and Mitsume
that—” 


Just then—the k-ship blew. First, a blinding white-flash
occurred right in the center of the fourteen-ship human battle wall. A blinding
shockwave expanded—unlike anything Donovan had ever seen before. From his
distance, it looked like it would rock Asterix and drain its shields.
From the close-in distance of the ships inside the human battle wall, it was
like absorbing a supernova’s energy explosion.


Immediately, two human ships, the closest to the detonation,
exploded into giant fireballs as the shockwave crashed into them. Three other
human ships within the next closest vicinity had their shields ripped off their
skin. Green-blue shield energy splashed outward, along with pieces of their
hull.


Donovan didn’t need to magnify the holomap’s zoom to see
fireballs whooshing through those ship’s innards. 


The rest of the human squadron seemed to break formation, as
soon as they were struck by the shockwave.


He sure didn’t want to be in Prancort’s position. The damage
to the fleet was vast. Damage control sensors on those ships must have been
beeping like sirens. When he studied the human wall of fourteen again, it
wasn’t a wall anymore, but a scattering of ships trying to come to their senses
among the snake’s fire.


Six to seven human ships—disabled! Just like that!


Now, the twelve-ship snake battle wall turned several of its
ships towards Donovan’s Asterix. 


“Helm, reverse course! Reverse!” Donovan commanded, “Get us
out of line of sight!”


“Aye, sir!”


The Viron light-cruiser beside Asterix, the Pendam,
also retreated.


“Are we abandoning them?” Rajek asked.


“Look at that human squadron. That’s not a battle wall
anymore, it’s a scattering of disabled ships! It’s just us and Pendam
versus all the snakes!”


“Surely, some of our ships that withstood the shockwave
could still fire,” Rajek offered. 


Donovan sat silently. “You’re right. We do still have
flanking position on that snake squadron. But we’re severely outnumbered. It’s
now seven versus fifteen—”


“Sir, look!” the helmsman yelled. “The holomap!”


Donovan twisted his head to look forward into the central
holomap and he saw it. It’d been crawling in order to sneak up on Asterix
and its ally, the Pendam. Another snake k-ship, some three hundred
kilometers aft of Asterix.


“Weapons, do you have firing solution on that?”  Donovan
asked.


“Yes, sir—but we don’t have much laser mounts back there.
Only twenty rear laser mounts.”


“Is that enough to take it out? Fire!” Donovan ordered,
“Helm, turn us 90 degrees so our side laser mounts can fire on it.”


“But that’ll expose our side to the snake squadron!” Chris
at weapons replied.


“We’ll die if we don’t take it out! Do it!”


Asterix’s twenty rear laser mounts spammed twenty beams at
two second-intervals into the snake K-ship. 


The K-ship looked like gigantic cockroach, except with a
very vast abdomen that held its antimatter stores. Its forward hull carried all
the propulsion units and defenses.


 Did it have a crew? Donovan would never know and didn’t
care to find out. 


The rear laser mounts crashed into the K-ship’s forward
hull, but to Donovan’s surprise, he saw green-blue shield scatter! It had
shields! I guess the snakes equip some of their ships with shields after
all. Shield blasts splattered as the Asterix’s laser beams continued
to prick the K-ship. 


“It’s closing to two hundred kilometers,” the helm reported.



The Asterix finished its 90-degree turn, and its
forty-side laser mounts added to the fire that splashed the K-ship’s shields. 


“Sir!” helm called again. “The Pendam turned, too!
They saw it!”


Donovan looked over at his ally. 


The light-cruiser Pendam had a much faster turn rate,
because it was much smaller. Within a minute, it’d fully turned a 180, while Asterix
kept turning to face the K-ship. The Pendam fired a full frontside of
two hundred cruiser-sized lasers. They dove into the K-ships shields, and
instead of making a blue-green splash, they directly hit the K-ship’s armor, or
whatever protected it. 


The K-ship rocked as both Asterix and Pendam
jammed their laser beams into its rather unprotected hull. Explosions easily spasmed
across its forward hull and more secondary explosions followed. Within seconds,
the K-ship was no more, but in its place stood a gigantic white-hot explosion
followed by a similar shockwave that expanded and expanded. 


“Shockwave incoming!” said damage control.


—until it enveloped both Asterix and Pendam.
The bridge of the Asterix rocked back and forth and its shields bled its
iron-cobalt matrix off.


“Shields at 10% and falling!” damage control advised.


My god, that was a big explosion, thought Donovan.


The bridge buckled and gravity shifted sideways as the
inertial stabilizers tried to compensate. His armpad shook and people on the
bridge who tried walking couldn’t. Everyone held onto something. 


Finally, the shockwave of highly energized plasma created by
the dust and small rocks of the asteroid field passed. 


“Shields gone!” damage control noted.


Donovan gazed up at the neighboring starship Pendam
and realized it also lost its shields, but because it had a smaller surface
area, the shockwave did relatively proportional damage to it. Luckily, the
K-ship exploded one hundred and fifty kilometers away. Closer—and both ships
would’ve been neutralized.


Both Pendam and Asterix now turned their backs
at the enemy squadron in an effort to destroy the enemy K-ship. This was no
good. 


“Sir! The enemy behind is firing!” damage control shouted. 


Three snake starships…a light-cruiser and two heavy
cruisers—fired their full frontside grazer mounts at three hundred kilometers
away. 


Virtually point-blank, Donovan saw the Pendam’s rear
explode from numerous grazer hits. 


The Pendam was a light-cruiser, and its rear armor,
the weakest of all its armors. The enemy fire smashed its rear hull. Beams of
gamma-ray photons from all three snakes machine-gunned into Pendam’s back,
wrecking internal equipment and explosions flamed every quarter of its hull.


Donovan winced and already knew what would happen before it
happened. 


The Pendam’s power plants, with its fusion reactors
and its antimatter stores, lost containment and exploded in another dazzling
array of bursts.


The Pendam was gone.


I’m next…“Helm! Full speed ahead!” Donovan shouted,
“Get us out of here! Put that asteroid wall in between us!” 


“Will do, sir!”


The Asterix’s gravitic drive went to full, while it
still could. The big gravity emitter fore and back glowed to purple and the
ship accelerated full speed at 0.4 kilometers per second squared. 


“The enemy behind is firing on us!” damage control called.


Donovan closed his eyes for all the good it would do. The
enemy is firing. The enemy is firing at my rear!


The bridge shook to gigantic blasts that tore through the
Asterix’s aft armor like paper. Damage control sensors blazed with alerts from
many of the aft quarters. Damage control yelled out, “I got red-red-black from
aft decks C12 to E19! Sections are blinking!”


Donovan clenched tight to his armrests with his gloved
hands. Hold together, Asterix. We’ve been through so much. Don’t fail me
now!


The damage sensors kept blinking and the starship kept
buckling, but she kept accelerating forward.


Another shake—then silence filled the bridge… 


“The asteroid wall is in between us,” helm advised. 


Donovan let out a big sigh. “Damage report! Tell me
everything that got destroyed.”


The DC officer read a big, big list of damaged aft sections.
It kept going and going, but—at least the Asterix was still alive.
















 


CHAPTER THREE


Flag Bridge, Mobile Battle Fortress


VSF Epsilon Decimus


 


Holy
Science! Prancort wanted to yell. But who in the flag bridge could bear
their admiral yelling at air? 


He just lost fifteen starships to that K-ship attack! True,
the first K-ship had destroyed seven, but once it killed off half his battle
wall, the rest were now meat for the grinding. The snakes in that battle would
slaughter the rest, and he couldn’t pull them out fast enough—well, at most one
or two would survive. Then the second K-ship, although caught before it did
irrevocable damage, wrecked the shields out of the Asterix and the Pendam.
The Pendam…was Prancort’s lucky vessel. It saved the battle in Block
E-9-C with its early arrival, and now it was dead.


So many dead—he lost 70,000 soldiers in less than ten
minutes.


Damn those K-ships! 


The enemy didn’t have missiles, but they did have torpedo
ships. These damn ships could generate enough of a gravity field, so small
rocks wouldn’t damage them before they reached their target. Once they reached
certain proximity, they detonated in a gigantic antimatter explosion. The sheer
shockwave of plasma wrecked nearby ships. 


He didn’t think the snakes had any, but it’s probably why
they were enthusiastic in fighting a close-quarter asteroid field battle.
K-ships were usually ineffective in normal battles in which distances were up
to hundreds of thousands of kilometers, where it could be targeted from far away.
That, combined with its weak shields and short blast radius, made it an
expensive but ineffective weapon. But in this close-range battle, the k-ship
really left its mark. They could get close enough to use their blast radius and
the space dust just made the shockwave worse.


Now, when Prancort thought about it, everything the snake
admiral did made sense. It made sense to wait until the battle became joined
before sending in the kamikaze ships. If his units hadn’t been preoccupied, he
could have easily shot down those k-ships before they even got close. Now, he
understood why the enemy commander waited so patiently, prior to the general
attack. That snake waited his K-ships to arrive from somewhere far away, where
it’d been stored just in case of this type of encounter.  He also finally
understood why the enemy admiral tried to get all the human ships in Block
E-8-D to wall up with their rear exposed to the K-ship attack….a diversionary
tactic. 


Which meant—there were probably more K-ships—creeping in
other blocks! He needed to warn his fleet! He punched a button, opening a
fleet-wide channel to all ships. "All ships, be careful of K-ships! Watch
out and shoot them before they detonate in proximity!"


 


Star System Orasis V


Fleet Command Nexus, Hiveship CE Roro Cro-Drignon


 


The master Centipede slithered. Fleet Admiral Roro
Cro-Drignon's snakelike body inputted commands into his computer interface at
lightning speed. All twenty-two limbs interfaced with the command computer.
They told his minions, his fleet, what to do. 


Roro Cro-Drignon was a genius among his race. He hailed from
a blue hypergiant in the constellation G2654. As an expert at fleet battles
involving multitudes of ships, he’d been chosen for the task. He could out
perform any of his peers and create complex movements unparalleled in a star
fight. 


His forward double prying mandibles clicked in excitement.
They weren't even limbs. They were jaw muscles that emulated limbs. 


When the prey is cornered and cannot run, is when he will
strike!


Do not let the prey dictate the conditions of the game. 


When the prey is surprised and off balance, take
advantage of his immobility.


"All units, attack!" spat the Fleet Admiral.
"Drive the prey away from the star field and win the battle for the
empire!"


Roro Cro-Drignon's twenty-two limbs spammed commands into
his interface. Across the entire battlefield, all his starships ventured forth
in a vehement offensive unlike any other. His K-ships, long hidden, drove out
of camouflaged positions and darted towards the enemy. 


To victory! We will take their land and savage their
empire! We will take what is ours!


 


Flag Bridge, Mobile Battle Fortress


VSF Epsilon Decimus


 


Prancort watched the snakes launch attack after attack,
unlike anything he’d had ever seen before! Even the simulations at the Fleet
Academy on Gregor, where he graduated first, he never saw any admiral, not even
an AI, do such a thing. Such coordination! Such a kaleidoscope of movement!


Prancort tried his best to fight back, to reposition his
units. He was beginning to admire this enemy admiral he faced. 


Except—now wasn’t the time for admiration!


Nearby, Prion was yelling, "All ships in block D-7-J,
retreat!"  "Starships Adelaide and Kruschev, flank around that
position in a semicircle!" Prancort called out orders as well. 


Those—those K-ships! Those extreme game-changing,
havoc-wrecking K-ships. They darted into the battle from positions unknown and
caused catastrophic damage. Where did they come from? How did the enemy know
the fight would be here? How had the enemy hidden them so perfectly?


Prancort tried his best to scramble out orders to his fleet.
To fight an uneven battle…made more uneven by these hidden surprises. His hands
jammed his keyboards with new instructions and he kept yelling out orders. 


This is a trap! A carefully planned, well-conceived trap!


In the back of his head, he realized something profound
about how the human brain wasn't meant to multitask to this level. The human
brain could easily send out instructions to a fleet in open space, as there
weren't that many variables and the whole fleet could be thought of as one
unit; but in an asteroid field, the human brain wasn't meant to control so many
small arenas all at once. Unexpectedly,  Prancort realized  the reason he’d
always won in the simulations against other cadets, back at the academy,
particularly if the simulation involving an asteroid field—he fought other
humans and not a multi-legged multitasker like a snake field marshal.


In order for him to win, he’d better play much, much better
than the enemy, who could rely on sitting and shooting from the front. But he
didn't have the ability to control so many ships in so many local arenas, and
outplay the enemy admiral in each by a large margin every time.


He realized this and, of course—all too late...


No! He shook his head. He couldn't think like
this. To think so, would be to invite defeat! He must believe he could win. He
must believe victory is possible! 


Yet, as he continued fighting, he began to believe the
opposite…Prancort, he knew he truly could not compete on the same level as that
snake admiral—at least not in an asteroid field. 


 


Arriving Near the Cylinder


Bridge, Juggernaut VSF Asterix


 


"Fusion two and three are down!"


"Did you stabilize them?"  Captain Donovan asked.


"Still trying, sir!"


Captain Donovan tried to scratch his beard inside his
paddled space suit…impossible and it itched like hell. 


He must—he needed to put his attention elsewhere! He
concentrated on the holomap ahead of him. It fizzled again, and again. Power fluctuations
inside the Asterix had been very troublesome ever since his ship took those
blows to the rear. Though what seemed even more unsettling was what the holomap
showed. So many red, enemy dots, veering right and left across such a broad
expanse of space.


The situation looked very, very bad.  "Good. We don't
want them to blow up."


"No, sir. Trying my best, sir," said DC.


"Helm, how much longer until we reach the targeted
area?"  Donovan asked.


"ETA two minutes, sir."


Two minutes later, they were there. The battlefield
resembled a giant disfigured cylinder. It wasn't a perfectly shaped cylinder,
but it did have two open bases. Asteroid walls screened left and right, down
and up. At the center, the remnants of a massive antimatter explosion still
disturbed the surrounding space dust. Small rocks and dust glittered in glowing
vibrant red and orange.


For five minutes, he waited in silence as two more human
starships also arrived at the chasm. The Dejax and the Zero.


No signals from command yet. Why haven't we been
given the command to move?


Just then Donovan saw the incoming waves of snakes
heading towards his position, and realized that there was a reason the Admiral
hadn't moved him. His ship would be the one to hold the ground.


Donovan eyed the waves of incoming snakes. "Helm, move
us twenty kilometers to our right. Weapons, fire on snake D11... 8 on my
mark."


"Yes, sir!"  Both stations yelled back.


"Mark!"  Donovan called out.


Asterix's two hundred forward laser mounts fired
beams into the newly arrived snake heavy-cruiser. Combined with his friend
Icheb's attack from the Dejax, the beams slashed into the snake heavy's
forward armor, removing entire slabs off. Parts of it glistened white-hot,
dotting with holes.


But the snake held. Its frontal armor absorbed the fire.


In front of Donovan, the holomap showed three new
enemy snakes approaching the chasm where Asterix, Dejax, and the
light-cruiser Zero stood. Asterix and Dejax already fired
on one snake. The other three snakes would arrive within a minute. 


Donovan counted two snake heavy-cruisers, a snake
light-cruiser, and a snake juggernaut in total.


They were fresh, whereas Donovan's Asterix had
already been through four battles.


Moments later, the other snakes arrived. One of them fired.


The Asterix shook as snake grazer fire slammed into
its wrecked and torn forward armor. He knew holes dotted all across his ship,
giving opportunities for any carefully aimed grazer beam to wreck into his
inner hull even from the front.


Below, one of the snake heavy-cruisers surpassed an asteroid
previously blocking the line of sight and now it opened fire on the Dejax.
In front, a snake light-cruiser also entered the battlefield and fired in the
human lighty Zero.


Then, a snake juggernaut appeared...it entered line of sight
and machine gunned Dejax in a perfect strategic sense—take out the
weakest targets before firing on the big ones. Meaning Asterix would be
next. Did they know Asterix was already limping and weak? Did they know Asterix's
shields were down and had so many holes in its armor? Apparently—not, because
they treated Donovan like he was fresh.


Donovan could do nothing but watch as the enemy combatants
slammed his friend's heavy-cruiser.


He received a message from his friend's Dajex.
"I guess this is it, old pal. I guess my luck ran out," Icheb said.


Donovan was about to type something in when he stopped.


The situation didn't make any sense. Why would Prancort
order him and two other equally damaged human ships to hold this chasm against
superior enemy firepower? Human forces in this chasm were outmatched. Unless...


Laser beams from behind Asterix zoomed past
and slashed into the snake heavy-cruiser in front. The snake heavy was forward
facing those beams, but against this much combined firepower, even its
frontal armor couldn't withstand the blows.


Donovan looked behind Asterix and saw a newly arrived
human Juggernaut just as explosions ahead ripped apart snake D118's frontal
hull. The snake heavy lost orientation, teetered over, but failed to explode
into pieces. Its forward grazer armaments failed to fire. It essentially became
neutralized as a combatant.


On the bridge, cheers roared, however minute, before calm
replaced the blue display-filled room.


The newly arrived human juggernaut Pusan hovered to Asterix's
right, as if to examine the gigantic chasm, then accelerated at full gravitics
deeper into it.


Then, another human vessel replaced Pusan on Asterix's
right. The newly arrived human heavy-cruiser Argonan, too, examined the
battlefield before heading deeper into the chasm to support Dajex and Zero.


What a sore sight to see! Never before did Donovan expect to
see so many reinforcements appear so fast!


Then, before his eyes could blink, two new snake
heavy-cruisers also entered the chasm from the other side. They fired onto the
friendly forces already inside.


Everywhere, the battlefield wrought with laser beams
crisscrossing and slamming into starships in armor melting explosions. Already,
Donovan could see this becoming a massive battle, because when he watched the
outskirts of his holomap, he saw three additional human heavy-cruisers and four
snake light-cruisers, heading inward from their respective sides. It was a
gathering like no other. The chasm was huge, spreading across by as much as
eight hundred kilometers in diameter, and five times as long. Asteroids dotted
the walls with occasional holes where units could seep through to enter the
chasm. The occasional asteroid hovered inside the chasm, like obstacles.


In the next eight minutes, ten new starships, both enemy and
friendly, entered the chasm, and when fifteen minutes passed, twenty new
vessels jammed the chasm's walls, while firing on the ones from the other
side—A total of forty-six vessels occupied the gigantic cylinder shaped
battlefield.


Donovan's Asterix now became but a speck of dust
among the giants. Laser beams slammed across the void in a kaleidoscope of
movement. Starships tried to weave in and out through the chasm's walls in an
attempt to get flanking shots while using asteroids as cover.


Somewhere, off in the distance, a gigantic flash occurred,
and everyone inside Asterix's bridge watched as an antimatter roach…a
snake K-ship, detonated beside two human starships. The blast skewered the big
and powerful Argonan's shields and wrecked into its inner hull. Donovan
didn't need sensors to tell that the Argonan was neutralized. Its tag
team buddy, a human heavy-cruiser named Presario, also limped like a
dead animal. Within seconds, the snakes inside the chasm preyed on the two
limpers until they literally broke apart.


A message flashed on Donovan's armrest, from Admiral
Prancort, it read, "Watch out for K-ships!" If this fact wasn't
already deadly apparent, the message solidified it.
















 


CHAPTER FOUR


 


Flag Bridge, Mobile Battle Fortress VSF Epsilon
Decimus


 


Prancort needed
to win. He had to. He must beat this monster, this opponent from the other
side. Prancort rarely lost in any fleet simulation. Back at the Academy...


Concentrate! Concentrate, Prancort de Gaulle!


Victory is always possible! You just have to find the
solution!


The solution was Block D-9-D. A big organic chasm, where it
was  much easier to control his units in there because there were so few
asteroids, and he could essentially think of the entire battle there as one.


Block D-9-D...


Besides, it existed a vital transport route. Control of ‘the
chasm’ would allow anyone to attack the nearby Blocks with ease. But by holy
science, the K-ships were wrecking his strategy! He needed to concentrate on
the K-ships and simultaneously focus on his original game plan, but he
couldn't.


Concentrate harder!


Worse, his forces were weak—already sixty percent of his
pre-battle forces were dead, compared to only fifty percent of the snake's. Did
he have enough firepower to hold D-9-D? It would be the only way he could still
win, even after all those K-ship attacks.


It suddenly dawned to him—he’d already lost sixty percent of
his fleet. It was nowhere near his previous optimistic estimates by any margin.
The original game plan was kaput! He realized that even if he were to win the
battle now, it would be at most a pyrrhic victory where the costs were so high,
it wouldn't have been worth it.


Prancort gripped the damn railing and closed his eyes. He
could only work with what he’d been left with now. Even if he’d already lost so
much, he still had to perform his best.


D-9-D... the chasm...


He must take D-9-D, but he didn't have enough ships.


But wait! Prancort slapped his head. He did have the
battle station! "Captain!"


"Yes, admiral!"a bearded man below answered.


"Move us to Block D-9-D."


"We gonna find ourselves some meat, admiral?"


"You bet, captain."


 


Inside the Cylinder


Bridge, Juggernaut VSF Asterix


 


Fear crept through Donovan's veins like black lava. The idea
that a suicidal bomb-filled roach could come from anywhere and do devastation
on any flotilla of starships felt—unsettling. His eyes cautiously scanned
everywhere among the vast numbers of dots and projections. 


Then, his armrest beeped. Message from Admiral Prancort.
"Juggernauts Pusan, Asterix, and Javelin…combine with heavy
cruisers Beaumont and Oxion, then move on the surface of the
cylinder. Light cruisers Halek, Ferriera, and Proclyon will
screen for K-ships during the flanking maneuver. With exception to Asterix,
all starships will be moving at flank speed. Asterix will guard the
rear. Proceed to coordinates 442,756,212 of Block D-9-D." 


Wow, that was a lot of ships! Literally, a fifth of all
ships in the Block—a major maneuver and if it didn't work, a great deal would
be lost. Hmm... Donovan thought. The purpose was to get flanking position
on the Snake units scattered across the cylinder, particularly the big glob of
ten enemy warships on the other side's wall. Boy! What Donovan would do
to sneak up a human-owned K-ship on that blob! 


Unfortunately, humans didn't have any K-ships. So, he would
be forced to settle with a flanking position. This must be the purpose, right?
But why did Prancort assign Asterix the rear? The admiral must be aware
of Asterix's reactor problem and that Asterix could only move at
half speed!


Donovan suddenly felt awe at how much information the
admiral was observant of to even be aware of Asterix's reactors.
"Helm…Move  us to coordinates 442,756,212 on the distant side of the
chasm."


"But that'll put us in direct enemy fire!"


"No, not through a direct line. Maneuver us on the
outside of the chasm's walls."


"Outside of the cylinder? Aye, sir."


First officer Rajek stood beside him. "Aren't there a
lot of enemy ships outside the cylinder, sir?"


"We'll be moving along with a flotilla of eight ships,
including ours. We'll be well guarded."


"But why assign us to be part of this flanking
maneuver? We've got reactor problems," Rajek interjected.


"It must be because we're closest despite our reactor
mess. Take a look at the orders."


Commander Rajek glanced at them. "Hmm…I see."


"Helm, go!"


 


Flag Bridge, Mobile Battle Fortress


VSF Epsilon Decimus


 


Prancort didn't like the fact that the only way he could win
would be by out flanking his opponent, but his race had shorter, nimbler ships
and he needed to press his advantage over the opponent's larger, more muscular
ships. 


The good news was now, he only had to monitor a much fewer
number of ‘battle spaces’ simultaneously. It would allow him to concentrate
better on the ones he did monitor, which mostly, involved the ‘chasm’ battle of
D-9-D. All his remaining starships were coalescing at or around this point,
such as the neighboring Blocks. This would be the most crucial moment of the
battle, and he needed his attention to be undivided in order to win.


He could win, right?


The persistent threat of those K-ships occupied the back of
his mind, but now he commanded his lighter units to guard against it, and as
much as he wanted to worry, it would be up to them to keep his bigger assets
safe. Prancort could not occupy his time scanning for small asteroids that
looked like a K-ship in hiding.


This would be the best strategy…The most optimal strategy.
But would it be enough to win?


Prancort glanced to his right at Prion. 


The woman stood, staring right back at him. The battle
fortress's massive gravitic engines droned in the background, blending with the
constant voices of the bridge crew below. "I don't know," she mused.
"I don't know if it will work. But it's our best shot."


"Me, neither," Prancort, glanced back to his
displays. When he looked over at Prion again, the woman was tapping into her
controls. "Hopefully, we'll get there in time…Hopefully."


On the outer asteroid wall of the Cylinder


Bridge, Juggernaut VSF AsterixSenior Captain Donovan
saw his Asterix on the holomap trailing behind the other seven starships
of his convoy…in a daring flanking maneuver. The problem with such a maneuver
would be that even if they succeeded in getting to flanking position, it would
mean these same ships wouldn't be firing on the enemies inside the cylinder, as
they needed to move on the outside of the chasm. So, if it did work, it’d
better pay off extremely well. They needed maneuver all their ships in a
flanking position quickly, and then do devastating damage once there.


The problem was… enemy ships were outside the cylinder, and
the admiral knew they were out there, so it would be a very risky maneuver with
much randomized rewards. But maybe the admiral knew more than Donovan did. He
had to trust the admiral, even if he, a starship captain, didn't have faith in
the tactic.


The bridge seemed quiet and calm, despite the turmoil of the
previous battles they already suffered. Everyone on the bridge would get a
reward for this, Donovan knew, because they’d already lasted so long, against
so many. But what were rewards in comparison to the knowledge of their actions
impacting the fleet's well-being, as well as humanity's?


All the more reason for Donovan to focus. He and his crew
already went through so much, it would be—anti-climatic to fail the grand fleet
at its crucial moment.  "Shield status?" he called.


"We've recovered 20% during the battle while no one was
shooting at us," said DC.


"Weapon's status?"


"187 forward laser mounts still functional," Carly
at weapons answered, "I've got twenty functional mounts in the rear, and
about sixty on our sides."


"Reactors and gravitic engines?"


"Half power on both, sir," helm responded.


"Thank you." Donovan stared on ahead at the map.
The enemy hadn't moved any starships to intercept yet, but—Wait! His
eyes opened wide. He saw what was happening. The enemy was opening a gigantic
hole for his flotilla of eight ships to walk into. Purposely, and then, when
his flotilla of flankers walked too deep into the trap, the enemy would close
the hole. 


Immediately, Donovan typed a letter to Admiral Prancort on
his armpad. "Admiral, this is a trap."


He got no reply. Seconds passed.


Then, finally, a message came back: "I know. Continue
on course."


Donovan felt perplexed. He wrote another letter. "With
all due respects, why are we walking into it?"


The admiral wrote back, "In order for us to win, you
must succeed."


Donovan sat back into his chair—and blinked. 


Succeed.


Against that?


I must prepare for an attack from all sides. The enemy is
waiting for us, yet the Admiral knows this and wants us to beat them.
Donovan laughed. 


The bridge crew around him turned to stare at him.


"Nothing," Donovan retorted, "I'm sorry.
Return to your posts."


"Something funny, captain?" commander Rajek asked.


"Just what the admiral wants us to do. He wants us to
walk into the devil's maw. And he needs us to break through it."


Around the bridge, many officers gasped. 


"What do we do?" helm asked.


"Be vigilant, of course," said Donovan.
"Helm, continue...on course."


Six minutes later...


"Captain!" weapons called out, "Four snake
heavy-cruisers are coming in from the front of our flotilla!"


"I see them. Shoot them down!"


"Captain, two snake lighties are coming from
above!"


"Shoot them with our side laser mounts. We can't turn
towards them or we'll lose forward acceleration! Comm, alert the other
ships!"


"They see them," said Comm. "They're
shooting."


"Comm, tell them to concentrate fire! Tell them to
concentrate fire on snake D19!"


"Aye, sir!"


All around Asterix, a gigantic laser war crisscrossed
in between the snake ‘trappers’ converging on the flotilla and the eight human
ships themselves. Asterix stayed in the rear. X-ray and gamma ray beams
were not seeable, but the dust that turned into plasma was. Rather than shoot
randomly, all human starships of the flotilla agreed to synchronize their fire
on a single enemy at a time. 


Donovan's judgment made him de facto squadron leader, as
they blasted away a snake heavy three hundred kilometers in front. 


A massive battle ensued, much like all the battles in the
past, except this was only one part of a larger battle, involving many
starships, both inside and outside the cylinder.


Fire! Fire! Fire!


Explosions. Hull fragments. Death.


Within minutes, it became obvious. Despite the enemy fire,
the flotilla continued zooming past fiery wrecks of snake starships and
asteroids of the cylinder below.


The eight human ships, including Asterix, kept
shooting at the snake interceptors—the humans were winning. Minute by minute,
human laser fire mowed down snake starships crossing their path.


The bridge crew cheered each time.


Donovan blinked and held his breath. This can't be it—I
can see a snake juggernaut eight hundred kilometers away, hiding behind that
asteroid. Then, I can see three other snake heavies behind that asteroid
cluster above, sitting idle. They have more to attack us with. Why are they
holding back? Why not use them, too? Attack all at once! First military maxim
is concentration of strength!


Yet, the enemy wasn't attacking with all its strength.


Donovan suddenly wondered if the enemy commander might be
suffering from some type of insectoid aneurysm or perhaps, overwhelmed with
tasks...from elsewhere. Prancort is a genius!


"Captain, look!" helm pointed out, "One
K-ship—coming in from the left, 45 degrees from our forward axis!"


Donovan veered his gaze to the side of the holomap. He could
see it now! The dreaded roach-like K-ship—there! Holy science, those damn
things look just like asteroids, until their gravity emitting legs sprout, and
then they look like disfigured roaches. I could have sworn it was an asteroid.
"All side laser mounts, shoot it down! Helm, turn our ship towards it and
fire with our forward laser mounts!"


"Yes, sir! Firing!"


"Turning!"


"Comm," said Donovan, "tell the
flotilla!"


"Yes, sir!"


Suddenly, six human starships in the flotilla fired at the
roach, only four hundred kilometers away. The combined power of six starships'
1600 laser mounts overwhelmed the little creature at point-blank range. It
exploded prematurely. The antimatter shockwave spasmed and collided with
additional rocks and dust, creating a blast wave that smashed into the
flotilla's shields now—as harmless as it could be. 


Asterix's shields barely dwindled because of the range. Nor,
did it affect the other ships in the flotilla.


"We got 'em!" weapons shouted.


"Keep on the look out!" Donovan warned.


"Sir, three snake heavies above and behind, they're
moving behind us!"


 


Outside the Cylinder


Command Nexus, Heavy Cruiser CE Gro-Banok


 


Squadron commander Gro-Banok eyed his prey below. Cell
protocol designated the ships by the name of the commander. Thus, squadron
leader Gro-Banok's ship was called Gro-Banok. Additionally, when the
commander changed, the ship's designation changed as well. 


To outsiders, it seemed to be a difficult naming system that
constantly shifted, but to Cells, who lived their entire life in a class
hierarchy, attaching commander's names to starships was not difficult. It was
made even easier, since some classes were born to become mated with their ships.


Banok could now see on the Cell holographic display, which
stood in a crevice at the very center of the command nexus. Railings kept all
the fellow insectoids from sliding into the blue-green display.


This is very good, very good, indeed. Master Commander
Roro Cro-Drignon purposely kept him and his two heavy-cruisers in reserve, high
above the flanker fleet of eight human ships, in hopes of ambushing them
when they passed and their backs were exposed. Better yet, they could not turn
to face him, or they wouldn’t reach their destination, and if they did turn,
other Cell ships from their front would then have firing arcs on the humans'
rears.


It was a perfect plan. The human ‘flankers’ become flanked
themselves. "All units, Gro-Zelsor, Gro-Camod, head downward.
We will shoot the humans in the backs!" 


"Yesss, squadron leader," came two replies in
Gro-Banok's anterior lobe.


"Companion Insectoids, fire on their rears at the
earliest opportunity!" 


The prey was there with their backs turned. Yes, master commander
is a truly gifted warrior, indeed!


Normally, the Cell instinct would be to attack with
everything as fast as possible, to overwhelm the opponent. Such was the
strategy often used during mating competitions and ancient clan warfare. But
Master Commander Cro-Drignon taught an entirely different strategy. He taught
patience and cunning, trickery and counter planning. The very reason why Master
Commander was chosen to the task by all eight ‘warlords’ of the Cell Empire.


Squadron leader Gro-Banok felt glad. Glad, such a
distinguished member of his race existed. How could the Cell Empire lose
against these human worms with such talent as Cro-Drignon in our leadership? The
Master Commander would take us to victory! Their land is ours! Territory goes
to the strongest clan, such as it was, such as it will be!


"We are in position, squadron leader. Shall I
fire?" said a minion.


"Fire! Are you a predator or a rat?" he hissed
back.


The heavy-cruiser Gro-Banok and his two companion
cruisers opened fire on the human flotilla below. Eight hundred gamma ray
lasers jammed intense energy into the rear of a human light-cruiser. The
cruiser's shields spasmed the majority of the initial blast, but within
seconds, it splattered away. The next wave of grazers slammed into the weakly
armored rear of the human vessel. The energy ricocheted inside the
light-cruiser, blowing entire fragments like razor sharp glass inside a
mammal's body. The human light-cruiser stopped accelerating and exploded.


 


On the Outside Asteroid Wall of the Cylinder


Bridge, Juggernaut VSF Asterix


 


"The Fierrera is gone, sir!" Comm advised,
"It's not responding, anymore. I can't hail it!"


Donovan watched the Fierrera, or what was left of the
Fierrera, as two giant chunks sped left and right. 


He then, studied her assailants and grimaced. So, this was
the reason those three heavy-cruisers stood idle behind that asteroid
cluster—to get  rear and side shots on us! Worse yet, every captain in the
flotilla knew that to turn towards those three rear snakes would be suicide. If
you turned, the snakes in front would get you. 


Damned if you do, damned if you don't. 


Such was the power of a two-sided attack. It would’ve been
best to have everyone turned in one direction, so only one of your assailant
groups—in this case, the three snake heavy-cruisers behind—would get rear
shots. 


Who would be next? It would be up to fate, and the whim
of your enemies.

















 


CHAPTER FIVE


Flag Bridge, Mobile Battle Fortress VSF Epsilon
Decimus


 


Admiral
Prancort watched a volley of snake grazer fire cut the backside of the
light-cruiser Halek, which then dropped acceleration. It meant reactor
trouble. This wasn’t good. Any rear hits would not be good. Human ships were
designed, so their forward armor would be toughest, precisely because in most scenarios,
combatants would be hundreds of thousands of kilometers away and most of the
time, they would be forward-facing each other. Side-facing engagements were
few, and rear-facing engagements were rarest. It seemed in a proto-stellar
asteroid field that was less the case. Though, even here, it would be still
advantageous to concentrate most of your armor in front, because
forward-forward confrontations occurred much more often. 


Obviously, snake starships were designed the same way.


The human light-cruiser Halek took more hits to the
rear, then it exploded in a massive containment breach—it, too, joined the line
of debris that came from the Fierrera.


No, Prancort could not take much more of this. At this rate,
the flanking flotilla would get destroyed and there would be nothing left to do
anything at the destination.


Luckily, he called all of his forces into Block D-9-D and
the surrounding blocks. This meant, there were some reinforcements coming
towards the cylinder from the top. They were too far away to get inside the
cylinder and play a part of the battle inside, but they did have, or soon would
have, line of sight on those three snakes.


Luckily, the snakes also possessed weak rear and side armor.


 


Above the Cylinder


Bridge, Light Cruiser VSF Harrington


 


Captain Elise de Manchu grinned in her padded suit as her
light-cruiser Harrington gained line of sight on the three snake heavies
below. Hers was a fast ship, and not unexpectedly, she made her way quickly to
the relevant battlefield. "Fire at the lead snake!" she ordered.


"Which one is that—ma'am?" weapons asked


"The middle one!” Dummy.


"Yes, ma'am. Firing!"


The Harrington's cruiser-sized lasers beamed into the
top-rear section of the enemy heavy cruiser below. On her holomap, she saw
explosions dotting the massive hunchback. Not a devastating shot, since it came
from a light-cruiser, but it did get their attention, and hopefully, it would
pull them away from attacking those six remaining human vessels far below. Prancort's
orders. Her job would be to prevent those three snake heavies from
annihilating the flanking flotilla.


One of the snake heavies turned to meet her.


"Shield status?"


"54%, ma'am," DC responded.


"Good." Elise nodded. 


The Harrington was a new ship, and its shield
emitters were the most efficient in the fleet. It recharged the shields fast,
especially after that last encounter, where shield saturation dropped to the
single digits.


Elise shuddered. She almost lost her life and her crew in
that one. Battle is an amazing gamble, and she ‘d won—that time.


"They're firing, ma'am!" weapons advised.


Below, the ‘leader’ snake finished turning a 180 and beamed
all 250 grazers into Harrington's forward shields. Her shields splashed,
but despite all that, she could still see the three snakes clearly on her
holomap, as their location and orientation seemed to laser into her ship from a
probe network.


"Shields at 36% and dropping, ma'am!" said DC.


"Weapons, switch laser target away from the forward
facing ship and at any of the ones still exposing their rear," she ordered


"Which one?"weapons replied.


"Anyone! The left, Carl!"


"Y—yes, ma'am."


Elise shook her head. How did this officer get into her
bridge? It was impossible to correct now…she returned her attention at the
three snakes below. 


Suddenly, she felt a ping of fear. Real fear. Even if
she managed to get all three snakes below turned to face her, her ship was
doomed. She was only a light-cruiser, which didn't fare well at all, with not
one but three snake heavies. 


Then, she realized that Prancort's flanking flotilla's
destination was so vital that he’d sacrificed her to get there. Despite all the
years of officer school's drilling of sacrifice and duty, she still wanted to
yell at Admiral Prancort. 


You rascal!


"Ma'am, we got company!" helm advised.


"I know, lieutenant. The second snake is turning
towards us."


"No, ma'am! Look behind us!"


Two human vessels: a destroyer and a heavy-cruiser stepped
into position beside Elise's Harrington. She grinned in sheer joy as the
two vessels laser beamed the third unturned snake. The beams smacked the
snake's rear, and since they came from a heavy-cruiser, vast fireballs and
plumes caused rippling explosions to billow out.


"Carl, target the unturned snake heavy," Elise
ordered.


"Yes, ma'am."


Harrington's forward lasers added to the onslaught ,slicing
the unturned heavy's back. The snake wretched and exploded in an overloaded
reactor mess that threw a gigantic half-kilometer fragment into the neighboring
snake. 


Excellent! Now we’re even! Three human starships, a
heavy-cruiser, a light-cruiser, and a destroyer, against two damaged snake
heavies—a battle Elise hoped for.


"Ma'am! We got company!" said helm again.


Elise smiled. She watched behind her ship and didn't see
any. Where are they? Then, she realized the officer didn't mean good
company. She peered above her, about 80 degrees from her forward axis, and knew
from that direction the news would be bad. A red holoblip. And not just a small
holoblip, but a giant one. A snake juggernaut aimed at her trio ‘squadron’ and
fired juggernaut-sized grazers that slashed into the human destroyer beside
her. The destroyer didn't even front-face the juggernaut as the grazers dove
into its side armor.


Explosions rippled through the human destroyer's tiny hull,
tearing through its top armor like it was nothing, shattering its energy
stores. The Bellophoron disappeared in a flash of light. And all its
1000 crewmen.


Debris ricocheted off Elise's hull. She could hear it. Clang!
Clang! I'm next, thought Elise. Fourth Military Maxim: when all
enemies have the same attack-to-weight ratio, kill the easy targets first.
"Helm! Turn us to face that juggernaut!" yelled Elise.


No—too late. Even if she completed her turn, she'd be
exposing her belly armor to the two snake heavies in front of her. In a split
second, she realized she was doomed, as juggernaut-sized grazer beams crashed
into her cruiser's top.


 


Above the Cylinder


Bridge, Juggernaut VSF Asterix


 


We're there! Donovan watched at the battle above and
behind him, realizing that the two human vessels, Harrington and Camilla,
had no chance of survival. But they’d done their job. They turned the three
snake heavies away from shooting at his flotilla's rear. 


Donovan wished he could give a moment of silence to all who
commanded those two ships, but battle didn't give him time. He barked orders to
decelerate the Asterix, so it could slide through the cylinder's asteroid wall
and reach their destination…a flanking position on the enemy units inside the
cylinder.


The holomap showed all the remaining five members of his
flotilla also decelerating  in an attempt to seep through the asteroid wall
below.


I hope the battle down there hasn't finished, because
it's payoff time.


 


Above the Cylinder


Command Nexus, Suicide Ship CE Cha-mungnum


 


Cha-mungnum's mandibles clicked in delight. The Master
Commander’s plan had been perfect.


He saw the five ship human flotilla. Their attempts to
decelerate, so they could weave in between the asteroids of the cylinder’s top
wall in order to gain flanking position on those twenty Cell ships below…might
seem like a success. But they didn't know about Cha-mungnum. The Master
Commander perfectly positioned Cha-Mungnum to destroy the flotilla. What
made it even better—the enemy could not see him.


The ‘Cha’ in his name designated a subset of the warrior
caste. From the beginning of Cell civilization, his subcaste were the scouts,
the ones whose self-sacrifice was relied on by the other castes. Now, he fit
that role perfectly…a suicider…commanding a ship loaded with fifty-thousand
roaring’s of antimatter.


He felt glad. Glad, to do his duty for his clan, for his
species. His ship, also called Cha-Mungnum, only required twenty
insectoids to man. But when detonated, the provided the positioning was
perfect, and it could kill thousands of multitudes more. But who cares? They
were the enemy. They competed for territory and thus, should be thought of as
prey. 


Cha-Mungnum's mandibles clicked. His twenty-two limbs
inputted orders into the ship, thereby taking it out of ‘camouflage’ mode.


The ship Cha-Mungnum suddenly sprouted legs. Legs
which created a gravity field, pulling his ship—previously an innocuous
asteroid—directly at the sweet spot of the human flotilla.


 


Above the Cylinder


Bridge, Juggernaut VSF Asterix


 


What the hell is that? Recognition sparked in
Donovan.


NO! NO!


It was so damn close! It was right there, right in the
middle of the flotilla, or where the five-ship fleet would be in seconds! 


"Comm!" Donovan called. "Tell the fucking
flotilla to shoot that thing! Weapons! Shoot it down! Shoot it down!"


"But we'll hit our ships!" weapons countered.


"It doesn't matt—" The K-ship exploded right in
front of the five ship fleet. The massive white antimatter shockwave expanded
at near light-speed. The leading human juggernauts Pusan and Javelin
disappeared inside the shockwave. Seeing two twenty-kilometer starships
vaporize into plasma would have unsettled Donovan, but he didn't have time to
react as the blast flung Asterix like a ship in a typhoon. The next two
heavy-cruisers Oxion and Beaumont, both occupying the middle of
the flotilla, rippled with explosions. Entire sections of their forward hull
blew away into debris.


Donovan was lucky. The Asterix held the rear of the
flotilla. Even luckier, it somewhat trailed behind the other four ships, since
its reactors were at half, and so were its gravitic engines. When Oxion
and Beaumont
expanded into superheated chunky debris, Asterix remained whole.


Though, it didn’t mean it hadn’t taken a beating.


"Shields are wiped out!" said DC.


"Of course! What do you think?" Donovan retorted.
"Helm, do we have gravitics?"


"Gravitic engines are—are—operational!" helm
exclaimed, clearly amazed.


"Turn us down! Descend into the chasm in between those
two asteroids!"  What amazed Donovan was how the antimatter shockwave,
despite sending part of every subsystem into red-red-black, did accomplish
something extraordinary. It completely nullified Asterix's forward
momentum. 


Definitely, something Donovan needed, since every snake
starship within three hundred kilometers would be targeting him.


"I've finished turning," helm advised. "I'm
descending!"


"Go!" Donovan shouted.
















 


CHAPTER SIX


Flag Bridge, Mobile Battle Fortress VSF Epsilon
Decimus


 


Prancort's grip
spasmed.


Damn those K-ships! He should’ve known! He should
have brought some K-ships to the battle himself, but they were so useless in
open space—how could he have known the enemy would bring K-ships in case of an
asteroid battle?


All his fault. It was all his fault that he didn't think of
it himself. He accepted an engagement in the close-in battlefield, yet he
didn't bring K-ships. "It's my fault," Prancort said aloud.


"Now is not the time to regret. Concentrate on the
battle!" Prion urged. "Concentrate on what you can do!"


Everything went to terrible. The K-ships. The snake frontal
armor. Everything. He wanted to quit, he truly did. A voice in his head told
him it was already over, and how he should evacuate while he still had forces
left, but another voice told him he could still win. The second voice won.
Prancort would not give up. He wasn’t a man who gave up.


He did have one arsenal left. It came slowly, but it was
almost there. His own starship, the battle fortress Epsilon Decimus. 


 


Above the Cylinder


Command Nexus, Heavy Cruiser CE Gro-Banok


 


"Destroy that human ship!" Master Commander's
voice rang in Gro-Banok's anterior lobe.


The suicide attack down below worked perfectly. The
antimatter explosion killed four human ships. Gro-Banok didn't even know about
the plan, but he’d trusted Master Commander, and Master Commander had not
failed him. 


Now, all he needed to do was use his heavy-cruiser to
destroy the remnant of the flotilla, the one that got away, because it was
slower than the rest. 


Gro-Banok peered at the remains of the two human starships above
him. They’d fallen into the trap as well. They failed to factor in the Cell
juggernaut flanking their top, and they died miserable pointless deaths because
of lack of judgment by their commander.


Then, of course, he considered the single starship below, a
human juggernaut that barely had controls of its gravitics. It bled flames from
its hull….practically dead, but it still could run away.


"Destroy it!" Master Commander Cro-Drignon ordered
in a slithering voice. "Give the prey no quarter!"  "Yes, my commander."
Gro-Banok yelled at the pilot of his heavy-cruiser.


Abruptly, Gro-Banok decided he would do the honors himself.
Using all twenty-two legs, he inputted commands into the central computer to
about-face and turn 180 degrees to shoot down the lone human juggernaut.


Do not run, prey. Accept your death!


 


Inside the Cylinder


Bridge, Juggernaut VSF Asterix


 


Donovan was running…running into that hole. His entire
starship felt so heavy. It felt like he couldn't move an inch. But slowly,
slowly, he was accelerating.


Hold together, baby. 


He knew the snake heavy kept eyeing him, turning to meet
him. 


We're getting there. Asterix slowly entered
the hole in between the two asteroids. While the seconds ticked away, he felt
more and surer his back would be shot. Then, Asterix slid past the two
asteroids on both sides. "Helm, turn us to the left! Use the left asteroid
as cover to protect us from snakes in our back." 


"Y—yes, s—sir."


Donovan glanced over at the helm officer. The man was
literally shaking. "You okay, Chris?"


No response.


"Chris?" Donovan saw a limp body in a heavily
padded suit, lying in front of the helm console. Donovan removed the safety
restraints from his captain's chair and dove towards the helm station. He
glanced briefly at the unconscious man, but more importantly, he entered
commands into the ship computer himself to veer Asterix to the left.


All around him, bridge officers watched as Donovan jammed
the helm controls like the seasoned veteran he was. 


Twist. Twist. Turn. Tap. Tap.


An explosion shook the ship. That sounded like it came from
aft. The snakes are shooting at us.


The Asterix finished turning, and now the shots
sounded from the ship's left. 


It's better to be shot from the side than from the rear.


Slowly, the Asterix slid into the no-hit zone out of
line of sight from the snakes behind it.


When the Asterix got behind the asteroid, he realized
he would be safe for a while—until the snake followed him into the hole.


"Captain, look!" the weapons officer, Carly
exclaimed.


Donovan stared at the holomap and realized he now stood in
position to see everything inside the cylinder or ‘chasm’. The Asterix was the
only ship out of the eight-ship flotilla that made it to the destination—it was
all up to him, now!


He watched as the forty starships battled it out in front of
him. Entire walls of humans and snakes forward facing each other and lasering
the frontal armor of their opponent. Only Donovan's Asterix had
side-shot opportunities at the twenty or so enemy vessels beneath. His ship
would be the game changer!


"Weapons—Carly!" Donovan called out, still
standing in front of the helm controls, "Shoot the smallest ship who is
side-facing us! Hell…shoot em all!"


"Yes, sir!"


On the big holomap, Donovan saw Asterix's lasers connect
with each of the snakes inside the cylinder. Not doing very much damage to
either one, it sure distracted them from their frontal battle.


"Sir," Carly called back, "Three, no—four
snakes below are turning to face us!"


"Shoot the ones that haven't turned, of course!"


"The turned ones are firing, sir!"


Donovan held onto the helmsman's chair as the combined power
of four snake starships grazer-beamed into Asterix's forward hull. The bridge
shook from the almighty blasts and amidst DC's yelling, Donovan wondered what
it was all for.


We don't have enough attack-power to make a difference on
the flanks of the cylinder! If only more of our flotilla made it!


Earthquakes rumbled through his super-armored bridge. If it
felt like this in here, Donovan felt certain plasma and secondary explosions
flamed through his ship. The Asterix had already been through six
battles—six battles—worn and beaten as any ship could get.


Hold together, baby!.


For what? Donovan didn't know and couldn't think of a
clue! Just don't lose antimatter or reactor containment!


Donovan walked back to his captain's chair. Moving away from
the helm's console, he became certain he wouldn't be moving the ship any time
soon. He needed to forward face his assailants. He staggered and fell, but his
pads kept him from injuring himself.


Amidst the yelling and screaming from the bridge officers,
and the, "Are we gonna die?" from Carly, Donovan finally reached his
captain's chair. He wrote a quick message through the arm pad to the admiral. 


He received a reply back, immediately."Stay put,"
it said.


 


At the base of the Cylinder


Flag Bridge, Mobile Battle Fortress VSF Epsilon
Decimus


 


Block D-9-D existed as a massive cylinder with the walls
coated by asteroids. Prancort's slow moving battle fortress, the Epsilon
Decimus, finally arrived in D-9-D by sliding into the hollow open base of
the cylinder, on the ‘human’ side.


When it got there, it gained line of sight on all the snake
starships within, especially the ones on the ‘snake’ side.


"Fire!" Prancort ordered.


All two thousand fortress-sized x-ray laser mounts
fired into the snake's cylinder fleet. The sheer volume of firepower tore into
the two dozen snake warships like dolls being shot with live ammo. For the
snakes that had turned to shoot Asterix, lack of forward armor
protection meant Epsilon Decimus' lasers burned them into a helpless
mess of smoldering debris.


 


Inside the Cylinder


Bridge, Juggernaut VSF Asterix


 


Donovan saw the battle fortress. 


By science, the thing was massive! He’d known how big it was
by seeing it on the holomap, but only by having it fight in the same Block, did
he realize its true size.


Being eighty kilometers long meant a whollop of surface area
for its laser mounts. Equipped with thirty fusion reactors, it was easily the
most powerful and most expensive arsenal on the battlefield. Its shield output
overwhelmed Asterix by over six times. Any snake grazer beam that
connected with it looked like feathers striking an elephant. 


Returning back to reality, Donovan gazed at his bridge.
People came back to their senses. The world became palpable—again. They thought
they were dead, but were instead—saved by a monstrosity.


"Weapons—do we still have weapons?" Donovan asked.


"Uhh—yes, sir. I got about thirty forward laser mounts
still reading green," said Carly.


"Can we use them without blowing up the ship?" 


"I—I don't know, sir!"


Donovan paused a second to consider the risks.
"Fire!"


The Asterix's remaining lasers dove into the unturned
snakes below. The snakes below were in dead man's land. If they turned to face
Donovan, the fortress would kill them. If they didn't turn, the fortress and
the other human starships combined would kill them, except slower. Meanwhile,
Donovan's lasers pummeled the snake defenders gradually with each hit.


"Uh, captain…?" Carly called out.


"I see it…" 


The snake heavy-cruiser which chased Asterix, already
followed him into the hole. It now turned sideways, forward-facing Asterix's
right armor, in order to shoot Donovan as soon as its momentum cleared the
asteroid.


"Helm! Turn the—”Helm lay on the floor of the ship,
unconscious. Donovan got out of his captain's chair and dove towards the helm's
console, but it was too late.


The snake heavy-cruiser's point blank grazer fire smashed
into Asterix's side armor and the ship's smoldering corridors—whose flames were
just being put out—now became filled with plasma, metal-tearing hull fragments,
and body parts.


"Reactor two, three, and four are down. We're gonna
lose containment! I don't know how much we can take!" DC shouted out.


But then it stopped. Donovan looked to the right and saw a
hulking mess that once was a snake heavy cruiser. The mess retched up secondary
explosions.


Donovan's captain's chair beeped. Donovan dragged his war
weary body away from the helmsman console and pressed his chair's arm pad. He
received a message from the admiral. The display read, "Never fail to
shoot someone in the back."


Donovan laughed, and his bridge crewmembers, uncertain at
first, joined in. Standing up and grinning, Donovan stated, "Devil's
Luck."


—then, the snake exploded.


 


Inside the Cylinder


Battlespace


 


At first, Gro-Banok's entire outer hull seemed to
bubble, then it cracked. An antimatter containment failure split apart Gro-Banok
into many fragments. The tremendous explosion, besides killing eight thousand
insectoids, severed the spinal nerve cord that held the insectoid ship
together. Fragments of the forward section split from the aft, expanding away
from the middle at collision velocities.


The expanding fifty million-ton fireball seemed awe
inspiring, until collision alert alarms rang out in the bridge of the Asterix.
A gigantic two million-ton hull fragment headed straight for Asterix's
epicenter. It slammed into Asterix like a throwing knife. The cut
crashed into Asterix's starboard hull, breaking through dozens of decks.
Explosions broke floors and corridor walls, burning anyone even near the
rushing fireballs.


The knife did not stop there. It inserted itself into Asterix's
nerve center, the bridge. The bridge of a Viron battleship was extremely
well-armored. So much so, it completely stopped the knife. But at deadly costs.
The people in it, however, were as fragile as homo-sapiens could be. Any sudden
change in gravities could crunch body parts, and despite the padding on the
crew's uniforms, nothing could prevent the right wall of the bridge from
splitting in half, and blowing dangerous metal fragments in every direction.


Just as the antimatter explosion severed the snake
starship's spine, a metal splinter zoomed across the bridge and severed Captain
Drake Donovan's spine. The upper part of the captain flew diagonally. The lower
part of the captain smashed into the ground and skidded on the floor to his
left.


"Medic!" yelled the survivors, amidst the chaos
and the burning retching flames. 
















 


CHAPTER SEVEN


At the base of the Cylinder


Flag Bridge, Mobile Battle Fortress VSF Epsilon
Decimus


 


Inside the
gigantic cylinder, snake battleships became wretched hulks for every minute
that went by. While his eight-ship flanker flotilla at the top failed to reach
its destination, except the juggernaut Asterix, which lay crippled—a
smaller detachment of flankers traveled through the cylinder's bottom and
managed to reach flanking position…unimpeded. This, combined with the awesome
power of the battle fortress Epsilon Decimus, created a pincer movement,
or a semi-perfect ‘bear's claw’. 


The snakes inside the cylinder faced annihilation. 


Another snake heavy-cruiser on the snake's wall exploded in
a tantalizing fury of fire and hull fragments. Prancort watched as his powerful
fortress-sized lasers pummeled a snake's forward armor as if it partially
didn't exist.


I can't believe I almost retreated…Prancort watched
the exploding battlefield. What will the snake admiral do now?
Somewhere, far away in the distance, a snake commander must be thinking of a
new plan. Maybe he’d been too surprised by the sudden turn-around to consider
it.


Prancort knew one thing, however. If that snake admiral
didn't withdraw all his forces from the cylinder, and soon, he would lose
everything in Block D-9-D. Well, not everything. There was still snake forces
sporadically spread out outside the cylinder.


There it is! A retreat!


Inside the cylinder, the snake battle wall suddenly began
turning. Every snake ship began twisting towards a crack or exit. 


"Captain, fire on all the turned starships!"
Prancort ordered.


"With pleasure," said voice from below.


More snakes exploded or became crippled, at an increasing
rate. If the fortress's guns could do this much damage against snake frontal
armor, shooting side armor was like shooting an egg. Every half a minute, a
snake exploded.


When the last snake left the cylinder, Prancort counted the
charred snake hulls inside. It was a graveyard. Twenty-three snakes were dead,
at a loss of twelve human ships. Five snakes escaped. The gain-to-loss ratio
wasn't that great. Certainly, the destruction of the eight-ship flotilla hiked
up the losses. He wondered if flanking with those ships was even worth it. By
flanking, he exposed those eight ships to much greater risks. They did fail,
but how could he have known there was a hidden K-ship planted right in front of
their reentry point? Could he have accomplished much less losses by keeping
them where they were?


Absolutely—his battle fortress, which equated to a whole
fleet of snake ships, would have made a difference even without flanking.


Prancort puzzled over it, and then decided in the future, he
could win through overwhelming force without flanking, because of his battle
fortress. 


His attention returned to the map.


The battle was not over. 


He looked outside the cylinder. Skirmishes occurred in the
surrounding Blocks all around D-9-D. The human fleet's total death count was
75%, meaning a full three quarters of his pre-battle fleet now lie as sprawling
debris or incapacitated. The snakes lost 70%, of which a significant number
came from losses in the cylinder. 


Prancort had forty ships still operational, a dozen of which
were inside the cylinder, including his battle fortress. Should he take them
out and engage the enemy fleet? He thought about it. If he didn't, what would
he do? He would have to withdraw all his forces into the cylinder, and they'd
rack up considerable losses from retreating.


By science, I have the most powerful machine humanity has
created to date. I'm going to use it. “Captain, move our battle fortress to
the snake's side of the cylinder." 


"And do we stop there?"


"No, keep moving until it exits their base."


"Yes, sir!" The captain smiled.


Prancort inputted commands into the fleet computer, and the
dozen other ships inside began moving as well.


 


Inside the Cylinder


Bridge, Juggernaut VSF Asterix


 


Helmsman Lieutenant First Class Chris Mayson woke up. 


What happened? He must have blacked out. How strange.
He’d never fallen unconscious before. When he looked at his helm console, he
saw nothing. All his instruments were turned off. All the displays were blank. What
happened? Had the ship been turned offline?


No. No way. They were in the middle of battle.


Then, he felt the heat. It was hot inside his padded suit,
and his entire body sweated. He wanted to take off his helmet, but first, he
checked the oxygen inside the bridge. Yes, it was safe. 


He took it off. A rush of smoke filled his nostrils. He
gazed around and saw flames. To his right, Chris gasped as he stared at the
wall. It looked like someone had exploded a bomb on the other side and a
gigantic gaping hole filled with sizzling wires and torn metal all darted
inward. 


What the hell happened here?


"My God—is everyone, ok?" he called out.


"No, Chris," a woman's voice responded. 


"Carly, that you?" Chris glanced at the woman. 


Carly Kemph, tactical officer, sat exasperated near the
weapons console. Her instruments and displays blanked out, too. "What
happened to you?" she said.


"I blacked out," said Chris.


"Are you ok?" Carly blinked.


Chris looked at himself. "Not a scratch. Where's the
captain?"


Carly pointed at the disfigured body on the floor,
surrounded by medics.


"My god—the captain? Did I cause that? This is the
first time I ever blacked out. It never happened to me before. I'm
really—"


"He's lucky you blacked out. If he’d been sitting, that
metal fragment would have sliced his head off. But he was standing. You saved
the captain, Chris."


"How do you know? You watched him get hit?"


"Everyone was watching. He was talking about Devil's
Luck."


Chris stared at Donovan's, or what was left of his, upper
torso. He’d literally been sawed in half. "Can they heal him?"


"Heal him? No," said Carly. "Save him? Maybe.
Can't say the same for Commander Rajek…"


"Where…" Chris then saw Paul Rajek's scattered
remnants and shuddered. A mesh of blood and flesh smacked onto the wall on the
far side. "Holy mother, is that him?"


Carly nodded. 


Stunned and confused, he gazed at Carly. 


The woman just stared into the fire, not moving, not manning
her station. 


Well, what was there to man? Then, he looked over at the
captain. The guy, if he lived, would never walked on two legs, again. Then, he
glanced at what was left of the first officer on the wall. 


The two remained silent, except for the moaning in his
suit's radio. Was that DC? Or was it Comm? 


"So, who's captain, now?"


"You are, Chris."


"Oh—Ah…"


 


Above the Cylinder


Bridge, Light Cruiser VSF Harrington


 


Elise was dead, or so she thought. 


How the hell could I still be alive? With a snake
juggernaut in front of her, and two snake heavies below her?


Yet amazingly, she could still breathe fresh oxygen from her
suit.


"Damage—damage control," she called.


"DC is gone," said voice on radio. "I'm
manning her operations from my station."


"Ripley, how about it? Tell me what's left." 


"We lost all three fusion reactors. The engineers shut
them down before they melted the coolants. Seventeen out of fifty sections are
reporting green-green. The rest are yellow-orange or red-red-black. Most of our
top section is full black."


It made sense. The juggernaut had been firing at her top
before she turned it to face him. "And our bottom section?"


"Orange to brown."


Amazing. She wished she could get the holomap back
online. That would be a heaven's gift. How did she survive two snakes shooting
her bottom? "Do you, uh, have map information?"


"Yeah," Commander Ripley replied, "it's all
online. We just don't have the main plot."


Elise closed her hands and thanked whatever space deity
who’d given her good fortune. An explosion shook the bridge. She could hear a clunk,
then a slam. A clang pushed her against her seat straps.


Space deity my ass. Elise sat in the darkness. She
studied at her arm pad. It was black. She tried rebooting it, but no luck.
Then, she slammed it with her padded gloves. Still, no luck. Unbuckling
her safety straps, she stood up and tried to keep her balance amongst the
shaking and the clang sound of metal tearing away.


When she got to Ripley's station, she gazed over his
display.


"Map plot?" said First Officer Ripley.


"Hell, yes," grumbled Elise. "Can't tell
people to shoot—if I can't see."


"Not a lot of that left."


His display changed from DC view to a two-dimensional
representation of a three-dimensional sphere ten thousand kilometers in diameter.



My stars, everything is still here. "Zoom it in,
please," Elise requested.


The map went from ten thousand kilometers down to one
thousand, then down to five hundred kilometers.


"Change the view. Can we see it from the side?" 


"Sure."


Two debris fields hovered beside her, the aftermath of a
reactor explosion from both a human destroyer and a heavy-cruiser. Below, two
hulking fragments of exploded snakes also littered side by side. Above her, a
partially damaged snake juggernaut continued to fire on her forward armor.


Clang. Clang. 


Elise couldn't understand it. How did she actually escape
her ill fate? Somehow, out of the two snakes under her, one destroyed and
another one disappeared. The snake above her looked badly damaged.  "Zoom
out," Elise ordered.


The map turned one thousand kilometers. 


"Zoom out, again. Wait—never mind." There. Another
human heavy had intervened on her behalf. It lay dead after being destroyed by
the snake juggernaut, but not before killing off a snake heavy below her. 


But what happened to the one that disappeared?


She didn't know, and then realized she may never know if the
juggernaut finished her.


Rumble. Rumble.


"Are gravitics online?"


"No, ma'am," said helm.


"Damn…Weapons?"


"Firing, ma'am. Twenty forward laser mounts. “
Shake—Strike that. Eighteen firing."


"I'm not ready to die," Elise voiced aloud.
"We got reinforcements, right Ripley? Zoom out." Her eyes glistened.
Four human ships headed out of the cylinder towards her. The battle inside must
have gone well—or they were retreating. 


Doesn't matter, she shook her head. What mattered was that
there was help arriving. 


The bridge spasmed and for a second it seemed gravity
plating deactivated. 


Would help get here in time?


Elise realized it didn't matter how far they were, as long
as they had line of sight on that snake juggernaut. 


Get line of sight people!


 


Bridge, Light Cruiser VSF Dejax


 


Icheb von Shuer realized he had better luck than his friend
Donovan. That exploding ship fragment looked like it had jammed right into
Asterix's bridge, and Icheb wondered if his friend was okay. Every attempt he
tried to message Asterix failed. The big juggernaut's comm system
obviously went offline. It dropped off the network, too, since its transponder
no longer signaled. This only happened when things were very bad. He could see
it through the probe network, of course, but it looked it would explode any
minute.


There was nothing Icheb could do for Drake Donovan and his
crew. But there was something he could do for Elise de Manchu and hers.


But in order to help her, he needed line of sight on that
huge fifty kilometer ship which seemed poised and just about to blow her to
pieces. True, it was damaged, but still a snake juggernaut. "Helm, could
we plot an alternate course?"


"The admiral told us to go this way." 


"I know but we won't get there to help in time."


"Up to you, sir."


"Good, go sideways towards coordinates 441,732,240.
That should give us line of sight on the juggernaut a minute earlier."


"Aye, sir."


Two minutes later...


"Sir, the juggernaut is moving!"


"Which direction? Forward or backwards?"


"Backwards!"


"Do we have line-of-fire on him?"


"No, sir! His moving practically negates our line of
fire!"


Icheb bit at his lip. This wasn't a good situation at all.
It looked like the humans would lose another ship—Elise’s Harrington.
"Do the other ships have line of fire on him?"


"No, his moving negates theirs, too."


"Smart devious bastard."


 


Above the Cylinder


Bridge, Light Cruiser VSF Harrington


 


Elise's bridge shook more and more like an avalanche had
fallen. Her starship was only a light cruiser, and she’d taken a good four
minutes of front-front action from a snake juggernaut. It must be a new
record. "Gentlemen, this is good bye."


The shaking and explosions seemed to come even closer. With
her reactors shut down, she didn't have to worry about a fusion overload, but
damn it—she was just a light cruiser. The juggernaut's grazers should be able
to peel away the layers of armor and hull from her strongest side—her front.


The explosions became louder and louder. She knew that
pretty much everyone on her forward hull would be burned crisp. Soon, the
juggernaut's grazers ought to be able to dig into her heavily armored bridge...


BANG! 


CRANG!


Elise looked forward as the bridge's frontal wall—did
nothing.


The firing softened. When she gazed at her first officer's
display again, she saw the snake had turned face. It was in the middle of a
180-degree turn. Where is it going? Why didn't it finished us?


Then—she realized. Even if it killed her, the four
reinforcements she had coming would encircle and finish the snake. This would
be true, especially since one of her reinforcements, a light-cruiser named Dajex
had taken a different route. Everyone knew that even a small battleship, placed
in the right place, could turn the tide against something as big as a
juggernaut.


Now, as the snake finished its turn, its main gravitics
began pulling it out of the immediate battlefield. It started leaving, because
it couldn't fight off her reinforcements.


Elise silently cheered. She wanted to say,
"congratulations" to every member of her crew, but she realized there
were about a thousand members in her forward hull that couldn't cheer. They’d
burned in the inferno which almost broke her bridge.


Elise prayed...to whatever god there was. She knew humanity
mostly abandoned religion since space colonization, but times like these—she
truly believed that whoever might be out there, she was glad he looked out for
her.
















 


CHAPTER EIGHT


Outside the Cylinder


Flag Bridge, Mobile Battle Fortress VSF Epsilon
Decimus


 


The Battle of
Orasis V was not a human victory, Prancort sighed. 


The humans lost eighty percent, while the snakes lost
seventy-five percent, making it one of the wildest pyrrhic victories to date.
It was only a victory in terms of territory and eventual map domination, but
who the hell wanted to dominate the proto-stellar asteroid field of a newborn
star?


The snakes strategically withdrew, only because Prancort
aimed his battle fortress at their jugular, and after witnessing how powerful
it was, both to Prancort and the snake commander, they decided the future gains
no longer measured up to the potential losses. Their retreat may look like the
mother of all routs, scattering in every direction, but Prancort knew that no
snake captain would do such a thing as long as its fleet commander still lived.
It’d been so sudden. Only an order from the highest level in their command
chain could have done it.


"Cheer up," Prion urged. "You did your best.
You made mistakes. But you also broke three quarters of their main
armada."


"How can I cheer up, when I've lost 900,000 people?
People who will never see home, again?" 


"You know the answer to that. You knew you had to risk
them in order to defend our homes."


Prancort closed his eyes. "Things didn't happen
according to plan. The losses weren't supposed to be like this."


"While you are drooping, are you forgetting
something?"


Prancort opened his eyes and stared at her.
"What?"


"Chase them! Our lasers have a range of one hundred
thousand kilometers!"


"Oh, right! The battle isn’t over!" Prancort
entered commands into his interface, then brought the fleetwide audio online.
"All ships…Chase the enemy. Kill as many as you can, but be careful of
traps and counterattacks."


But wait! There was one more thing…The wounded and
incapacitated ships. If he chased the enemy off the battlefield, these ships
would likely take damage because they would crash against moving asteroids. 
Even a complex collection of objects such as the Cylinder, would dissolve in
shape within a day. He needed to take care of his immobilized vessels. Then, of
course, there would be the issue of prisoners…snake survivors.


Prancort suddenly decided against chasing the enemy. If he
wanted to save his wounded, he needed a proportion of his fleet back to act as
rescue vessels. That meant he only could send a part of his fleet chasing the
enemy. This would allow his enemy to gain overwhelming numbers on those ships
chasing them. It really wasn't like the enemy was routing, in which case you
could chase them with any inferior quality and quantity of units. This was a
clearheaded retreat. Added along the fact, the snake admiral was known for
tricks and deceptions, and suddenly Prancort thought better of it. 


The biggest issue was; Prancort could beat them right now in
this battlefield, because he had the power of his Battle Fortress. However, if
he chose to chase them, his slow moving and massive Battle Fortress couldn't
come along. He would be disadvantaged in firepower if the snake decided to
fight back elsewhere.


He entered commands into the interface.


"Why are you calling off the chase, sir?" Prion
asked.


Prancort told her. 


"But you're forgetting one thing," Prion
countered, "The enemy is dispersed."


"They'll reconnect as a fleet when they reach a safe
distance."


"But they aren't one, now. You can make it hard for
them to do that."


"But if I send a majority of my fleet and leave a
minority for rescuing my survivors, they can still attack my numerically
disadvantaged units, even if they are dispersed."


"True," Prion paused. "I guess it's settled
then. Soon, it'll be too late to chase them, anyway."


Prancort nodded. This much was true. "Especially,
against that admiral. Who knows what traps he has waiting for us. Speaking of
him, we need to quickly rescue the wounded because once he enters warp, he
could attack a nearby system. We need to be there, to defend it."


A moment of silence went by.


"All the more reason to attack him, now," Prion
reiterated.


"Then I'll—we'll be destroyed. My battle station isn’t
fast enough to chase them. Without it, I can't beat him."


"I see. And, just out of curiosity…Do you respect him,
sir?"


Why wouldn't he? "He is an incredible opponent,
whatever his name is." Prancort gazed ahead at the giant holomap. The enemy
units receded in the massive volume of space. Those retreating red dots became
smaller and smaller as separation between the two scattered fleets increased.


It's not over. Not by a long shot. You have sparred with
me well, unknown creature. But one day, I will beat you.


But not today.


Prancort returned his attention back to his data screens to
guide the rescue effort.









Battle Statistics


Battle of Orasis V (Star of Orasis)


Date: 4091 AD (Galactic Year 1720), September 8th-9th


Result: Human Victory


Belligerents: First Viron Empire (Modern Day Humans) / Cell
Khanate (Insectoid Centipedia)


Leaders (FVE) : Admiral Prancort de Gaulle / Vice Admiral
Prion de Caille 


Leaders (Cell) : Master Commander Roro Cro-Drignon 


Motivations (FVE) : Territorial Defense


Motivations (Cell) : Territorial Expansion (Overpopulation)


Strength (FVE) : 160 Warships (5.2 billion tons) / 1.5
Million Humans


Strength (Cell) : 203 Warships (56 billion tons) / 4.9
Million Insectoids


Losses (FVE) : 127 Warships ( 4.2 billion tons) / 889,529
Humans dead / 219,403 Injured / 0 Captured


Losses (Cell) : 152 Warships (41 billion tons) / 2.3 Million
Insectoids Dead / 829,511 Injured / 1,382,995 Captured


Part of: Early Insectoid Expansion Campaign (Show)


 


"By not chasing the enemy, Prancort did something
he would regret for the short remainder of his life."


 


"Galactic history could have been changed with a
single decision."









Act 2


Chapter 9


In transit from Orasis V towards Worber's World


Remnant of First Fleet


Admiral's Quarters, Mobile Battle Fortress VSF Epsilon
Decimus


 


The war was not over. 


Prancort sat within the comforts of his black cushioned
couch. Alone, thinking hard.


The enemy ran, but he was unsure where they ran to. He had
only repelled one enemy invasion. He had a hunch that the snake admiral
retreated his forces back to its own territory, to recuperate losses, but
Prancort wasn’t certain. In any case, as long as the snakes could still make
warships, there would be future invasions. In order to prevent them from making
warships, Prancort needed to be the one to invade…


However…he couldn’t invade the snakes…yet.


With only thirty starships left, he needed time to
recuperate losses and rebuild his own fleet. 


In the meantime, Prancort did everything possible to gain an
edge in future battles. 


For instance, one of these things would be to examine all
the new technologies the snakes left on the battlefield of Orasis V. All the
snake wreckages were a treasure cove of technological wonders Prancort’s
Imperial Engineers would feast on. 


As for the interrogation of snake prisoners of war, it would
be a dead end. Useful information on how they live, but not how they think as
warriors. The snake prisoners were extremely reluctant to give information on
certain military aspects like strategy and war tactics. Luckily, he had other
sources to tell him useful information on military strategies and tactics.


Prancort smiled. After the battle, the fleet captured over
1.3 million of these centipedes. However, the main find would be after
scavenging and studying the schematics of the snakes' broken starships. He
felt  glad he won the battle and taken control of all the debris the snake war
fleet left behind. Otherwise, humanity's specialists would never have the
opportunity to study so many new technologies. Already, the possibility of
reverse engineering the snake's starship systems made potential reaping
benefits seem likely.


He especially felt content about reverse engineering the
snake's grazer mounts. The snakes version of the gamma ray laser was years
ahead of human's own x-ray lasers. If the war continued for many years, it
would be very likely humanity would have its own version of the gamma ray
laser. There were other technologies, too, such as the snake's gravity and
inertial nullifying device, which allowed their ships to carry on much more
mass, it would have reaping potential as human scientists adapted it to their
own starships.


There were many more innovations which would be tiny
improvements on what humans already possessed. However, Prancort sighed, his
engineers had yet to find a ‘library’ or ‘engineering encyclopedia’ of all
snake techs. The Holy Grail…which was a massive manual on all snake
weapons…failed to be found. There were, however, several duds, or dead data
cores, such as each snake starship's main computer, which were now useless to
human scientists because the snakes built in a failsafe system that destroyed
all the computer cores upon the ship being boarded by human marines.


If only one of the fail safes failed to activate, then
Prancort's scientists would have access to all the snake's technological
database...


If only! Then, he would have a surefire way of
beating the snake admiral. 


Now, when he thought about the snake admiral, Prancort sat
upright on his couch. He still felt unsure if the snake admiral retreated his
fleet or was on his way to attacking another human world. He thought about it,
long and hard, and despite the negatives, it excited him. Military strategy
always excited him.


What will you do next, unknown creature? Will you go home
and lick your wounds? Or…will you assault another human world immediately?


 


Star System Orasis V


Engineering Ship Jackson’s Folly Bridge


 


The mother of all harvests, Raymond Patel mused,
gazing at the wreckages, laid out all across the proto-stellar cloud. The
snakes left over 150 wrecks on the battlefield. The largest of these wrecks
were fifty kilometers long. Simply getting the snake survivors to surrender
these starships did wreak havoc for the Imperial Marines.


Now, when the snake survivors had all been rounded up and
put onto prison barges, it was up to the Imperial Engineers to dissect the
enemy wreckages.


General Raymond Patel controlled the entire dissection
operation. 


He stood on the bridge of the engineering ship Jackson’s
Folly in his green imperial engineering uniform interlaced with red
stripes. He gazed at the hovering blue computer screens. Each screen showed the
progress on each of the 150 wrecks, many of which were broken into even smaller
pieces. 


“We’re half-done disassembling that snake grazer array,
General,” said a subordinate.


“Very good,” he replied, “Continue breaking it into pieces
and pushing the pieces inside the collector ships.”


“Yes, sir.”


Raymond Patel sighed and sat back in his chair. It’d been
chaos these past few days to get all the wrecks in a vector that wouldn’t
collide with all the stray asteroids. The proto-stellar cloud that encircled
Orasis V wasn’t stationary by any means. All its contents constantly moved. As
a result, pieces of snake starships were often on collision courses with
asteroids and small rocks. 


A mess…A real mess.


It would be up to the Imperial Engineers computer
predictions to make sure all the stray snake vectors didn’t collide with each
other or the giant kilometer wide asteroids. To do this, Patel hooked up
maneuvering jets with the snake pieces to keep them safely stationary—Far from
a simple matter.


Raymond Patel knew he couldn’t hope to get all the pieces
outside of the proto-stellar cloud. One of his subordinates insisted they move
all the pieces out of the proto-stellar cloud where they would be safe from
collisions. But, the battle occurred too deeply inside the cloud. They didn’t
have enough maneuvering jets to move all the pieces out. 


No, all Patel could hope for was that his team of 200,000
imperial engineers would dissect the important equipment embedded within the
snake pieces in time. For instance, that snake grazer mount.


At this moment, Patel gazed at the work of all of his
200,000 Imperial Engineers. He eyed one monitor in particular. It showed five
thousand engineers working on a snake gamma ray laser mount. They were cutting
it out of what’d once been a snake heavy-cruiser. This grazer mount is
particularly important because when the snake cruiser exploded, the entire array
miraculously stayed intact. 


Patel knew high command—that is, Fleet Admiral
Prancort—would consider such a piece indispensable. 


Suddenly, alarms sounded inside the bridge.


Ring. Ring. Danger! Danger! The monitor read.


Patel leaned forward in his seat, staring at the monitor
where five thousand engineers worked on the snake grazer mount. DANGER.
DANGER, COLLISION COURSE DETECTED, the monitor read.


Patel quickly glanced above and gasped. The overhead holomap
showed a 10 kilometer asteroid heading towards the grazer array on a collision
course. 


“Scotty! Use the maneuver jets!” Patel yelled out.


“I am, sir! But the jets are not moving the grazer array out
of the way fast enough!”


“Shit!” Patel swore. “How did this asteroid avoid detection
earlier?”


“I don’t know, sir!”Lieutenant Scott Henderson replied, “Our
computers analyzed all the vectors of all the asteroids and broken snake pieces
within fifty thousand kilometers of the battle and we moved the pieces as
safely as possible. It must have been a fluke inside the programming or some of
the asteroid collisions we failed to predict. Some factor—?”


“Tell the imperial engineers…” Patel lurched forward.”…to
vacate the grazer array!”


“Yes, sir!” Lieutenant Henderson then bellowed into his
microphone, “All engineers working on snake grazer array 802, please disembark
and vacate the premises to a safe distance. A large asteroid is on a collision
course! Please vacate to a safe distance! I repeat all engineers of grazer
array 80…“


Patel could only watch at his monitors as the asteroid got
closer to a collision. Shit! And he needed that grazer array intact! Its impact
on humanity’s understand of snake technology was tremendous!  


He watched and watched and watched. Some of people
dissecting the grazer array slowly climbed out. But there were many that didn’t
get out. They were trapped.


Patel gazed at Lieutenant Henderson. “Tell those people to
hurry!”


“I am, sir! All engineers working on grazer array 802,
please vacate the premises ASAP! An asteroid is on a collision—”


The 10 kilometer wide asteroid slammed into the grazer
array. A titanic whoosh of an explosion blew fire and debris in all directions.
The snake grazer piece crumbled as the giant asteroid smashed into it.


My stars—there’s humans in there—Patel sucked
in his breath.


By the time it was over, the asteroid cut through towards
the other side. Its momentum like a behemoth carrying it through the snake
grazer. The grazer, on the other hand, became sprawling debris. It shattered
into a thousand pieces. Whoever didn’t make it out—Patel counted—perhaps,
as many as 2000 humans died in that collision. 


This is the price we pay to defend our nation…
“Helen.” Patel glanced at a colonel from the med unit. “Get medic teams toward
that broken grazer mount immediately. A lot of people are going to need help.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Scotty, recheck the asteroid vector projections.” Patel
sighed. “Let’s hope an error like that doesn’t happen, again.”
















 


CHAPTER TEN


Star System Dalon, Viron Empire Core


Planet Dalon's World, Viron Administrative Capital


Parade Street, Outside the Capitol Building


 


6 days later…


 


The trip itself
down to the planet turned out to be uneventful for Admiral Prancort. 


When the scouts detected that the snake fleet wasn’t going
to attack another planet, Prancort’s immediate thought was that the invasion
could be over. The snakes must have decided they’d taken too much damage and
couldn’t justify more damage to its fleet. 


Everyone, including Prancort, leapt in happiness in response
to the news. 


When the word of it reached Dalon’s World, the president,
Jinho Hyun, immediately requested Prancort return to the capital, where he
would be awarded many metals befitting his actions. Prancort, realizing the
snake threat seemed to be over, at least…temporarily…so he agreed.


Therefore, for the past three hours, Prancort patiently
waited as his shuttle descended through the cloud banks onto the star port,
outlying the capital city of Haven’s Glas. When he got out, he was showered
with applause. Two entire platoons of marines parade marched him through the
city’s center, as part of an morale boosting planetary event, broadcasted on
live holo throughout the empire.


Thus, before he knew it, Admiral Prancort found himself
walking through miles of city streets, until he finally reached Parade Street,
which lay directly outside the Capitol Building, where President Hyun and many
political dignitaries awaited him with metals prepared to be strapped on his
chest.


"Admiral Prancort! Admiral Prancort!" a young
female’s voice sounded through the crowds.


On both sides, the crowds showered Prancort with glittering
flowers. The colors of the Imperial flag flew at full banner on all sides of
Parade Street. Red and Green, the stars of destruction and life.


"Welcome home, legendary admiral!" waved President
Jinho Hyun, who stood directly ahead with a wide smile.


“You’re on national TV. Smile back and wave to the
president,” reminded the Marine colonel. 


Prancort, embarrassed, waved back.


There seemed to be so much applause, so much! He felt he
didn't deserve it. The hysterical crowds to his left and right jammed to see
him. The Viron Main Hall, the center of government for 25 billion humans, stood
tall and vast ahead of him. 


"It's the fleet admiral!" 


"Oh, let me through, I want to see him in real life!"
someone yelled.


"Admiral Prancort, will you marry me?"


"People! People!" the General Secretariat called
out from beside Prancort, "You have to let him through. He can't shake the
President's hands if—Ooof!" Someone crashed into the general secretary.


Prancort barely saw a blur from the man who did it. The next
moment he was carrying the secretary through the crowds and the moment after
that he, too, was on the ground in a bleeding trance. 


"Help!" someone yelled. "The admiral is
down!"


The world around him disappeared in a haze of colors,
flashes, and ominous sounds. He faintly recalled a doctor's voice yelling at
nurses, and teams of surgeons racing his body along on a stretcher. He’d been
unconscious most of the time, and minutes could have been hours or days. Time
occasionally, slowed to a crawl, or passed by a week without him remembering
any of it.


Then—he dreamed—he dreamed so much.


One moment, he was in grade school.


Teachers told him what to do. School kids yelled and
screamed. Prancort quietly sat in the same classroom every day. He saw
friends…people he loved and passed on. People he hadn't seen in years.


Another moment, he was coming home from school. He stared
out of a gigantic train that zoomed at over five hundred kilometers per hour
past thousands of massive skyscrapers that went as high as the sky. His home
city bustled with life. Gigantic flashy signs in bright colors passed by as
Prancort pressed his nose onto the train's window. How old was he? Twelve?
Thirteen? He was a city kid. Everyone on the planet was a city kid. 


Next, someone sat by him, someone he was familiar with. 


Who was this girl? Eva? Lena? He remembered her face.
A face he hadn't seen in decades. Olive skin, curled lips. They walked home
together after the train. Neighbors.


"Hey, Lena!" he called out inside the train.


Another second, he stood in a place with a lot of trees.
This was odd. His planet didn't have many trees, anymore, especially not in his
city. CO2 was recycled through oxygen plants. Then, he realized he wasn't on
the planet of his birth, anymore. He was in college—the space academy on
Gredor! Full of artificial trees, underneath a giant biodome. 


He saw a redheaded teenager passing by him. Other cadets
trailed the red headed cadet like an idol. 


"Who is that?" Prancort asked.


"That's Kirkeis, our leading cadet," someone
answered, "He is unbeatable in test simulations and he's class
valedictorian. His marks are record setting in the school's history."


Prancort glanced over at the source of that voice and saw
someone familiar. Steiner! He hadn't seen his roommate in years—ever
since they graduated! "I can beat Kirkeis," Prancort boasted.


"Sure you can…" Steiner grinned.


"No, I can, and I have. This is just a dream. You're
not real."


"Uh, huh," Steiner kept grinning.


I can beat him, can't I? Is this too much to want?
Prancort was just a city boy from a megapolis world, defending his territory
from the snake onslaught, with okay grades, and a propensity to game too much. 


Every day at the space academy, Prancort would spend time in
the simulation rooms, practicing tactics and strategy, preparing for the day
when he could beat Kirkeis. His war sim scores were average at first, but soon
they rose—and fast. His player-versus-player scores shot straight through the
roof. He became a rising star. "Legend killer" they called him.


"But not Kirkeis," they said. "Kirkeis will
beat this upstart. Kirkeis is invincible."


"You can't beat him! You can't beat him!" they
said.


I can beat him. I can beat him, right?


Who is that girl that always cheered for him? Genny?
Genie? Genee?


One day, on a fresh Monday morning, he fought Kirkeis.
Kirkeis was two years ahead of Prancort. The dreaded Kirkeis was in fourth
form, while Prancort was in second form. 


After the game, Kirkeis came up to Prancort with a smile.
Prancort was dazzled by his opponent.


"You won, the title goes to the best competitor,"
said the red-headed Kirkeis. "When the snakes come, I wouldn't have it any
other way."


"Thank you, sir."


Kirkeis would later graduate and make a name out of himself
in the space navy, but so would Prancort.


The dream-world changed, again. He no longer stood on
campus, studying or practicing in his dormitory. He now walked the hallway of a
massive battle station—just like Epsilon Decimus. Where am I going? 


A door to his left slid open. A blast of recycled air mixed
with that stale odor of cigar smoke drifted through. "Come in, Captain
Prancort," a commanding voice prompted.


Prancort walked into the dark room. He saw four old men
staring back at him. They were his seniors and outranked him. 


"Once in a while, we, the fleet, are blessed by a
gifted individual. Today, that gifted individual is you," said the admiral
sitting in the middle. "You have shown exceptional talent and keenness.
Therefore, we're promoting you. May your future actions reinforce our judgment.
May you bring the fleet excellence."


"I will, sir." Prancort eyed the middle admiral.
"I won't let you down."


The middle admiral nodded. "It doesn't matter. Because
you can't beat me! You can't beat me!"


Then the admiral suddenly shifted in form—the old man's body
elongated. Limbs formed on the sides of his torso. Two large mandibles appeared
where his lips were. The admiral became a centipede.


"I can—I can," Prancort stammered.


"You can't," click, click—then it reached
out and bit Prancort. 


Everything turned black. The dreams disappeared. Prancort
felt like he fell with a perpetual descent down to a bottomless pit. What's
happening? Where am I going?


He fell and drop downward, out of control. 


Forever.


I'm losing myself.


One moment, he was in the space academy, again.
Cadets crowded around him. Then, everything turned black and he would be
falling, again. 


Next moment, he was inside a train, going home. The adults
crowded him. To his right, he saw Lena changing into a centipede. 


Click. Click.


Everything turned black.


He fell again. 


He was in homeroom, in grade school. Then, school kids ran
everywhere in a playground. Recess. Then, blackness. 


He fell, again.


It's all disappearing! Why? Why? My dreams, my memories,
my life, they're all disappearing! Help me! Someone help me!


He kept falling.


Soon, he couldn't even think. His thoughts weren't his. He
had no thoughts. 


I'm dying. 


Everything disappeared, except the sound of mandibles
clicking.


Click. Click.


Blackness.


 


Star System Dalon, Core of the Viron Empire


Planet Dalon's World


Highguard Hospital Complex, Aquaria


Building E, VIP Floor, Intensive Care Unit


 


Room 001


 


"What's wrong with him?" Admiral Prion de Caille
asked. 


"He's been infected with a neural-toxin, targeting the
brain," the hospital's lead doctor explained.


"Why hasn't the treatments been working? You are
treating him, right?" 


"Of course, but the nanite toxin infecting him is
powerful. Whoever did this knew exactly how to contaminate him. Our best
medical nanites are having difficulty pushing it back. It keeps replicating,
while eating away at his neurons."


"How did someone manage to slide this through his
security?" demanded Prion.


"I don't know about his security details. But nano-contaminants
are very hard to detect."


Prion grabbed the bed girdling, eyeing the unconscious
Prancort, before her, dressed in hospital white with his eyes closed. This was
the wrong time to be unconscious. The world needed Prancort. The world needed
its fleet admiral now more than ever. Prion realized the tightness of her grip,
and loosened. 


I must be picking up the habit from an old friend. Prion
turned towards a lieutenant in the hospital room's doorway. "Put four
guards surrounding his room at all times. I want this room guarded. Take a
brigade of general Opheim's marines and guard all entrances to the hospital.
Nobody comes in or out without being scanned."


"Ma'am, but this is a major hospital! 30,000 people
enter and exit every day!"


"I don't want any buts, just do it! Take more if you
have to. On my orders."


"Yes—admiral," the lieutenant stammered. "But
is it—really necessary to guard the entire medical complex?"


"Yes, it is," Prion confirmed, wide-eyed.


"Perhaps, we can move him somewhere safer?"


"But then he won't get the best medical care."


"Maybe—we could move the doctors and—"


"Don't question my orders, Lieutenant! Just do
it!"


"Yes, ma'am!"


"I have to go." Prion turned towards the doctor.
"I take you'll use every resource in your technological arsenal to make
sure he comes out of this alive...and well?"


"Yes, our whole hospital team is on it," said the
leading doctor, a wizened man in his fifties.


"Good. Use every resource in your disposal. If he dies,
we die. Got me?"


The doctor nodded.


Prion took one last look at the sleeping Prancort. She
wanted to touch him, but she worried it would betray her feelings, as well as
look awkward for her rank. She settled on speaking to him, "Good bye, old
friend. When I come back—if I come back, I hope you will have won one more
battle." 


She walked out the room.


 


Star System Dalon, Core of the Viron Empire


Planet Dalon's World


In Transit towards the Starport


 


Sitting inside her air car, Prion gazed out as the
metropolis slid past her. Since Prancort’s attempted assassination, she was now
a full admiral, with a full security detachment. Two squad cars in front of
her…Two squad cars behind her. Her driver, a marine captain named Luis
Carpender, stoically maneuvered the car through the city's turbulent air
traffic.


Damn the president! If the president had barred
bystanders from touching the admiral, none of this would have happened. But
the President's PO people had suggested they let bystanders touch their hero as
a way to increase the man's popularity and national morale, and President Hyun
had relented. 


If the president hadn't been so slack in his security, even
after checking each human in the crowd for conventional weapons, Admiral
Prancort wouldn't be in his condition now. 


Prion crossed her legs. How in the hell did the damn
terrorists—the damn activists who wanted humanity to lose, so all humans would
be space born—how did they know they could successfully sneak a bio-weapon?


After the incident, the president's security details
detained all the bystanders. Yet, they still hadn't found the culprit!
Prion rubbed her brow. With all the latest and advanced lie-detector techs, the
president's security still haven't found him!


The problem turned out to be during the admiral's ‘walk of
victory’, there were so many people who touched him. Any number of people could
have infected him with the nano-toxin. It was also likely the culprit could
have walked away as much as ten minutes before the admiral even collapsed. 


Then, there was the issue of internal security. It may not
have been one of the crowds at all. Prancort could have eaten something during
his trip down to planet-side. Prion frowned, suddenly remembering how one
battleship during the battle of Orasis fried its navcom. 


Judging by the number of possible culprits, Prion found the
problem perplexing. Worse yet, she could very well be next.


So many people. If she launched a full-scale
investigation, she would probably have to detain over a hundred people. His
cook. The pilot. Anyone could have left some dirty nanites on his seat in the
shuttle down to the planet. Then, she realized she would have to check his
outfitter. The nano-toxin could have been implanted on his clothing. 


"Ma'am, we're at the star port," said her driver. 


"Good." Prion suddenly realized she didn't have
the time to launch an investigation. The air car opened. She walked onto one of
the star port’s launch pads. A space shuttle, forty meters long, parked before
her. It would take off from a runway and take her to a fast-transit
light-cruiser, which would head for the borders of the empire. 


An aide followed her.


"Report on the situation, Lieutenant Abernathy,"
Prion ordered.


"A new snake fleet has invaded inward from the galactic
center. They are knocking out our sensor probes as they go."


"Have they reached any of the inhabited border
worlds?"


"Of course not, ma'am."


"Where is Rear Admiral Gilbert's position?"


"He's still moving the fleet outward to
intercept."


"But he's not engaging them outside the line of our
border worlds, is he?"


"No, ma'am. As per orders."


"Good. We need to use each fortified system's missile
supply to our advantage. It's imperative that he doesn't intercept the enemy
fleet with just starships alone."
















 


CHAPTER ELEVEN


 


Star System Hephaestus


Mobile Fortress Epsilon Decimus


Flag Bridge


A week later


 


Another
invasion. Another war. This time, the ship counts were much smaller. 


So, you went back to lick your wounds, and now you're
back, huh?...Prion stood watching the holomap.…Except this time, you're
not fighting Prancort. You're fighting me.


She glanced at the enemy fleet on the outer fringes of the
holomap. Then, at her own. Behind Prion's fleet, Hephaestus's dual suns
encircled each other. One was a yellow main sequence star, the other a brown
dwarf. 


She studied the red dots and the green dots carefully. Just
now, the red dots were accelerating inward, having dropped out of warp in order
to enter the system's gravity well. Prion's fleet, the green dots, hovered idly
around the system's second planet, a fortified world with no human population. 


Since the war had long been coming, human planners created a
shield wall of fortified planets in between the heavily populated worlds and
any invading snake force. The battle of Orasis V had been a complete fluke. No
one expected the snakes would invade from that direction, where no fortified
system existed. Luckily, they’d been beaten away, or they could have done
irrevocable damage on the nation's inner population and infrastructure.


"Alright ladies and gentlemen…" Prion, eyed the
bridge of the Epsilon Decimus. "Let's begin the fight. Comm, signal
the fleet to action stations."


The men and women below her snapped off their salutes and
returned to their duties.


"Action stations. Action stations. All hands prepare
for battle," the comm voice, repeated over and over.


Prion used her instruments to check on the status of her
ships. The very same data-pads Prancort used not less than a month ago, Her
fleet, much smaller than Prancort's pre-battle fleet, comprised of the
leftovers from the Orasis battle, but also included newly created ships from
the nation's shipyards. Three quarters of the ships were veterans. 


A total of 55 battleships: 18 heavy-cruisers, 22 lights, 8
juggernauts, and 7 destroyers. The destroyer line-up already took a heavy blow
because both sides believed the easiest, smallest targets should be taken out
first.


In an addition to her force, twenty-two missile ships
trailed behind her battleships. Now that the battle wouldn't occur in a
particle dense asteroid field, missiles could be used without self-destructing.
Missile ships were gigantic ten-kilometer freighters with no armor, but carried
hundreds of missile packs. Each pack carried ten missiles. When a missile ship
deployed, all the packs would be ejected within ten minutes, allowing as much
as a thousand missiles to be shot within that same interval. 


This added another layered component to battlefield tactics.
The missile war is just as crucial as the standard laser war. 


Now, a third layer added to battlefield tactics. Fighters.
Fifteen carriers trailed behind her battleships as well. Ten lights and five
heavies. Each light carrier, a two-kilometer vessel, carried one thousand
fighters. The heavy carriers carried twice as much. Fighters were just like
missiles, in that they were fast and nimble and couldn't deploy inside a
particle dense proto-stellar field because of the inability to deflect
particles at their speed. All in all, she had twenty thousand fighters at her
disposal.


Then of course, there was her mobile battle fortress. 


More tactical layers meant she could perform more. The
problem would be…the enemy also had the same things. She eyed the red dots.
Some of those must be snake missile ships and carriers. She did have one major
advantage. Because the battle occurred in a heavily fortified human system, she
had an additional thirty orbital missile dumps. Each missile dump, or missile
pod, contained 150 missiles, therefore adding 4500 additional missiles to her
total supply.


However, the enemy made up for this with the sheer size of
their fleet. They had 132 warships, some of which were carriers and missile
boats, while others were newly arrived fresh-from-the-assembly line vessels,
and the rest were veterans of the Orasis battle…Prion conjectured.


Once again, they dwarfed the human fleet. Also, by mass,
they were monsters. Prion knew this had been the same state prior to the Orasis
battle, and so she wasn't too distraught. She felt confident in the quality of
her ships…of humanity's technological capabilities.


She turned to face those of her command staff behind her.
"Admirals and commodores, suggestions?"


Her command staff was significantly larger than Prancort's,
not because she wanted it, but because these were the changes Prancort made
after the Orasis battle. The fleet admiral believed his lack of more flag
officers had been a strategic weakness, especially when micromanaging his fleet
during all the asteroid encounters. In addition, because the current fleet had
missiles and fighters, she needed the commanders of these high-velocity wings
before her.


"We should wait," said Commodore Brigum. "Let
the enemy play his hand. The deeper he comes into the system, the more fuel we
have for our missiles."


"We should attack, immediately! Never show cowardice to
these snakes. They think we are prey. We are not prey," said Rear Admiral
Gilbert.


"Let's wait until they've accelerated past the point of
no return. Once we know they can't warp out of the system's gravity well, let's
deploy our fighters and missiles in a typical entrapment envelope," said a
red headed Vice Admiral.


Silence.


"Commodore Brigum and Vice Admiral Kirkeis…" Prion
nodded at him. "Your suggestions makes the most sense to me. Anyone
disagree?"


Some officers murmured, but no one voiced against it. 


"Then without better alternatives, this seems to be the
best plan for now," said Prion.


 


Battle Station  Epsilon Decimus


Flag Bridge


 


5 hours later...Past the point of no return for
the incoming enemy fleet...


 


"Deploy fighters and missiles!" Prion ordered,
"Admiral Gilbert, unload your missile dumps and missile ships. Commodore
Brigum, launch off our fighter force!"


"Yes, ma'am!"


"Yes, ma'am!"


Throughout Prion's fleet, missile ships unloaded their
capital ship missiles. These twenty-meter long missiles contained 500-megaton
nuclear warheads each. Equipped with gravity emitters aft and fore, they could
accelerate to 600 Gs. In addition, they had minor ECMs to tackle any
anti-missiles the snakes had, as well as the latest tracking quantum computers.
Every second, the missile ships dumped out missiles, an act well known as
sprouting hairs, which recalled how pre-gravity-field missile ships launched
their rocket propelled missile dumps.


In addition to these missiles, the carriers of her fleet
launched spindle like fighters as well. The carriers looked like multi-layered
egg-cartons with as many as one thousand ‘eggs’ per ship. When launching
fighters, the carrier cartons literally opened out, allowing every egg to
eject.


Inside the flag bridge, Prion stared at the main holomap.
The enemy launched their fighters and missiles long ago. The cloud of enemy
dots coming towards her now numbered 48921 units. 


On her side, her missile and fighter forces were just
beginning to detach from the main fleet. 10,000 green dots...12,000...14,000.


Prion sat back and watched. Then, she realized something so
vital and apparent that it amazed her she hadn't thought of it until now. The
fate of humanity rested with her! Without Prancort, she now commanded the human
fleet, as well as humanity's entire national strategy.


If she lost this battle, the snakes would break through the
fortified worlds and would be in humanity's backyard. They would wreck
everything. They could kinetically bombard planets. They could destroy star
factories and shipyards... 


Then humanity wouldn't be able to defend itself—humans
would loose the war—and the ability to live on our own planets!


Suddenly, the gravity of the situation dawned upon her. The
expectations. The pressure. Prion nervously bit her lip.


What would Prancort do?


She shook her head. No, that wasn't the best way to think of
it. What could she do? What could Prion do?  She glanced back at the table of
admirals. They were all staring at her, except that red-head, Kirkeis.
Kirkeis...she’d heard of him. He’d been a legend in the academy along with
Prancort. Prancort was first—or was it Kirkeis? 


It didn't matter now. What does matter is Kirkeis is here,
and Prancort lies unconscious in a hospital bed, being treated by dozens of
doctors. For all she knew, Prancort could be dead. He could have died yesterday
with the news still traveling towards her. 


No! She shook her head.


Prancort! Why did you get yourself injured like this? Why
did you leave me with this situation?


"Admiral," Kirkeis finally spoke, "I believe
you’re letting the situation get too much of you."


"You're right," Prion agreed. "I am. For
years, I've wanted this admiral's seat. But now, when I've inherited it, I feel
I can't take the enormous responsibility. The gravity of it is nerve
wrecking."


"That's why we are here to help," Kirkeis urged. 


Prion took another glance at the other five admirals. 


They all stared at her.


Nervousness streaked up her spine.


Hold together, Prion de Caille. Suddenly, she felt
the situation was synonymous to mountain climbing. What did Uncle Ben always? Just
don't look down…"Um, let's find out just how powerful our fighters are
compared to theirs. Admiral Gilbert? Send out our missiles in an encirclement
envelope. Commodore Brigum, escort these missiles with your fighter wings."


The missile war. The holy grail of missile warfare
was to get a large amount of missiles positioned behind the enemy fleet, so
when the enemy ships are pinned down by your battleships and forced to face
away from your missiles, your missiles could come in and hit their rears and
sides. But in order to get your missiles in position so far away from your
battleships, one needed to make sure they didn't get shot down by enemy
fighters. Generally, a fighter in space could move nearly as fast as a missile.
They could take out a missile with no losses, unless the missile detonates on
top of the fighter. Thus, there would be the necessity of using your fighters
to guard your missiles from enemy fighters before your missiles reached
position. Fighters by themselves deal very little damage to huge battleships,
because their laser armaments are weak and can't penetrate battleship armor.
They can take out specific surface protruding targets on a battleship, such as
gravity emitters, shield emitters or laser ports, but in terms of wrecking
internal damage, missiles far surpassed fighters. 


"Ma'am," Commodore Brigum called out, "I must
protest. We don't know if our fighters can beat their fighters, especially
since they outnumber ours. Sending them out alone without the safety of our
battleships could be disastrous. Not only that, but you're sending them out
along with our missiles. I would much rather prefer our missiles stay behind
our battleships, until after we've forced their ships to turn their backs on
our missiles after both battleship fleets have passed each other, rather than
an early envelope strategy."


"I don't believe in that." Prion blinked.
"Our missiles need to strike their battleships' rears first. First strike
is a must. The only way to do that is to send them before our battleship fleets
clash. Furthermore, if our fighters win the fighter war, they can take out the
enemy's missiles before they strike our battleships, unless they keep their
missiles very close to their battleships, in which case our battleships can
take them out while they hit our fronts."


"But the scenario you’re chasing can only happen if our
fighters can defeat their fighters. We don't know that, yet," Commodore
Brigum argued.


"Now, is the best time to find out," said Prion.
"If we assume our fighters can't beat theirs, we will never be able to win
by a large margin. Being defensive doesn't win wars. Being defense will mean
the enemy can send their missiles behind our rears and our fighters will be
forced to fight their fighters anyway."


"But fighting a low winning probability skirmish
doesn't win, either." Brigum shrugged.


"Commodore, I'm confident that our fighters are
superior, and I'm willing to hinge this battle on that. I believe human
training and intuition will prevail. How can I explain to our fighter wings
that after all this training, I still don't have confidence in them enough to
use them?"


"I'm glad you have more confidence in my fighters than
me," Brigum grumbled, as he entered orders into his keypad interface,
"I'll do it because I must, but I don't believe it'll go well.”


 


Gamma Wing


Mark Four Space Fighter Call Sign  ‘Zeta-1’


Wing Commander's Cockpit


 


"Gamma Wing, align on me!" fighter pilot Bobbi
Duke ordered from inside her cockpit. 


"Yes, ma'am!"


On her map displays, she saw her wing…all 1000 fighters
align with her in a gigantic concave lens. 


Her Mark Four space interceptor looked like a spindle in
space, twenty-five meters long from tip to tip and fifteen meters wide in
diameter. She had two rings that created artificial gravity on her front and
her back. On the wings of her fighter, she had two laser mounts, which were
very tiny compared to battleship laser mounts. 


"Everybody ready? We got to accelerate to point epsilon
in 3...2...1...go!" Bobbi punched her fighter's gravity emitters to full.
With a gigantic burst of energy, her gravity engines created a front-back
gravity field of 500 gs. On her display, she watched as the rest of her wing
did the same thing.


Ok Bobbi, first battle, no worries. Doing it for the
team, for humanity, so whatever happens—happens.  "Everybody good, out
there? No malfunctions?" Bobbi spoke to her wing. 


At her level of command, it wasn't her job to worry about
individual fighter pilots. Being in charge of 1000 souls meant she must think
in terms of squadrons as the base unit. Caring about the individual pilot was
the responsibility of the squadron leader, not the wing commander. 


"All good," one of her squadron leaders answered. 


"Fine here," said another.


"Good," Bobbi replied while her body shook. Inside
her lukewarm cockpit, Bobbi shook with fright. She’d done well in the
simulations, but this was literally her first real battle, as well as
humanity's first fighter-fighter battle in many years. She knew she shouldn't
be feeling these emotions, especially since she held such a high rank.
Suddenly, she worried if her squadron leaders could hear the quavering in her
voice.


Getting to her high ranking position was easy. She did well
in the sims, and she could command well, but that was during peacetime. She
listened to her superiors, she executed her tasks brilliantly, but now she
wondered if any of that mattered in a real battle.


Bobbi felt afraid. Afraid of being seen as a coward. Afraid
of being afraid.


Her teeth chattered and goose bumps formed on her skin. Is
the microphone off? she wondered. She didn't want her subordinates to hear
her right now. Especially—right now.


Her 1000 man wing almost reached their destination, a point
in a curve of points that would take them behind the enemy fleet and position
them perfectly to attack the enemy's battleships, right when her side's
battleships clashed with theirs. The missiles her wing guarded were of even
more importance. 


The missiles...


On her cockpit map, she saw everything happening all around
her. The main battleship fleet commanded by Admiral Prion suddenly accelerated
forward to meet the enemy battleship fleet. When they met, they would be in
laser range and laser contact for about ten minutes, after which both
battleship fleets would pass each other and if either side wanted to fight
again, they'd have to decelerate and accelerate backwards—turn and burn. 


Bobbi predicted much of what needed to happen…would happen
within the first intercept, the first crisscross, and one of the two fleets
would decide they'd had enough and would accelerate away from the other.


This is good, thought Bobbi. Concentrate on the
battle. I'm not feeling so panicked anymore.


In a typical space battle, where the vectors of opposing
fleets were so different, where fights only happened during crisscrosses, there
would be long moments of peace, with intermittent turbulent episodes of war.
This was the same for fighter-fighter battles.


Her displays beeped. Enemy interceptors!


Oh no! She knew it would happen, and now it happened.
"Squadron leaders, ready your fighters for dogfight ing. I'm reading about
3400 bogeys incoming!" 


"Thirty—thirty four hundred, ma'am?" 


Pause.


"Yes, I'm reading it, too," said one. 


Twenty other squadron leaders agreed…seeing the same thing. 


"Uh—ma'am," said a voice, "You sure we can
take on this many? There has to be a mistake!"


"I—don't know!" Bobbi replied. "Command
hasn't assigned us any extra fighters! I think it's just us!"


A lot of cursing cluttered the net-comm.
















 


CHAPTER TWELVE


Battle Fortress Epsilon Decimus


Flag Bridge


 


Prion monitored
her fleet's formation. It was optimal. A thin sheet of heavy-cruisers in front
to take the initial blow, followed by another layer of battleships ten thousand
kilometers behind it, followed by another layer. Her juggernauts held the
center sheet. A total of five layers or flat sheets with ten thousand
kilometers between each. Some distance, but not so much or else her fleet
became spread too far out. Effective laser range was one hundred thousand
kilometers after all.


The stratified layer tactic, and the ideal response to the
fact that both enemy and friendly battleships had weaker aft and side armor
compared to their frontal armor. 


The purpose of the stratified layer tactic would be when the
first sheet passed the enemy's battleships, the first sheet could fire on the
enemy's aft’s and sides. If the enemy battleships turned to face the first
sheet, the second and third layers could fire at the enemy's aft’s.


This worked against an enemy who balled all his ships
together in a massive clump.


Unfortunately, as Prion eyed the enemy fleet, the snakes
formed a stratified layer formation as well, which was the ultimate
counter strategy against her formation. This made turning her first layer
difficult, because if her first layer turned to face backwards to shoot the
enemy's first sheet, the enemy's second and third sheets could fire on her
first sheet's aft. The enemy's formation practically neutralized her own. 


Prion bit at her lips. A long time ago, war strategists
asked, "Does concentrating armor on the front of battleships become
more disadvantageous than having equal sized armor on all sides"? She
now saw the answer was no….still more beneficial to have frontal armor
significantly stronger because most of the time, it would still be the front
side of battleships that received the most weapon fire. 


It would be just during the crisscrossing when aft and side
armor received hits. But before and after the crisscross, the frontal armor
always took the blows. Even after including missile attacks, which could come
from anywhere…the impact of strengthen the frontal armor in laser battles made
it all worthwhile.


"Commodore Brigum," Prion called out, "Could
you strengthen Fighter wing Gamma with additional units? They are facing a 3 to
1 size disadvantage."


"I'm already over stretched already," Brigum
replied. "I told you, we’re outnumbered in fighters. But I'll dispatch
some fighters to aid Gamma, ma'am."


"Please hurry. They're about to engage." 


 


Gamma Wing


Mark Four Space Fighter Call Sign  ‘Zeta-1’


Wing Commander's Cockpit


 


In her lonely cockpit, Bobbi shouted into her mic,
"Squadrons 1-22, I want you to enact the macros we discussed earlier!
Ready your formations. Bill and Tom, you guys got aft formation. Shoot the
easiest targets first! We need to take out enemy fighters fast, because we're
so outnumbered—"


"We got incoming!" someone shouted.


Bobbi cursed.


"They're ours!"


A sudden relief coursed through her. She found them on her
map, too. Five hundred extra human fighters. Now, the numbers were only more
than two to one against her. It wasn't—hell, the odds were still terrible.


"Alright, we got some relief, guys, but it doesn't
change the problem entirely," said Bobbi over the net. "We're still
heavily outnumbered. Everyone, use your training. Work with your teammates.
We'll show those snakes that humans are superior dogfighters!"


Now, if I could only stop my hands from shaking... 


"Will those five hundred reach us in time?"
someone asked.


"You bet! But on the safe side, guys let's slow
down!" Bobbi advised. "Turn around and accelerate backwards…400 Gs
for 30 seconds ought to do it!" Bobbi couldn't believe she was saying the
things she was saying. It felt natural, but she knew training and experience in
the sims was pumping words out of her dry mouth. She certainly didn't feel it
in her heart. 


Her body and mind were separated.


She could feel the shaking in her hands—from two things.
Fear, but also excitement. She was doing her job, and no matter how tough the
eventual end results might become, she knew it  to be her best and only she
could do it like this, because she was in the zone.


While she finished the turn and decelerated her fighter at
400 Gs, things around her felt slow, like she could pay attention to everything
at once. Her instruments became crystal clear to her. Every beep and every
light entered her mind as she unconsciously checked them.


What a way to die.


"Alright everyone," Bobbi announce on the net,
"Revert back to our original direction and get ready to be intercepted.
Delta Wing, you guys caught up?"


"Yes, ma'am," said a new male voice. "Colonel
Jennings from Delta Wing here. Hope our additional five hundred won't take away
too much from your kills."


"You won't!" Bobbi laughed. "We'd be happy to
share our kills with you! How would you like to form up?"


"Right behind you is good."


"Alright then! Prep the anti-fighter missiles and get
ready to shoot a good amount the moment the bogeys enter range. They'll be
doing the same to us, so get ready to sand blast our way through."


Fighters had missiles themselves, but they were the smaller
variant, meant to kill other fighters. Anti-fighter missiles, not anti-ship
missiles that came from missile ships, weren't able to wreak severe damage to a
large multi-kilometer ship. 


Sand blasts referred to sand canisters which exploded in
front of the fighter, shooting a wave of sand at enemy missiles in an attempt
to kill them through severe relative velocity.


On her map display, she saw them. 3400 red dots two hundred
thousand kilometers away. Suddenly, those 3400 dots became twice as many, and
then tripled. 


Her screen flashed. ENEMY MISSILES INBOUND, as her computer
tracked the newly created gravity waves.


"Alright guys, fire your missiles!" said Bobbi to
her wing. She zoned in on her target, a squadron of enemy fighters directly in
front of her, and punched the missile launch button.


On her monitors, her team's 1500 green dots became 5000. Her
wing's newly created missile waves zoomed past her from behind. In the darkness
of space, they left no physical trail, nor seeable exhaust. Their grav waves
did alert Bobbi of their positions and their speed, which would be around 1000
gravities. 


Half a minute later, the two missile waves from both sides
intercrossed. Not a single explosion occurred during that interval, as both
missile waves separated after mingling, heading for their opposing targets.


The MISSILES IMBOUND alert continued to flare on her
monitors.


"Everyone, target the incoming missiles ahead with your
sand blasts and fire!" Bobbi ordered.


"Roger! Firing!" came the replies on the net.


Bobbi watched the incoming missiles aiming at her and made a
ballpark estimate. Then, she punched the button which let loose her sand
canisters. The canisters themselves used a substantially smaller grav engine to
zero in on those missiles. The AI on the canisters then detonated when the time
was right. 


She knew the enemy fighters would be doing the same thing,
or maybe they had a better anti-missile defense system than sand canisters.


On her monitors, she watched as the enemy missiles zoom in
closer to her intended sand blast area. She tightened up in fear. Come on,
canisters. Detonate! Detonate! Kill those missiles.


The missiles came closer. 10,000 kilometers. 


6,000 kilometers.


2,000 kilometers.


One thousand kilometers! Then, one by one, the enemy
missile's grav waves disappeared! 


Score! They continued to blink off. What’d been 6000
missile signatures became 5000 then 4000 then 2000.


They fell like flies. But they didn't fall fast enough. Some
of those missiles passed through the sand detonation zone and darted toward her
1,000 man fighter wing. "Everyone, fire another wave of sand blasts!"
But it was too late. Some of her fighters did manage to fire, but the missiles
zoomed into her wing at lightning speed. They smashed into her 1000 fighters,
and Bobbi felt the horror of watching dozens of her able fighters disappear
from the gravity wave map. 


Bobbi could imagine it. Thousands of high velocity missiles
armed with nukes diving into her fighters from the front. Some of those
missiles would hit dead on and their kiloton nukes would blink, splashing
plasma into her fighters. Other missiles would proximity detonate, having
missed their targets, giving off lethal blasts of radiation and plasma.


Her fighters died. Space always remained silent, but the net
screamed with voices from her squadron leaders panting and giving out orders to
evade and destroy the missiles.


"Able-2, you hear me? You there?" said one.


"Sand blast it, squadron 22. Fire everything!"


"Jink it, squad!"


"Jellico-6, you got two missiles heading straight for
you!"


"I see it! I see—"


So many green dots disappearing from the screen! Bobbi
watched as enemy missile signatures meshed with her fighters. She looked ahead,
and saw even more missiles.


Sand blast, away! She punched the canister launcher
repeatedly.


Suddenly, she wondered if she would survive the missile
wave. But then, the missiles ahead of her started disappearing, and she felt
safer.


Until she realized she was entering laser range.
"Guys!" she glanced at her wing. Only 800 fighters remained. Bobbi
cringed. 200 dead pilots already. "Aim at a red dot in front of you and be
ready to fire lasers when range hits!"


She stared at the enemy fighters on her monitor, and
realized that her wing's own missile wave killed about 300. That meant there
were only 3100 enemy fighters left—only 3100.


Meanwhile, her losses kept racking up. By the time the
missiles disappeared entirely, she’d lost another 50, meaning she only had 750
fighters left. 


250 fighters just died within the period of 2 minutes.


While the enemy fighters came closer and closer.


140,000 kilometers away. 120,000. 100,000. 80,000. Laser
range.


"Everybody, fire laser mounts!" yelled Bobbi at
the top of her lungs. She let her AI target one of the enemy dots ahead and
jammed the button on her throttle.


Suddenly, space in between the two fighter groups darted
with thousands of crisscrossing laser beams. "Fire! Fire! Fire!" came
the scream and cries on the net. 


"I'm hit!" someone yelled. 


Laser beams slashed through both fighter groups, enemy and
friendly, and the sound of explosions beaconed through the net. 


Bobbi kept selecting targets and jamming the laser button.


As the distance between the two combatant groups decreased,
the laser fire became more accurate. One of the enemy beams struck into her
fighter's puny shields, splashing green-blue radiation all across her view
screens. 


Bobbi glanced down at her shield gauge. Shields at 60%, it
read.


On her map, the distance between the two wings decreased.
The enemy's dwindling numbers matched her own wing's dwindling
numbers…percentage wise. Suddenly, Bobbi realized it wasn't so bad. She was
killing more than her side was losing. She shook her head. She realized she
couldn't think this way about her dead, and at the same time she realized every
commander in history thought this way.


The red dots came closer. 50,000 kilometers. 40,000. 


"Alright, guys! Squadron leaders, fire as many missiles
as you want! Unload it all if you have to! Continue firing lasers!" 


Missile separation from her wing increased the green dots,
but so did the enemy's. Now, it was a gigantic mess of a battle. Lasers crossed
the shortening distances. Missiles veered in and out from every direction.


"Missiles away!" said the net.


"Missiles incoming!"


Sand canisters exploded while numerous sand dusts flared
into plasma as they accidentally hit laser beams. Meanwhile, her fighter
numbers dropped. 680. 


650.


600 fighters.


40% of her wing dead already. 


And the distances between the two combatants decreased
further. 30,000 kilometers. 20,000. 10,000. 


Bobbi fired her lasers at an enemy dot and realized she hit
dead-on as the dot disappeared from the map.


0 kilometers. 


Enemy fighters zoomed past her from forward to back. Inside
her cockpit, her heavy breathing skyrocketed even more. An adrenaline rush shot
through her neck. Now, she was truly in the zone. Time seemed to slow down.
Everything around her became crystal clear. The sound of the yelling and
screaming on her net filled her with fear and excitement simultaneously.
"Everybody, turn and shoot! Turn and shoot!" 


Unexpectedly, those dreaded enemy fighters were behind her,
and as she finished her 180 degree turn, she shot them with her laser beams,
and they did the same to her.


Distance: 10,000 kilometers. 20,000 kilometers.


I survived, thought Bobbi, just as another laser beam
slashed into her forward shields. Her shield gauge dropped, again.


30%.


"Everyone, accelerate forward! Stop your backward
momentum and burn towards them! Let's dogfight!" said Bobbi, just as any
wing commander would say. 


Hell would continue unabated.

















 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Battle Fortress Epsilon Decimus


Flag Bridge


 


The fighter
wings engaged. This much proved true. Prion saw the human tallies on her monitors…the
twisting intermeshing dots. 3648 dead human fighter pilots and
counting...3681... 3739... More dead every second. 


She glanced at Commodore Brigum and already knew he was
thinking. "I told you so".


Then, she glanced back ahead of her at the main holomap
display. 


The overall situation: the fighters from both sides have
engaged, but the battleships were far from reaching laser range of each other. 


The lead snake battleship still remained two million
kilometers away. Capital-ship laser range being 100,000 kilometers, Prion
easily calculated that it would take an hour before it was reached, providing
both battleship forces continued accelerating towards each other.


The ‘fighter war’ may very well be determined long before
that. 


Everything depended on how her 20,000 remaining fighters
fared. If they lost, her missiles would be toast. If they won, she'd have
‘missile’ supremacy over the enemy…meaning her missiles could go anywhere they
wanted, which included being positioned right behind the enemy starship fleet
when it engaged her battleships. 


If her fighters lost, the enemy would gain missile
supremacy, a very bad state of affairs.


Seconds ticked by…Prion waited. "How many enemy
fighters have we killed, commodore?" 


"About..." Brigum paused, "4700 fighters and
counting...4750."


Prion felt a measure of relief. It wasn't too bad. At least
her fighters weren't being destroyed by the overwhelming enemy numbers. By kill
rate, they were killing more than they lost. Furthermore, this didn't count the
dogfighting, as most of the engagement losses came from initial head-to-head
high-speed encounters before both combatants had their velocities reduced to
dogfighting speeds.


One thing she’d become certain of…if the kill rate to loss
rate remained unchanged, she would marginally lose the fighter war, because the
kill-to-loss ratio wasn't high enough, considering the snakes started with
32,000 and hers began with 24,000.


Everything depended on how well her fighters did in a
closed-in dogfight.
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Battle! Battle! Battle! Everything exploded around her! 


Right and left, bottom to top, enemy fighters zoomed past!
Invisible laser beams crossed space in every direction, most coming from misses
that happened further away. It looked like a gigantic bee's swarm, with two
colonies of very violent bees attacking one another.


This was the nit-and-grit. This is why she’d signed up. No
one with a sane mind would do such a thing. Fear became obsolete. Tactics,
instincts, and lightning fast decisions dominated her adrenaline filled brain.
"Go! Go! Zeta-2, you got one on your tail!" yelled Bobbi over the
squadron net.


"I see 'em, I'm jinking!"


"Zeta-1, look behind you!" said Zeta-4.


That's me! Bobbi glared at her display and saw an
enemy fighter chasing her. 


The bogey behind her fired. 


A laser beam crossed space next to her left, and another one
crossed her right, but it was unfair—the snakes carried three laser mounts
instead of two—and the center laser beam smashed into her shields, lighting up
her surroundings with blue-green splash scatter.


She gazed at her shield gauge.


Shields 0%.


Fuck.


Bobbi immediately turned her rotatable laser turrets at the
bogey behind her. The advantage of laser armaments was she could fire anywhere
in a 360 degree arc. It just took time for the laser mounts to adjust. She
‘dived’ her twenty-five meter long fighter upwards in hopes of presenting a
faster moving target. Then, just like she predicted, when the bogey shot at her
new position, she dove downwards, making the enemy beams miss. Now, with her
turrets positioned, she fired.


Her laser beams slashed into the bogey's forward shields,
splattering blue ions in every direction. 


Inside her cockpit, she tapped the firing button.


Two more laser beams dove into the bogey's forward hull,
penetrating the shields. A bright light flashed from the bogey's round hull,
and it separated into pieces.


A dead bogey.


Bobbi just realized the snake fighters did have weaker
shield technology. That, or her laser mounts were stronger, or the bogey's
shields were already been fired upon, or both.


"Zeta-1, you there?"


"I'm here," Bobbi answered.


"We got new fighters incoming, wing leader!"


Bullshit! More enemy fighters? She already had bogeys
around her, beside her, swarming her. She couldn't take even more! "Where?
I don't see 'em." 


"Zoom your map out!"


Bobbi did just that. In her cockpit, she readjusted her 2d
map display to 20,000 kilometers wide, then 40,000 kilometers. She cursed. A
new enemy wing...numbering an additional 1200 snake fighters, headed for her
dogfighting grounds. 


The enemy commander really wanted to jam her grounds...What
was so important about her location?


"What do we do, wing leader?" asked Zeta-4.


"We can't do anything! If we run, we lose even more
because our fighters loose agility!"


"But—we're gonna die."


"We're not going to die!" We're not going to
die, right? Admiral Prion wouldn't let us be overwhelmed like that, would she?
She'll definitely reinforce us with something.


Bobbi zoomed the map out to 90,000 kilometers wide, and saw
no human reinforcements. 170,000 kilometers—nothing.


Desperation. 


Bobbi looked at her wing's tallies. Gamma wing: 1109 kills,
630 losses. Numbers to make any wing commander proud. Then she looked at the
allied wing who’d joined with them earlier. Delta wing's tallies: 591 kills,
288 losses. Not bad.


Total combatants within 10,000 kilometers? 1720 enemy
fighters. 710 human fighters. Within 40,000 kilometers? 2920 enemy fighters.
710 human fighters.


Even with her wing's kill rate, they were being mowed down
through sheer numerical disadvantage. With the survivor counts as it is, there
might be a chance for her wing to survive if and only if human dogfighting
skills could prevail, but not if the enemy added an additional 1200 fresh
fighters to the dogfight. There would be no chance.


They would all die. Bobbi didn't even have a bit of hope.
The only good thing she would be taking enemy fighters away from other
positions on the map, so other human wings would have it easier...


She glanced at the map, again. 1200 extra enemy fighters.
Damn. They already there.


Bobbi sat in that silent cockpit. Her heart pumped. 


You know what? No matter how bad the odds, she was a
wing commander, and she would die as one. "Here they come! Get ready,
Gamma Wing!" she urged with an enthusiasm she didn't feel. "Aim your
sand canisters at their missiles and fire!"


She waited for the missiles to come, but none came. 


The enemy newcomers were well within missile separation
range! 


What's going on? If they had missiles, they would have
shot them long ago.


"Alright guys, I guess the newbies don't have missiles.
Get ready for laser contact."Bobbi twisted and dodged and fired like the
demon she was. As 1200 extra bogeys came in, they added to the enemy's laser
fire. Already, she saw her Wing numbers drop, as many of her fighters were
caught off guard, unable to handle new fire while dogfighting with preexisting
enemies. 


Then, just as the 1200 extra throttled through her
dogfighting swarm, they left through the other side. Bobbi wasn't surprised by
this. They’d come in at extremely fast velocities. What did surprise her was
that after they zoomed through her ranks, they failed to decelerate. Instead,
they continued accelerating away in the opposite direction.


Bobbi blinked. Where were they going?


Abruptly, she realized it. Those 1200 extra bogeys aimed to
destroy the missiles her wing was meant to protect, far off in the distance. 


Feeling relieved she wasn't going to die, but at the same
time she felt saddened she couldn't protect her objective, which was to keep
those missiles alive, Bobbi continued dogfighting her best, because there was
nothing she could do. She couldn't suddenly disengage and go after those 1200
bogeys. That would leave her squadron vulnerable and kill everyone, herself
included. Besides, she didn't have the velocity to take down those 1200 before
they got outside of laser range...
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"They're aiming for my missiles," Prion observed.
"Commodore Brigum, can you do something about it? Do you have any fighter
wings in reserve?"


"Let's see...” Brigum paused, "No, I don't have
anything left. All my wings are engaged."


"Ahh...that's a problem." She stared at the big
holomap in front of her. Her three admirals sat behind her around a
sophisticated table wired with interfaces, keypads, monitors, and three-D
projectors.


The good thing is there wasn't too many groups of isolated
snake fighter wings scavenging around. Their numbers weren't high enough to
kill all her missiles, but she would lose some. The other good thing…since the
enemy divided up its fighter fleet, humans fighters no longer faced the task of
fighting all the snake fighters at once…A stable strategy. If the snake commander
believed he couldn't win the fighter war, then it was better to divide up his
fighters to take out some of Prion's missiles while he still could. But did the
snake commander really think that way? Did he really believe he would lose the
fighter war? "Commodore Brigum, what are the fighter kill-to-loss
tallies?"


"Our fighters performed well," said Brigum,
"Now that we are engaged in primarily dogfights throughout the
battlefield. 9200 enemy kills, 5400 losses."


Almost 2 to 1! The status quo proved human dogfighting
skills were superior!


Inexplicably even to her, Prion felt overjoyed! It was one
thing to lose the same amount of battleships in a proto-stellar asteroid field,
but it was another to know you had the upper hand, when it came to fighter squadron
tactics and technology.


If things went according to plan, she would soon gain
missile supremacy, although with a loss to some of her missile fleets because
of enemy fighters splitting up to snipe her missiles.


Prion glanced back at the big holomap. Yes, soon she would
be ready for the main battleship battle that was to come—wait—something looked
wrong! She winced, staring at the enemy battleship units. She shoved her torso
forward, trying to get a better look, because she couldn't believe what was happening!


The holomap showed—the enemy battleship fleet decreasing
their velocity. They were decelerating!


Why would they do that?


Surely, they couldn't be running away, were they?
Because, there is no way they could decelerate, and then re-accelerate in the other
direction fast enough to avoid a fleet battle. 


Then, she realized it. 


They weren't avoiding a battle.


They were decelerating, so they could increase the length of
the battleship laser war. Instead of constantly crisscrossing with her with
opposing velocities, they wanted a full-blown elongated laser battle. They
wanted a close-in dogfight with battleships! 


Normally, battleship battles would have two fleets
crisscross, then decelerate in the opposite direction and then crisscross
again, with periods of peace followed by intermittent war, but if one of the
fleets decelerated early, there would be continuous battle until one of the
fleets got completely destroyed.


Prion suddenly realized if she continued on her present
course, she would go into a no-holds-barred all out battleship war, where she
wouldn't even be able to pull out if she started losing, because laser range
was 100,000 kilometers and any retreat would only be impossible, if both fleets
had null relative velocity.


Normally, retreat is always possible if they kept
interweaving, because one fleet could always decide they had enough and
accelerate off the battlefield instead of coming back.


"Does everyone see that?" said Prion to her
admirals. "They want a continuous battle. Do we fight, knowing that we
can't retreat?" 


Commodore Brigum rubbed his nose. "I don't like how
enthusiastic the enemy is about getting into an elongated battleship slugging
match. It sounds like they know they can win. Why else would they do it?"


"But how can they win?" Rear Admiral Gilbert
interjected. "I saw the replay of their battleships in combat in that
asteroid field. A little flanking and it's easy to destroy a snake."


"But now, we no longer have a movement advantage since
our smaller ships are no longer inside an asteroid field," Brigum noted.
"Also, the weapon ranges are now 100,000 kilometers since there are no
asteroids blocking the way. That will impact how well you can flank, too."


"But you haven't inputted the missile factor,"
Gilbert urged. "We will soon have missile superiority as well as fighter
superiority. Our fighters can take out their missiles."


Prion scratched her head. "Mmm...it
does seem like a golden opportunity. We will have missile and fighter
superiority. That's something we've always hoped for and now we have it."


“The enemy knows this,” Brigum continued. "But once we
go in, we cannot disengage, nor can the enemy. The enemy knows this as well. He
knows he won't have fighter and missile superiority. So, why is the enemy so
sure of winning and willing to bet everything on it?"


Prion puzzled. The cautious commodore did have a point.
Around the table, she saw her colleagues pondering over it. 


Vice Admiral Kirkeis spoke, "Perhaps, they are very
confident in their armor. I've seen the holotapes of the Orasis V battle, their
armor is very tough. In addition, they have 20 more battleships than we do. I
know Fleet Admiral Prancort defeated a larger number in that asteroid field
because of flanking, but the same may not be duplicable here."


Prion nodded. "That's very true. Still, I want to
fight. From the looks of the fighter war, we will soon have missile and fighter
superiority. If we can't fight with these advantages, when can we fight? It's
true, the enemy thinks he can win, but so can we. I'm confident that our
missile superiority will win the day. I'm willing to bet on it. I know I'd be
risking a ton. I can't escape if I enter, but then neither can their
battleships escape, if I start winning."


Commodore Brigum spoke, "I think you're making a
mistake, ma'am. There are so many unknowns. We don't know much about their
technology. We know they have stronger capital-ship laser armaments and we have
stronger shields, but that's all we know. Are you willing to risk everything in
your command to find out?"


"If I don't risk everything, I can't win. Sometimes,
you have to gamble."


Silence. 


Brigum broke the quiet, "It's your call, ma'am."


"I know."


"Just be careful."


After a pause, Vice Admiral Kirkeis noted, "Obviously,
the stratified layer formation needs to be changed now that our fleets are no
longer rapidly crisscrossing."
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We’re winning! Bobbi felt an ounce of glee inside her
metal cockpit.


Her displays read: 2490 kills, 1104 losses for Delta and
Gamma wing combined! Another display reported the survivors: only 910 enemy
fighters and 400 human fighters remained.


The future looked bright. If her fighters could beat the
snakes in a dogfight when outnumbered 3 to 1, she knew they'd could outperform
in a 2 to 1.


The losses upset her, of course. 1104 losses. 1104 dead
pilots. That was over 70% of her wing. 7 out of 10 people she trained in the
last two years were now sprawling debris. 


However, she knew this might happen. Her pilots were professional
soldiers. No one routed early. Their training wouldn't allow them to do that.


Truly a fight to the death.


Bobbi had to give credit to the snakes. They grinded her
fighter count down to 400. Even when they lost more than they took, they kept
fighting. 


Determination. Persistence. She liked that. Too bad, they
were the enemy.


Now, as she expertly twisted and dove and fired her lasers,
she wondered how other wings fared in other parts of the battlefield.


Considering how well she did while being outnumbered, what
were the results for those human wings who weren't outnumbered as heavily?
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3 hours later...


 


The human
fighters won. Now, the human fighter wings scavenged the battlefield, searching
for lone snake fighters, remnants of the enemy's original 30,000 fighter force.



Since the snakes zeroed in on her missiles, they’d actually
taken more losses in their fighter numbers, because they failed to prioritize
their own safety. The enemy fighters that zoomed after her missiles didn't
dogfight, then they were chased down and shot to pieces.


However, Prion lost 30% of her missiles because of it.


Other groups of human fighters now tried to take down the
snake's missiles, but the snakes kept their missiles well-guarded in the center
of their battleship fleet. It grew difficult, even as a majority of Prion's
fighters surrounded the snake's battleships, while staying outside the range of
their point defense guns and lasers.


With the enemy's fighters out of the equation, Prion
concentrated on the battleship battle…the main course…just about to begin. Her
remaining 9,000 pilots counted as 2% of her total population. Her other 490,000
spacemen manned her battleships. 


Now…humanity won the fighter battle, Prion now held missile
supremacy over the snakes. In a period of two hours, she carefully positioned
her missiles at the rear of the snake battleships, and there would be nothing
the snake commander could do about it. If he tried to position his missiles behind
Prion’s war fleet, her fighters would take them out.


This way, when the snakes used their battleships to fight
her main battle fleet, their backs would be turned to her missiles...then her
500 megaton fusion warheads would strike—all remaining 15,000 of them. 


Prion studied everything. The setup. Everything.


She was doing it. She was committed. 


The snakes, by decelerating, had, in essence, sent her a
message, "You want to fight? You can leave if you want. Just decelerate
and head the other way."


However, she’d said yes. She rolled the dice. It’d come too
far to change all that. 


Prion put everything on the line. The future of her species.
The well-being of her fleet. Her own sanity. If she won, everything would be
all right, and she'd be able to battle another day. If she lost, the snakes
would terrorize and destroy her nation's innards, starting with the orbital
construction infrastructure, and then the mining operations, and then the human
populations itself. 


She gazed at her fleet's formation. 


She followed Kirkeis' suggestions, who’d been paramount in
organizing her fleet. Kirkeis was perhaps even better than her. He graduated
first in his class, after all, and did superbly in simulations. 


In the previous scenario, where both fleets were veering at
each other at high speeds, fleet depth, or depth layers, were needed in order
to gain rear attack opportunities when a forward layer passed the enemy.
However, now as both fleets were inching towards each other, having fleet depth
would mean the backward elements of her fleet would not enter attack range fast
enough and the forward elements would be overpowered or fight alone. Thus, her
fleet no longer attained the stratified layering concept. 


Instead, her fleet looked like a single sheet, a wall facing
the enemy. This time, however, it would be more crucial for her to be able to
flank the enemy, thus her single sheet stretched wider than all the previous
sheets. 


The enemy augmented their fleet in the same way, sacrificing
depth for width and height. The enemy possessed twenty more starships, so his
became even wider. 
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30 minutes later...


 


This is it!


The two opposing battleship walls entered laser range of one
another. Prion could see the enemy wall facing her. "All lasers,
fire!" she ordered.


"Yes, ma'am! Firing lasers!"


The Epsilon Decimus fired all its 2000 laser mounts
onto the frontal row of the enemy fleet. Joined with all that firepower, all 55
human ships fired as well.


The snake battle wall…all 75 ships…fired back. 


The battle became joined.


Starships from both sides slashed at one another with their
frontal laser beams. Snake laser beams splashed against the human ships'
shields. Human laser beams crashed into snake armor.


In the bridge, behind Prion, her three admirals looked on at
the main holomap. 


The main course has begun! Prion's heart pumped
faster and faster. Her breathing quickened. Galactic history would be
determined in the next thirty minutes! 


She could win, she knew, but she’d better think fast, and
she needed to follow the plan.


The snakes had more starships and with stronger frontal
armor, Prion could not maintain a constant frontal war battle. She needed to
close the distance and start rear shots, then flank shots. Though first, she needed
to use up her missiles to take out some of those rear-exposed snakes.
"Admiral Gilbert!" said Prion. "Order all missiles squadrons on
attack runs! Target rears and sides!" 


"Yes, ma'am!"


 


Battle space


 


On the holomap, 15,000 human missiles, which lay behind the
enemy fleet, having previously been laying still, suddenly activated their
gravitic engines. They zoomed towards the rears of enemy ships at maximum G.
The enemy ships saw this, of course and those snake battleships couldn't turn
their fronts towards the oncoming missiles, or else they would expose their
rears to Prion's battleship lasers. 


Instead, the snake vessels sent out thousands of dispersed
gravity emitting machines, a form of electronic countermeasure, in an attempt
to confuse the human missile's quantum targeting computers. They worked.
Immediately, 2000 human missiles ran off course, aiming at gravity-emitting
duds, their tracking systems completely misinformed about where they should be
heading.


However, 13000+ human missiles didn't run off course, and
headed straight for the snake's battleship rears.


They ran into the snake's secondary line of defense…point
defense lasers.


Each snake battleship used thousands of these small
anti-missile lasers. With a range of only 50,000 kilometers, and a power output
of only 1/1000 of a normal capital ship grazer, these PD lasers were useless
against capital ships—against missiles, they were very effective. They fired at
one millisecond intervals, practically splattering space with a wall of grazers.



Human missiles that went into the PD grazer wall prematurely
detonated. Hundreds died. Those that continued on course would be hit with more
accurate PD grazer fire. 


Upon reaching 30,000 kilometers, the remaining 12,000 human
missiles reached the snake's third line of defense…the anti-missile missiles.


40,000 counter missiles, the total anti-missile armament of
the snake fleet, launched from the rear of their fleet, heading towards the
human missiles. The human missiles were well prepared for this. The 12,000
human missiles all launched their own ECMs, which replicated their own gravity
signatures. Snake counter missiles weren't so smart, and there were so many of
these gravity emitting ECM duds. Approximately half, 20,000 counter missiles,
aimed for these ECMs and were essentially useless.


The remaining 20,000 counter missiles aimed at the human
missiles and tried to proximity detonate. Snake missiles held a payload of 500
kilotons of TNT. A direct hit would destroy a human capital ship missile, and
kill its 500 megatons of explosive power meant for a snake battleship, but
shooting a missile with another fast moving missile was hard. So many of these
20,000 counter missiles detonated uselessly, without stopping any of the
human's capital ship missiles. Though, some did hit. Out of 12,000 human
missiles, 4000 were destroyed, along with their 500 megaton payloads.


The remaining 8000 human missiles sped inward, towards the
snake battleships, and then hit the fourth layer of snake missile defense. Flak.
Incendiary fuses… used in warfare for a long time, but the snakes perfected it
over a period of 20,000 years. Flak was essentially cannon launched
proximity-detonated tactical nukes. The snakes’ cannons launched these 20
kiloton warheads and they detonated at a range of 50 kilometers from a
battleship, creating a literal wall of rapidly expanding plasma. Ineffective
against capital ships, or even destroyers, they were very effective against
human missiles with no shields or armor. 


Out of 8000 human capital ship missiles, half of them failed
to hit their target by dying in the plasma wall. The other half, the remaining
4,000, smacked right into rears of twenty snake battleships. Each missile
contained 500 megatons of TNT. Each detonated with nuclear fury, blasting into
the innards of each snake ship through their carbon armor-plast. Fireballs
spewed through corridors, destroying snake crew and machines. 


Eight snake battleships lost containment and their fusion
reactors detonated disastrously. 
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Crewmen onboard the Epsilon Decimus' flag bridge
cheered. By the time the nuclear bombardment ended, Prion estimated over 14
snake battleships were neutralized. Three destroyers, five light-cruisers, five
heavy-cruisers and one juggernaut. Six other snake starships were heavily
damaged. 


As good a damage count as any. 


Now, would normally be a good time to thrust her fleet into
the snake's formations, thus mixing up human starships with snake starships, so
she could attack the snake's rears and sides, instead of just facing a wall of
frontal armor, which Prion knew, would result in her loss.


However, the holomap still indicated the snakes still had
over 21,000 capital ship missiles hidden inside their battleship wall, probably
reserved to destroy her fleet when and if she exposed her rears to those
missiles, such as when she decided to push her battleship wall into the
enemy's.


Their very presence, those 21,000 missiles, prevented her
from pushing her battleship wall into the snake's wall.


Not if prion had any say about it.


Oh, she would push and expose her battleships rears
eventually, but before she did, she would use her fighters to kill those
missiles. Those missiles had been well guarded by snake battleships. However,
now with 20 snake battleships out of the way, her fighters had less to worry
about when it came to snake PD laser screens.


It all went according to plan. Soon, those snake anti-ship
missiles would be dead, or forced into attacking her battleship's fronts well before
she exposed her rears and sides.


"Commodore Brigum! Send in those 3000 fighters we've
reserved behind the enemy's battleship wall to snipe those anti-ship missiles
the snakes are guarding!"


"Yes, ma'am," Brigum answered hesitantly.


Prion knew Brigum didn't want to send his fighters into the
snake's battleship point defense lasers, but the fighters needed to snipe the
missiles. Weight for weight, she guessed that her 3000 fighters could take out
more missiles than their own losses. Tactically, her fighters had no other use
in this battle anymore other than taking out snake missiles. Their ability to
damage warships seemed extremely limited, to the point where using them would
sacrifice her pilot's lives aimlessly. But as long the enemy's missiles survived,
those megaton warheads would forever be a threat to her own battleships.


On the holomap, she saw her 3000 fighters approach the
snake's battleship wall from their rear. 80,000 kilometers. 60,000 kilometers.
40,000 kilometers. Her fighters entered the snake fleet's PD laser range. 


The snakes' point-defense lasers fired.


Dozen by dozen, her fighters died. The mark-four space
fighter's shields were very weak, even against a snake's PD laser, which was
1/1000 the power of their main grazers armaments. As her 3000 fighters came
even closer, the wall of PD lasers slashed into her fighters, killing hundreds.


"Commodore Brigum, tell the fighters to fire on the
snake anti-capital ship missiles!"


"Yes, ma'am. They are in range, now. Firing."


On the holomap, her 2800 fighters zeroed in on the enemy
anti-ship missiles. Laser fire from her fighters took down hundreds of snake
missiles. 


Yes! Piron almost smiled. Each missile taken out
would be one less to ram into her ships, and cause internal damage or shield
degradation.


The snake missiles stood there, idly behind their
battleships, and more missiles fell.


20400...20100...19800.


Then, like the sudden movement of a great animal, all the
snake missiles sped away...towards Prion's battleships. 


Prion already anticipated this. She knew the snakes wouldn't
let their own missiles be taken out…better for them, to use them, even if it
meant causing little damage to Prion. Their only option would be to smack those
19800 remaining missiles into Prion's frontal armor. They certainly couldn't
move them behind her battleship wall and smack her battleship's rear armor like
she’d done to the snakes. 


The reason being, as soon as the snake missiles moved
outside the protection of their battleships, her fighters would have easy targeting
on those missiles. The fact the snake lost the fighter war meant the snakes
couldn't move their missiles around. No missile supremacy, especially if they
wanted to smack into Prion's rear, the missiles would have to move past her
battleships, slow down, then reaccelerate into her battleship's rears. By then,
her fighters would have turned them into meat. So…their only option was to
strike her battleship wall's fronts, doing much less damage. 


On the holomap, she watched as 19800 separate grav signatures
closed in on her battleships. "Commodore Brigum! Tell our reserve fighters
to intercept those missiles!"


"Yes, admiral."


The reserve fighters. Out of 9000 fighters, 3000 were used
to attack the enemy's back, to drive the enemy missiles out. Once the missiles
came out of hiding, the remaining 6000 reserve fighters would intercept. Prion
kept those reserve fighters in between the two battleship walls, but outside
the snake's PD laser range. Their purpose would be to take down as many enemy
missiles before they impacted on her battle wall 's front.


Immediately, 6000 new grav signatures, allied, sped to
intercept the 19800 missiles heading her way. 
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Bobbi stared at the staggering loss counts on her panel.
From the start, prior to the battle, she had over 1000 pilots—1000 fighters in
her wing! Now, after three battles, she had 197 fighters. A loss of over 80%!
The main losses came from that first battle, in which her wing fought an enemy
fighter wing, while being overwhelmed 3 to 1!


So many people dead. Zeek. Harry. Carmen. Illaries. All
squadron leaders…All dead. She’d trained with them, bled with them, and even
had sex with them. Now, they were all debris, expanding outward from a twenty
thousand kilometer battlefield radius.


Bobbi sighed. Such was the nature of defending against
insectoid territorial aggression. Those who fight are those who die, but
without them, humanity had no chance. Only the talented, the strong, the
capable are selected to make up a pool who became military martyrs.


Now, inside that lonely cockpit, she finally understood the
true nature of her occupation and its fickle mortality.


Her helmet peeped. Orders from the top, directly from
Commodore Brigum, told her the mission. “Intercept the snake capital ship
missiles! Don’t let them hit our warships!” said the commodore.


"Alright, guys," Bobbi spoke into her wing's net,
"Let's take down those snake missiles."


"Why don't they leave us alone? We have had enough
already!" moaned a voice.


Bobbi didn't know whether to respond to that. How could
someone say such a thing? True, whoever said it had gone through three battles,
and survived. "There's a war to fight," Bobbi stated simply.
"It's not over until the enemy is beaten! Form up on me! Watch out for
snake point defense! Don't get in range of their PD screens! Let's take out
those missiles! Every missile we take out, means one less that won't strike our
battleships! If you care about our battleship crews, you'll sacrifice your life
for them!"


Bobbi winced. She knew it wasn't good to ask them to
sacrifice their lives, even if the slogan for the Fighter Corps was Engage,
Persevere, Sacrifice. 


Silence.


For the next five minutes, her 197 fighters zoomed at
maximum accel at around 500 Gs into snake PD range. Bobbi cringed. She knew it
wasn't safe to get inside the snake's battleship wall's point defense laser
screens, but in order to take out the most amount of missiles, she had to order
her wing in there, where they'd have the maximum amount of time to shoot down
the missiles. 


Abrupt-like, her cockpit flared with laser lock alarms as
thousands of laser beams from snake battleships zoomed silent invisible paths
into her fighter wing. "Alright guys, once we're in range of the snake missiles
heading the opposite way. Fire at earliest opportunity!"


"Firing!" said the voices on the net.


Immediately, laser beams from her fighters zipped across
thousands of kilometers into the snake missile squadrons.


One by one, her remaining 197 fighters began to die.
196...195...194...


"Shoot them down!" yelled Bobbi.


Bobbi's targeting computer locked onto the missiles and
Bobbi jammed the firing key. Fire! Fire! Take that!


One by one, the snake missiles dropped off the gravity
scanners. Their deaths reported to Bobbi's sensors as silently as her own
fighters' deaths.  "Alright guys…reverse course! Accelerate away from the
PD screens. Keep shooting those missiles behind us. Let's not get too close to
those PD lasers."


While she searched around her fighter, using her sensors and
displays, she saw thousands of other human fighters turning around and
accelerating backwards. 


Over 6000 human fighters, but dropping rapidly due to snake
PD lasers, now headed on a course parallel to the snake missiles, while firing
at them as the distance closed. 


Bobbi felt glad that it wasn't just her squadron inside
those PD screens or she would be toast.
















 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Mobile Battle Fortress Epsilon Decimus


Flag Bridge


 


Prion watched
as her 6000 fighters sniped the enemy missiles ahead of her battle wall . Even
as hundreds of enemy missiles disappeared from the grav map, thousands sped
inward. Her battleships were prepared. They forward faced those incoming
missiles. All of them were ready to take the blow to their forward armor and
shields.


Though not before...


Her battleships, too, had anti-missile countermeasures. 


"All battleships, you are free to shoot the missiles as
soon as they enter range." Prion watched as all 55 human ships opened up
their point-defense lasers on the incoming missile squadrons. 


The human PD laser screen slashed into the snake missiles
with fury. Hundreds of snake missiles disappeared from the grav chart. Making
sure the PD lasers didn't fire on her own fighters, she told her captains to
only shoot when they had line-of-sight on the missiles, as long as her fighters
weren't in the way.


On the holomap, the 19,000 snake missiles became 18,000,
then 17,000.


"Fleet, launch electronic countermeasures," Prion
gave the next order.


Two hundred battle space drones exited her starships. Their
fake gravity drives resembled human cruisers and juggernauts. Prion hoped these
duds would divert some of the snake missiles towards fake targets.


"Admiral, there’s something wrong," Vice Admiral
Kirkeis called from behind her.


"What is it? Are the ECM drones not working?" 


"No, ma'am," interjected Kirkeis. "They're
working. They're working too well. The enemy missiles are scattering towards
these drones, and targets that don't exist."


"They're aiming towards targets that don't exist?
Hmm…" 


"Their vectors are very odd, as if they intend to
miss."


Prion paused. "There's nothing I can do. I cannot move
my battleships, or rotate them to not forward face those missiles. As long as
they're not aiming at my battleships, that just gives me more time to shoot
them down." Prion gazed back at the holomap display. Counter missile
range. "Fleet, launch all anti-missile missiles.”


In response to her words, every ship in her fleet launched
mini missiles designed to take down those snake capital ship missiles. Launched
through packets, they ejected out of her battleships' armor folds and hovered
momentarily before ‘sprouting hairs.’ Each packet shot forth hundreds of mini
missiles armed with 200-400 kiloton nukes. These mini missiles sprouted in the
direction of the incoming snake missiles.


Within minutes, they zoomed into the snake missile squadrons
and proximity detonated. Human computer technology surpassed snakes. The
counter-missiles' quantum computer cores could extrapolate snake missile
trajectories far better, and thus detonated their 300 kiloton warheads much
closer. Out of 17,000 snake missiles, only 7000 passed the human
counter-missile phase.


…Then those 7000 missiles hit the human's flak. Walls of
expanding plasma tore into the remaining missiles, sending shockwaves of super
velocity particles that ate into the missiles' guidance and structural systems.
Thousands of snake missiles spasmed and died in the blasts. The 4,000 remaining
missiles that got through headed straight for the human battle wall of
starships, and missed.


Completely missed.


Every single one of those snake missiles failed to hit her
starships’ fronts.


Inside the flag bridge, Admiral Prion de Caille cursed in
surprise. "Where are they going? Why aren't they slamming into our forward
armor and shields?" The missiles are circumnavigating our starships
altogether! Do they intend to proximity detonate, thus damaging our sides and
rears? But a proximity detonation would cause far less damage than a direct
hit!


One by one, then by dozens, the snake missiles passed
through her battle wall. Not one of them touched her battleships' forward
shields.


"Shoot them down! Shoot them down! Fire flak! Fire
point defense lasers! Admiral Brigum, tell the fighters to keep chasing them, wherever
they're going!" This is perfect! If they pass through my battle wall,
and not hit my forward shields, then they'll have to turn around before hitting
my aft, at which point they'll be destroyed by my flak, point-defense and
fighters combined!


The snake commander is stupid...


Or, he is hiding something.


Where are those missiles going? They all accelerated
past her wall of battleships, into her rear.


Then, one by one, they detonated, far outside of even
proximity detonation range.


Suddenly, damage alarms triggered across her fleet. 


"Ma'am," said Kirkeis, "the Light's
Aribdis is registering aft hits from laser fire."


For a moment, Prion stood there, silent and confused, and
then it hit her. Laser warheads! Nuclear pumped laser warheads. Of course! It was
totally possible the snakes had mastered laser technology to the point where
they could detonate nukes and filter all that energy into a single-use laser
beam! That's why the missiles sped past her front, to get laser shots at her
rear!


"Tell the fleet to turn around—No!" I can't
order my battle wall to rotate to face the missiles in my rear. If I do that,
the snake battle wall ahead will get side shots and rear shots after I turn!
Gah, what do I do?


Now, she realized why the snakes never bothered with positioning
or setting up their laser missiles at the rear of her fleet. They never needed
missile supremacy or fighter supremacy because their missiles could hit any
side of her battle wall with ease. "There was no need to setup their
missiles behind us. They are laser warheads!" she realized aloud.


What could she do to prevent all that damage from impacting
her rear? In a split second, Prion realized there was nothing she could do. She
had to take the damage, just as the snake commander was forced to take rear
hits from her missiles because his battle wall was pinned down by the opposing
battle wall .


The fact of how she would soon lose so many ships dawned on
her...


 


Human Battle Wall , Right Flank


Heavy-cruiser Light's Aribdis


Bridge


 


Snake nuke pumped laser beams struck Light Aribdis's
aft, splattering blue-green shield ions in every direction. 


Inside the bridge, Captain Serano sat at the center of a
hurricane of activity.


"Hits to the rear! Shields at 30% and falling!"
said DC. "Those bomb-pumped lasers are hell, sir!"


"My stars, they're targeting us!" Captain Serano
exclaimed. 


"It's probably because we're on the flank," said
his first officer.


It made sense, thought Serano. Everything made sense.
Destroy the flank, so the enemy battle wall could surround.


As long as his shields were up, those laser beams did no
damage to his hull, whether it came from the aft or front. But shields were
being drained at this very moment. Once shields came down, any of those hits to
his rear from those missiles would do devastating damage. 


Serano couldn't imagine being cannon fodder, again. In the
battle of Orasis V, his ship had been the first human vessel to be taken out.
Now, after a month of refits and repairs, he would once again, face disaster.
His ship! His Light's Aribdis!


He couldn't let it happen, again. Yet, his shields were
dropping this very second. Soon, they would be gone. "Helm, turn us to
face those laser heads from our rear." 


"Sir," said his exec, "The turn will expose
us to side fire from the enemy battle wall. We'll be a vulnerable target!"


"It doesn't matter! If we don't turn, the snake laser
warheads from those missiles will destroy our rear!"


"Sir," said the first officer, "I
respectfully disagree. We must follow Admiral Prion's plans, even if we are to
be rear shot by snake missiles!" 


"Noted…Helm, perform the maneuver. Turn us 180
degrees."


"Yes, sir," said helm.


The Light's Aribdis turned. In that split second, 200
snake laser warheads behind Light's Aribdis detonated. The bomb-pumped grazer
beams smashed into the heavy-cruiser's sides closer to its aft. The snakes'
bomb-pumped grazers, much stronger than their normal capital ship grazers, with
the power of snake fortress lasers. Those 200 beams blasted the heavy-cruiser's
innards into plasma.


Meanwhile, ahead of Light's Aribdis, several of the
snake captains on the opposing battle wall noticed the Light's Aribdis
turn and expose the cruiser's less armored side. The snake captains
concentrated their fire into Serano's right armor. 


More grazer beams smashed into the heavy-cruiser. With so
much raw energy from the right, combined with bomb-pumped laser beams from the
left, the starship exploded into expanding gas and debris. Captain Serano and
all his 4000 plus crew died in a gas cloud of vaporized plasma. The
occasionally body fragment spewed out of the explosion into the cold void.


 


Mobile Battle Fortress Epsilon Decimus


Flag Bridge


 


Prion put her palms on her forehead in frustration.


The main holotank showed the snake missiles concentrating
their bomb-pumped laser fire into Prion's flanks. Every second, a human
starship exploded with all hands lost. Her battle wall, now resembled a flat
circle with holes on the parameters where the missiles had eaten her ships.


Damn those nuke-pumped missile warheads! Damn them for
slashing in our rears!


Her flanking starships couldn't turn, or else like Light's
Aribdis, they'd be shot by the opposing battle wall. As a result, they were
forced to take the beating by laser warheads into their vulnerable rears.


Thousands died. Starship after starship fell. Now, Prion
could feel what it was like for the snakes to be forced to take missile fire
from the rear without being able to do anything.


15...16...human ships. Lost forever in the infinite vacuum.
Disabled and scattered like debris. Their lights on the holomap blinking off. 


So much death—so much destruction—what could a lonely
admiral like Prion do?


"Admiral Prion!" Kirkeis called to her.


Prion shook her head. Right! She needed to
concentrate on the battle. Could she still win? Now, when the holomap showed 30
humans ships versus 50 snakes? The odds didn't look good at all. 


Prion's first instinct was to run. Whatever she decided,
she’d better decide fast, because things were changing. "All
starships," she announced, "Accelerate backwards! Pull away from the
enemy's battle wall!"


"We're retreating?" said Commodore Brigum.


Prion nodded. Human ships were built one distinguishing
quality. They could go back or go forward. If they accelerated backwards,
they'd only have a percentage of their full acceleration. But anything was
better than nothing. Prion knew for sure she couldn't actually turn her battle
wall  to rear face the snake's battle wall . Not at this distance. It would be
suicide. So, she back-peddled.


Could she do it fast enough? 


On the holomap, her battle wall receded. Then—within split
seconds, the snake fleet responded! The enemy battle wall accelerated forward
toward hers, negating her newly created separation. 


They're following me. They won't let me get away. And if
I turn my ships and run at full speed, I'll expose my rears to their lasers.
"My stars—I can't disengage. I knew this beforehand and now it's biting
me."


None of her admirals said a thing. They all knew what the
risks were. They’d even warned her that it would be an all-in battle, yet she
persisted. Now, she paid the price. But how could she have known the snakes had
laser warheads on their missiles?


Prion shook her head. What could she do now? She couldn't
disengage, so she had to fight it out. Normally, under ideal conditions, where
she hadn't lost so many battleships to laser warheads, she would have had a
chance. Now though, after losing 16 battleships...She sighed. "I guess I
have no choice."


Behind her, her three flagstaff members gazed at her. Admiral
Kirkeis nodded.


"All ships," she announced, "Ahead full.
Let's engage in close quarters! Begin the dogfight! Stratify the battle
wall!"


On her holotank, she saw her thirty warships creating depth
by forming layers…A frontal layer, then a middle layer where her Battle
Fortress was, then a back layer. 


Since she couldn't disengage, she would fight it out, but if
she wanted a chance to win—no, she had no chance—but if she wanted to damage
the enemy most, now was the time to stratify her fleet with depth layers, so
when she interweaved with the enemy battle wall…she would have rear and side
shot opportunities.


Prion blinked. On the holotank, she also saw the enemy fleet
adding depth to their battle wall in preparation for her attack. Smart
bastard. Now, the snake battle wall resembled four battle wall s, layer
after layer. They were going to receive her attack.


They're forming perfectly, like they were expecting this.
My stars, I'm heading into a trap. A carefully planned out trap! With
nothing she could do, Prion panicked. She couldn't run. Like a cornered animal,
she needed to attack. But if she attacked, she would certainly lose. Or would
she? If she didn't attack, she would absolutely lose. If she attacked
and interweaved her forces, there might be a chance, however minor. 


It would have to be done perfectly. 


"Admiral Brigum, order the fighters to engage the snake
battleships!"


"Ma'am! But that will expose them to snake point
defense fire!"


"I know! But do it, anyway. If we are to win, we need
everything we got. Order the attack! Tell the fighter wings to shoot important
targets on the snake battleships…grazer arrays, gravity emitters, shield
emitters—no they don't have shields, shoot anything worthwhile!"


"Yes, ma'am! I'll—"


"Tell them to fire on the snake grazer mounts!"
Prion demanded.


"Yes, ma'am."


Prion stared at the holotank. The two stratified fleets
would soon began crisscrossing their frontal layers. Meanwhile, laser dove in
and out between the two fleets. One of her battleships, a heavy-cruiser,
exploded. It resided in her frontal layer.


Damn! And we haven't even started crisscrossing, yet!


"All ships…begin concentrating on priority targets,
now!" Were the distances, right? Yes, they were. She inputted into
the computer the snake battleships she wanted to concentrate fire on. The
command messaged across the fleet net.


Immediately, twelve of her battleships fired into one snake
target. The massive amount of laser energy overwhelmed the snake light-cruiser.
It exploded.


Yes! Prion balled her fist. One down. Forty-five
more to go...

















 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Gamma Wing


Mark Four Space Fighter  ‘Zeta-1’


Wing Commander's Cockpit


 


Rear Admiral
Gilbert reported into Bobbi's helmet. "All wings, engage the enemy
battleships. Target grazer emission arrays. Good hunting and good luck."


Bobbi blinked. Then, she slammed her fist into her console. Cacophony!
What a mess! Was the admiral kidding? Fighters against battleships? It was
suicide! It was a waste of the fighter corps! They already turned 60% of the
fighter wings into debris and body parts. Now, they wanted to suicide the rest?


The admiral on top must be really desperate. Or out of
her mind...


It would’ve been much better to conserve the fighter wings
outside the enemy fleet's point defense range, to conserve their numbers for
the next battle, now that all enemy fighters and missiles were dead. It made no
sense to fight battleships with fighters. But then Bobbi realized, there might
not be a next battle, not if she and all the rest of the fighter wings didn't
factor themselves in.


However, these little twenty meter fighters against
multi-kilometer battleships? While all the fighter squadrons were out of
missiles by now...


Damn it!


What could she and the remnants of her wing accomplish
fighting those monsters?


"Gamma Wing Commander, did you hear that?" Rear
Admiral Gilbert's voice came on in her helmet. 


"Y—yes, admiral," replied Bobbi.


"What's the hold up, colonel? All the other wings have
altered their vectors except yours. I need you to attack the battleships, distract
them as much as possible, damage their grazer mounts. Anything. Every little
thing can alter the battle."


"Yes, admiral…Will do."


"Good luck, Gamma Wing." The admiral's connection
broke.


Bobbi sat there for a second. Then, she realized time, in as
much as the decision itself, was of essence. She pressed the button linking her
to her Wing's net….all 150 of her remaining pilots. "Alright, everybody.
We got new orders. We've got to attack the battleships."


A bunch of cursing echoed back. "Are you kidding?"one
of them asked.


"No, I kid you not. The Rear Admiral personally assured
me of its importance. We’ve got to do it. All the other wings are doing it. We
can't let them take the fire alone. Alter heading towards 219 mark…024. We'll
take on that snake heavy-cruiser."


Silence filled the net. Then came the, ‘Yes, ma'ams.’


"Let's go!" shouted Bobbi with a confidence she
didn’t feel.


 


Mobile Battle Fortress Epsilon Decimus


Flag Bridge


 


Intersection. Crisscross. 


The frontal two layers of both her fleet and the enemy's
overlapped each other. Neither of them turned. 


Prion nodded to her admirals sitting behind her.
"They're not stupid, are they?"


A simple equation dictated whether a layer ought to turn 180
degrees to fire on an unturned enemy layer behind it…with their rears exposed.
If you turn, will you be able to deal more damage to the enemy layers behind
you, than you would receive by exposing your rear to the enemy layers in front
of you? Will you deal more damage than you will get?


In the early stage of intersection, where only the two
frontal layers of both fleets crisscrossed, the answer was most definitely no.
However, as both fleets further mashed together and as the crisscrossing
occurred deeper into both fleets, such as the middle and back layers, there
were less opponent layers in front to shoot your rear if you turned and exposed
it, and thus, the risks became lesser if you about-faced.


If there were no enemy layers in front of you, the answer is
simple—turn.


Now, the middle layers of both fleets crossed each other.


Keep firing on my priority targets. Prion manually
designated more snake targets to concentrate her fleet's fire upon. Her fleet
fired its lasers. Somewhere in the deep darkness, fifty thousand kilometers
away, another snake heavy-cruiser exploded. Prion saw its grav drive disappear
on the holotank. 


Score...


Two green dots in her middle layer disappeared. A human
destroyer and a heavy-cruiser exploded. No! Prion cringed. 


The snakes obviously concentrated their firepower too, now
that there were no asteroids to block their fire. Worse, the snakes held more
firepower, as they opposed with 43 ships to her 24.


Or did they?


After all, she did have the mobile Battle Fortress she stood
on. Yes, that is something! The mobile fortress Epsilon Decimus was worth a
dozen battleships.


"Captain Grisham," Prion called to the Battle
Fortress's captain.


"Yes, admiral?" she answered from below.


"Concentrate fire on snake cruiser A4. He's just coming
within range."


Below, the captain below barked out orders, "Barry,
fire on A4, now!"


Immediately, on the holomap, the Epsilon Decimus' lasers
fired on a snake heavy-cruiser. All two thousand fortress sized grazer mounts
seared into the snake's hull. The raw firepower split the snake cruiser apart.


Captain Grisham looked up at Prion. "What's the next
target, admiral?" 


Prion smiled. Things didn't look so bad after all. She did
have a chance. 


 


Gamma Wing


Mark Four Space Fighter  ‘Zeta-1’


Wing Commander's Cockpit


 


"Golly! It looks like a mountain!" someone said on
the Wing's Net.


Bobbi gulped. 


That snake battle cruiser must be twenty kilometers long.
End to end, it looked as big as a mountain range…A gigantic round mass. In the
white light of the system's double suns, it shined its natural orange color,
the color of mended nano carbon. And it was firing at her! 


Invisible rays of gamma radiation streaked across her wings.
Deadly power concentrated in a tight beam.


Her Wing's orders were to incapacitate the snake
heavy-cruiser's anti-ship laser equipment. Her fighters were precision snipers.
They could do this. If they could hit an enemy fighter from 50,000 kilometers
away, they could hit a gigantic grazer mount.


"Everyone, pick a grazer target on that thing and
fire!" Bobbi ordered.


"Yes, ma'am! Firing!"


Outward, her team of 150 fighters spat out laser fire which
darted into the battle cruiser's gigantic laser mounts. For what good it did,
tiny explosions rippled through those huge fifty meter wide projecting guns.


She saw her target, one of the laser guns on the ship's dorsal
side get ripped to pieces as her laser fire slammed into it.


Hit, and score!


Of course, the snake fired back. Much smaller point defense
laser rings on the battle cruiser's round torso spat back tiny grazer beams,
much like her own fighter's, but ideally suited for shooting down fighters and
missiles. 


One by one, she saw members of her remaining 150-sized
fighter swarm disappear on her grav wave displays. They died, just like that,
as snake point defense fire from the battle cruiser ripped into members of her
wing's almost negligent shields, if they still had any after so many battles. 


138... 137...


Damn. Well, Admiral Brigum, I hope you're happy. You just
sacrificed your fighter numbers to put some little dent in the enemy
battleships' ability to fire. I hope it's worth it. You could have used us to
kill missiles in the next battle.


By the time this is over, I probably won't even be alive.



Please, by stars, please let me live. Please don't let
the next one be me. Bobbi prayed as she simultaneously targeted another
grazer mount on that battleship and punched the fire key.


 


Mobile Battle Fortress Epsilon Decimus


Flag Bridge


 


Battle space became a mess of scattered battleships, both
human and snakes. All stratified layers of both fleets were now meshed together.
Prion's back layer already blended with the enemy's forward layer. Many of her
forward layered units had already been ordered to turn, exposing their afts to
possible enemy fire.


Starships everywhere were shooting at the afts and sides of
opposing starships, while being shot as well. Prion guided her fleet's ships
with hands on her controls.


But in order to control the Battle Fortress, Prion shouted
to Captain Grisham below, "Fire on juggernaut A5 right in front of
us!"


"Happily, ma'am," said the captain.


Two thousand fortress-sized laser mounts sent the energy
output of a main sequence star into the forward armor of the snake juggernaut.
The beams shredded the armor, and what didn't shred—melted. The remaining
energy dove into the snake's muscles and exploded the ship from inside out.


The snake juggernaut popped like a firecracker.


Prion grinned. Below, applause and joyful cries echoed
upward. The Battle Fortress was simply too powerful. Too much energy. Too much
power. 


Prion turned around to see the admirals behind her. They,
too, beamed confidently.


I can win.. I can win. The mobile Battle Fortress
saved the day, again. Despite all the enemy's tricks, the sheer power of human
engineering saved the day.


"Captain. Target enemy Juggernaut A7—" She stopped
midsentence. Gazing at the holomap, something odd happened with the enemy
fleet. All their battleships suddenly stopped concentrating on individual
targets of the human fleet and now turned inward, to aim at her, the human
fleet's middle layer.


This wasn't a good strategy at all! Now, all her
starships could shoot the enemy's backs with ease, without being shot as well.
Why would the snakes make themselves so vulnerable? Unless... 


"Good stars! They're going to shoot at us! They're
targeting this Battle Fortress with their entire fleet!" An intense
feeling of danger rushed through her spine.


It made damn good sense. Without asteroids blocking the way,
the enemy could aim at any object they wanted, so why not destroy the biggest
object they could fire on? One where they knew a commander like Prion would
situate herself? It was the complete opposite of ‘kill the small, easy targets
first’, yet just as practical.


Though, for all the good sense it made for the enemy, Prion
herself didn't know of a counter, except—Prion bolted upright. She could very
well die within the next minute! Now, would be the ultimate test: just how much
damage could the Battle Fortress withstand? Then, just how swiftly could her
other starships take out the enemy fleet now, when it no longer fired on hers? 


"Admiral!" Kirkeis called out, "Order the
fleet to shoot their exposed rears!"


"Absolutely right!" Prion entered the commands
into her datapads. All human starships would now fire on the exposed snake
targets.


Satisfied, she watched the holomap…as all 39 snake starships
finished their turn and aimed their grazers on the Epsilon Decimus—on her.


They fired.


 


Binary Star System, Hephaestus


Battle space


 


40,000 plus antimatter-powered snake grazer beams zoomed
through space every second, sending the energy equivalent of a supernova
crashing into the shields of Epsilon Decimus. Blue-green-violet shield
splatter splashed this way and that, like water while the fortress absorbed the
energy.


The mobile fortress possessed six times the energy
generation capacity of a human juggernaut, and six times the shield
regeneration capacity. Yet, even then, it could not create more shield matter
than the rate it was losing. Its shields quickly dwindled, dropping from 100%
to 60%, and as more enemy ships added their fire, to 10%. The Battle Fortress
was made to withstand and defeat five or six snake juggernauts, but it wasn't
fighting that, it was fighting the entire snake fleet.


At 10% shield saturation, grazer beams passed through and
smacked into the 80 kilometer fortress's armor. Explosions dotted the nano
carbon hull.


Then, the shields collapsed, allowing the full onslaught of
grazer beams from the entire snake fleet to crash into the Battle Fortress's
armor. Metal and nano carbon, the toughest material in existence, bent this way
and that. Grazer beams shattered armor-plast and burned meter wide holes. The
entire battle station lit up like a firecracker.


One thing was for certain, however. The designers of the Epsilon
Decimus made sure it could take on damage. With so much armor—but against
37 enemy warships—still a losing battle. Its designers couldn't design for this
contingency.


It took less than a minute for the station to lose its
shields against 37 snakes. As the snakes continued slashing at its outer skin,
within another minute the armor shattered and peeled away.


However, all this time, the Epsilon Decimus fired
back. Its 2000 laser mounts blew away two snakes heavy-cruisers and a
juggernaut.


Yet, as its armor continued to peel, snake grazers eventually
dug into the station's innards. Inside, power conduits exploded. Rushing
fireballs trampled corridors and killed thousands of human personnel. Numerous
holes sucked atmosphere out into deep space. Entire hull sections became
wreckage.


 


Mobile Battle Fortress Epsilon Decimus
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Inside the Epsilon Decimus’ flag bridge, chaos
reigned. Men and women shouted.


Prion herself shouted, "Fire on snake A9!"


"Aye, aye, firing!" said Captain Grisham.


The Battle Fortress's remaining laser mounts fired on a
snake juggernaut, blasting its way through solid godlike armor, a testimony to
the fortress's remaining firepower even under duress. 


Thirty seconds later, the snake juggernaut exploded…31
snakes to go.


Elsewhere, other human starships fired into the rears of
snake ships. 


Under the heat of enemy fire, as the flag bridge rocked to
numerous internal explosions, Prion wondered how much more the battle station
could in fact—take. Shields collapsed long ago. Ordinary nano carbon armor
surrounding the station were ripped and smashed. Many of the fortress's
sections now showed red-red-black. Power fluctuations across the entire station
meant many of her lasers wouldn't work. The only thing which could get worse
would be a fusion core containment meltdown.


She could very well die right now, but if she could just
delay the battle station 's death by a few more minutes, it would be worth it,
because her warships were shooting unopposed into the sides and rears of every
snake starship that had turned to shoot down her Battle Fortress.


Just a couple more minutes...hold together, baby.


"Admiral!" Kirkeis called again, "You must
designate a second in command if we are to die! The chain of command must not
be broken! You must choose someone to take over, now!"


Prion nodded her head. "Right!" Looking at her
instruments, she could broadcast a fleetwide chain of command order, right now.
Who could she choose? This all come as a huge surprise. She hadn't expected the
enemy to shoot down her battle station, but it became obvious they would. So
which one of her captains would she designate as fleet commander?


Senior Captain Jacobs of the Juggernaut Western Star?
Senior Captain Raynor of Juggeranut Heaven's Descent? Captain Shuemacher
of the Heavy-cruiser Pincer Claw?


Prion decided on an answer. She picked Captain Raynor. Yes,
if she died, Captain Raynor would command the fleet from his bridge onboard the
Heaven's Descent. Prion pressed a button linking her voice to the fleetwide
command net. As she spoke, "Fellow captains, the fleet command fortress is
coming to an end. The next commander will be—"


Simultaneously, to her announcement, from very close inside
the fortress, an intense explosion erupted from her left. Before she could even
turn to look, a gigantic room-sized fireball blew metal and gas into the room,
sending spasms of heat and metallic splinters ricocheting off every surface of
the fortress's flag bridge. Below, fast-moving metal objects cut men and women
to pieces like a randomly aimed machine gun. Prion saw it in a blink of an eye,
as shockwaves of heat exploded from her left. Instantly, she found herself
flying at extreme speeds across the room. Her body smashed into the right wall.
The padding of her uniform took most of the blow. She found herself,
miraculously, still conscious as she fell off the wall. The floor greeted her
with a ‘oomph.’ 


"Admiral Kirkeis!" she yelled. Kirkeis was nowhere
to be found. Instead, the table where he’d sat became broken splinters. She
turned to look at the flag captain. "Captain Grisham, what happened? Where
did that explosion come from?"


Captain Grisham yelled back, "Must have been one of the
port fusion reactors nearby. An enemy beam must have scored a direct hit!"
Then, as he turned and gazed at Prion. His eyes widened. "My stars, medic!
The admiral needs help!" 


Prion shook her head. "You must tell the fleet who is
command! Our flag bridge is compromised! We can no longer command the
fleet!"


"Who is it?"


"Captain Raynor of the Heaven's Descent. He is
temporary commander!"


"Gotcha. I'll—" Another blast shook the bridge.
Heat and raw explosions threw Captain Grisham's body like a doll. 


The sound of metal tearing and the hull buckling
instantaneously told Prion the station had very little life left."Captain
Grisham?" Prion crawled her way closer. She had no feelings in her legs.
When she looked behind her, she saw nothing there. Her legs were broken stumps,
bleeding a trail of blood.


This is not how it's supposed to end! Prion crawled.
She was supposed to win…her destiny. From day one, when she stepped onto that
campus, to year ten, when she became captain of a starship, to year fifteen,
when she was made a rear admiral, it was hers to win. Her gamble was supposed
to pay off. Not this. Not like this...


Blood continued pouring out from those holes that had been
her legs. Prion suddenly felt so tired. As she crawled with her arms, the metal
ground greeted her in icy comfort. Sleep. She stared ahead. More
explosions tossed men, women and body parts in every direction, like splashed
water.


Sleep. Broken body parts spewed across the bridge. Someone's
arm landed right in front of her.


Sleep. My stars, so much blood everywhere. There was
little she could do, now. Maybe if I close my eyes, everything will become
better. It was all up to Captain Raynor of the Heaven's Descent. He'll know
what to do. Maybe when I wake up, I'll be in an infirmary and the battle will
be won...


I'll just close my eyes a bit...


Sleep.
















 


 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Light-cruiser Harrington


Bridge


 


Elise de
Manchu's state of mind couldn't be described in words. 


Chaos reigned everywhere. Burning metal. Retching infernos
and exploding cinders. The sight of death and moaning crewmen abounded. 


If she’d known being a captain would be like this, she
wouldn't have joined the officer's academy on Gregor.


During the snakes' missile attack, Elise witnessed a
neighboring ship cut from inside out by snake laser warheads from the rear.
Hundreds upon hundreds of nuke-pumped grazer beams smashed into the starship
beside her. Elise felt glad it wasn't hers, that it was someone else's problem.



For several seconds, she felt safe—she wasn't targeted,
being too far from the fleet's borders to be targeted. Then, when that poor
starship exploded from the inside out, Elise realized she was in real trouble.


There were still many laser missiles left, and they veered
towards her. Then, one by-one, they exploded, lasering her rear with dozens of
fortress-sized energy payloads.


The following explosions inside her ship, a cacophony of
death and loss, occurred because she could not turn to face those remaining
laser warheads. 


No one could. as It was a strategic necessity. 


So…she patiently took the hits, and the losses within her
ship surmounted. Ahead of her, the snake battle wall continued raining down on
her fleet—and her ship.


Then the order came. "All ships, ahead full!" said
a voice on the fleet net. Admiral Prion's voice had never sounded so confident.


Elise felt a surge of relief when she heard that voice. So
charming. So lucid and simple. "You heard the old lady!" Elise yelled
to her bridge crew. She then charged her light-cruiser right into the snake
fleet, right along with every other human ship.


The world of grazer fire opened up on her from all sides.
Enemy warships from every direction fired in every direction—a cacophony—a
massacre.


Orders from the admiral kept coming in, telling Elise what
to do. Who to shoot. Where to turn. How much to accelerate. 


Then, the orders stopped. 


For the longest pause, she waited. "What happened to
the flagship?" 


One of the lieutenants, Debries, changed the holomap so it
centered on the battle station . Across the bridge, officers gasped.


The mobile fortress, the Admiral's flagship, loitered as
crumbling wreckage. Explosions blew out from its gigantic 80 kilometer hull.
Shieldless, it succumbed to concentrated snake grazer fire, which destroyed its
numerous fusion reactors. It was so large even several reactor detonations
didn't break it into pieces—neutralized, a wreck of its previous power.


Then—Elise succumbed to the fear. From the back of Elise's
mind, the gigantic pillar of confidence which came from a chain of
command—completely collapsed.


Distraught, confused, uncoordinated, it seemed the entire
fleet also lost that vital entity which made it a fighting force.


Fleet net babbled with a mix of voices. "Who is in
command?" "What do we do?" "Should we withdraw?" the
voices rippled and echoed.


The lack of coordination meant the human fleet suffered more
losses than it could bear, and it dealt less damage than it should have. No one
knew what to do. No one took charge.


Elise then ordered the helmsman to accelerate backwards, out
of the battlefield.


Seeing her retreat, the snake starships targeted her.


Firepower from four snakes overwhelmed her forward armor.
The insides of the Harrington became a burning, charred mess. Her new
crew, freshly replenished from space dock since the last battle, suffered
overwhelming fatalities. 


The incoming grazer fire caused so much damage the power
fluctuations sent the bridge into darkness. Elise couldn't see. She didn't know
what happened to her ship. She didn't know what might be occurring outside in
the overall battle. All she could see, hear, and feel was sparkling fire, fire
that came from exploding cinders on the walls and panels.


Elise once again, had no choice but to pray. 


Help me. 


"Someone help me," she beseeched to the gods that
controlled the stars.


 


Gamma Wing


Mark Four Space Fighter  ‘Zeta-1’


Wing Commander's Cockpit


 


Disarray. Total disarray.


"Fighter command? Admiral Gilbert, you there?"
shouted Bobbi into the fleet's command net.


No response.


There were no more orders from Fighter Command. Rear Admiral
Gilbert no longer responded on the net. Why?


A new voice sounded on the net, "This is Colonel
Jennings. I'm Beta Wing's commander! Everyone, withdraw! Retreat back to the
carriers! The battle is lost! The Admiral's Battle Fortress has collapsed! It's
over!"


The Admiral's fortress collapsed? What did that mean? Was
the admiral's ship dead? Had it exploded? 


Bobbi entered instructions into her computers to check. She
searched for the admiral's fortress. There! No, it hadn't exploded. It
was still there. Wrecked, but still in one piece. It wasn't shooting, anymore
and now, the snake battleships avoided it.


This meant the admiral wasn't dead, but if she wasn't
dead or incapacitated—why didn't she respond? 


"You heard the colonel! I'm out of here!" said a
member of Bobbi's Wing.


"I'm out, too. Fighting is futile!" another added.


Bobbi instantaneously shouted into her Wing's net, "No!
Get back into the fight. Don't disengage! The battle is not lost!"


"How can you be sure?" someone asked.


Dammit. You just didn't question your commander like that.
"The admiral's ship may be silent, but that doesn't mean we've lost the
battle! Surely, someone will take charge! Someone high up!"


"What if nobody takes charge? What if the admiral
didn't give orders to anyone before she died?"


"She's not dead!" shouted Bobbi, "Damn it. We
are professional soldiers. Just because our leader doesn't talk doesn't mean we
turn and run. That's what the enemy wants. That's why they targeted our
admiral. We can't give in!"


Agreement crossed over the net.


"So, what do we do? Do we keep targeting the grazer
mounts?" asked the voice.


Bobbi promised herself she would have a talk with him if she
survived the battle. "Yes, we keep targeting the grazer mounts. Every
disabled grazer gun helps our remaining battleships."


"So, when do we stop?"


"When—no, we keep fighting!"


Bobbi stared at the battle map. Other wings were running.
They disengaged from their attacks on the enemy battleships and, in hind view,
were being shot to pieces by snake point defense lasers. 


Then, she looked the situation with her battleships. 


Her battleships. Bobbi laughed. Of course, they
weren't her ships. She held no command. If anyone would be the new fleet
commander, it would have to be one of the senior captains in command of a
juggernaut.


Then as she scanned the battlefield, she realized the
situation with the human battleships was grim. Now, when the Battle Fortress
appeared to be dead, an awesome amount of firepower for the humans was lost. 


21 human battleships against 29 snake battleships. Over
two-thirds of the human fleet—gone.


Now, the snakes turned their attention back on the human
warships, and instead of the wreckage which had been the Battle Fortress,
things looked bleak, again.


So much death. And who would take charge?


Bobbi punched a button, which turned on her feed to the
fleet's net. 


There was utter confusion. Many discordant voices jumbled
together.


"Who is in charge?" Bobbi asked into the net.


"I—don't know! Who is this?"


"Zeta Wing Commander Bobbi Duke."


"Zeta Wing? Glad you're still here. All the other wings
have left."And so should we, the voice was implying. Leave while we
can.


"It's important that we get a leadership chain
straight. Who did the admiral designate as fleet commander if she—became
incommunicable?" Bobbi asked.


"She didn't say anyone," answered the voice.
"It was naturally assumed that Admiral Kirkeis would be second in
line."


"But Admiral Kirkeis is on the same ship." 


"I know."


"Anyone else?" Bobbi asked.


"No one."


"How many senior captains do we have left?" 


"Four of our juggernauts are still operational. That's
the Heaven's Descent, the Western Star, the Archduke, and
the Nicopater."


"Whose is the most senior?"


"Well, the most senior captain would be Aarons on the
Nicopater."


"Get him online!"


"He's not responding."


Stars, we don't have time for this... "This is Wing
Commander Bobbi Duke to the whole fleet! Does anybody want to lead the fleet?
If not, I will lead!"


A long pause. "This is Captain Jacobs onboard the
Western Star. I will lead the fleet if there is no disagreement."


"Hell!" said Bobbi. "It's about time! We need
you to tell the fleet what to do, immediately! Time is of essence!"


"Thank you. I will do so, now."
















 


 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Human Juggernaut Western Star


Temporary Flag Bridge


 


The bridge of
the juggernaut Western Star looked like a mission control theater. Rows
of displays paired with officers manning them. Dozens of officers on each of
the five rows. Captain Jacobs stood above and behind the last row, watching
everything below and ahead of him, which also included a main holographic tank
that hovered above the room's center.


The situation with the snakes looked like a big puzzle. The
humans were simply outnumbered. Now, with the Battle Fortress gone, the humans
lost their biggest weapon—this didn't mean they didn't possessed technology
that gave them an advantage.


Human starships were generally quicker, and they could move
backwards. Their laser armament was weaker, but they did have shields. The
longer the battle lasted, the more their shields could replenish.


There has to be a way... Captain Jacobs surmised. But
whatever he did, he’d better do it fast, because the humans were losing ships
by the minute. 


True, the admiral could be dead, but what about the snake
commander? What if we kill him? But we don't know where he is.


The white-bearded Captain Jacobs shook his head. This wasn't
the way to go. He couldn't hinge the entire battle on being able to destroy
someone whose location he didn't know. 


Only one thing left to do, he must coordinate his fleet's
attacks on certain vulnerable enemy units. He needed to concentrate his
firepower, all the while, avoid being shot in the rear and sides by the enemy
fleet. The second objective would be damn difficult. Starships, both allied and
enemy, scattered everywhere, with vulnerable sides pointed to enemies on every
direction.


The battlefield contained fifty arrows designating ships.
Each arrow pointed in random directions. At least, this is how it felt to
Jacobs when he gazed at the human battleships.


Ah, what to do? What to do? To a bystander, it looked
impossible. But Captain Jacobs wasn't clueless. He’d graduated from Gregor
Academy and had been taught how to fight fleet battles. 


One simple algorithm decided whether you should move or turn
a ship. If, by turning or moving, will you get into a new position where you
can damage the enemy, more than they can damage you?


Captain Jacobs studied the puzzle that was the 3D battlemap.
Yes, there were. Immediately, he could see some adjustments he could
make to the human fleet. He didn't have the control interface the Admiral had
in her flag bridge, he would make the adjustments by messaging the captains of
the ships he wanted to move, using the fleet's net, of course.


He pushed a button. "Captain Dajax, this is the
temporary fleet commander. Please move the Ragnorak a thousand
kilometers to starboard and face the battle's center."


"Yes, sir," came the crisp reply.


Jacobs pushed another button, this time to another ship.
"Captain Fernandez? This is the fleet commander. Please turn the Battleaxe
seventy degrees to starboard and shoot snake juggernaut A9."


"Yes, sir," the voice on the link replied.


Now, that wasn't so hard…Jacobs held onto the
microphone and pushed another button.


 


Gamma Wing


Mark Four Space Fighter ‘Zeta-1’


Wing Commander's Cockpit


 


There were only fifty pilots left in her wing. Snake point
defense lasers killed the rest. In a period of ten minutes, she sacrificed one
hundred lives—to do what? To knock out one hundred and twenty or so grazer
mounts from that snake cruiser she’d been harassing for so long?


Pilots who would never see home, again, or the carrier which
had been their home away from home. Pilots with lives, families and friends. 


Bobbi felt she may be going insane. She giggled. She
supposed she should be happy—happy, the little odds of surviving had been
enough to keep her alive. One thousand pilots existed in her wing at the
beginning. Now, only fifty remained, including her. The survivors were numeric
miracles. If they got out of this alive, they would surely be rewarded for
their sacrifice, if not their bravery and perseverance. 


She must get them out alive. She spoke into the wing's net.
"Okay guys, time to retreat! Break off! Zigzag the way back to the
carriers! We can do no more damage here. Not anything significant with our
numbers. Good luck, crew. God speed."


"Roger!" came the elated replies.


Bobbi tilted her fighter at a point in space away from the
snake warship, away from the battle. Then, she punched her gravity emitters
into max acceleration.


Inside that dark cockpit, she heard a Clunk! 


Something happened. A shock rang throughout her cockpit. 


What the stars could it be now? 


She punched up a diagnostic window on her screen.
Instantaneously, her onboard computer displayed the damage report. Her forward
gravity emitter damaged by snake point defense laser fire. 


Damn!


Bobbi tried to analyze the extent of the damage, and
realized she would never get main propulsion online unless she got to a
carrier. A carrier! Sort of like how to become a chicken without first being
an egg.


Perspiration dripped down into the insides of her helmet.


If she couldn't accelerate her way out of here, her
remaining velocity would bring her trajectory into the point defense envelope
of that—snake juggernaut!


Desperation. So afraid. Fear crawled up her spine and filled
her head. She felt like exploding with fear.


If she couldn't fix it and get her grav drive online, she
would be killed by point defense lasers.


What do I do? What do I do? I can't move. I can't hide. 


Wait! I can! 


Snake sensor technology must be a lot like human tech. For
objects 50,000 kilometers away, the snakes probably used gravity-wave scanners.
After all, no one could detect a twenty-meter object 50,000 kilometers away by
using light refractions or radar...at least not in an immediate timeframe. So,
if the snakes relied on grav wave scanning to target small enemy craft—she had
a hunch. If they truly relied on it above all else, she could simply turn off
her grav emitters and the snakes might think she got hit by PD laser fire.


Bobbi tapped commands into her consoles and punched the
button. Suddenly, her entire fighter went into shut down mode. All the
electronics turned off, except for life support. 


She would wait. Wait until the battle was over. Wait until
humanity had won... if they won.


Hopefully this will work? Bobbi’s craft entered the
PD envelope of a snake juggernaut.


 


Human Juggernaut Western Star


Temporary Flag Bridge


 


The theatre-like bridge brimmed with activity since it
became the flag bridge of the fleet. Officers hollered to each other in excited
voices while starring into computer displays. First Officer Davis gaped at
Captain Jacobs in awe. The man seemed so cool, sitting there in his captain's
chair and calmly voicing commands to his starships. Didn't Jacobs know he now
controlled the human fleet and the future of humanity depended on him? Didn't
he know the battle situation was desperate like hell?


Davis, who stood behind his captain, looked at the 3D
battlemap ahead with nervousness and curiosity. The captain frightened him. All
the years he'd been with the man, he couldn't believe how calm his captain
looked, considering how much was at stake. He had to be hiding his anxiety.
The man must be pushing it all away. 


Some leaders are naturally born, I’ve hear that before.
Such confidence in the face of such responsibility! I'm in the presence of a
genius!


That, or a man who doesn't understand the danger and
extremity of the situation.


Then, not only did Captain Jacobs take command of a perilous
situation, he avoided disaster by using numerous tricks, turning disaster into
a stalemate. 


Captain Jacobs...the man of the hour. A talent only found
when all seemed to be lost. In admiration, Davis stared at the captain in
the far back. Then, he turned his attention back towards the first two rows of
computer displays which controlled the ship. The ship now became primarily
Davis's responsibility, since the captain concentrated on the fleet….


….Senior Captain Jacobs barked out commands to his fleet.
His bridge kept molding, shifting, taking control of the fleet on the spot. It
looked beautiful from his vantage point above and behind it all.


However—it wasn't enough.


His ships dodged, twisted, and flanked the enemy starships
in a massive dogfight, but they simply weren't killing enough to make the
battle a victory. It was enough to turn it into a stalemate. In the last
fifteen minutes, he lost four battleships, while killing five snake starships.
Now, there were 17 human starships fighting 24 snakes.


Now, of course, retreat was not an option. Accelerating away
from the battlefield with your backs turned towards the enemy would be utter
suicide. Accelerating away while forward-facing the enemy would never succeed
either, because the enemy ships could accelerate forward faster than you could
accelerate backwards.


So, what in the stars could he do?


There’s only thing Jacobs could do. He needed to do
better…to try harder. There was no other choice. How could he have known the
snakes would kill the entire command staff and he'd be the one to volunteer?


Though, Jacobs knew he must volunteer, because the
human fleet was in peril and no one else would accept command. The only other
option would be to make that brave, little Wing Commander fleet leader, and
stars knew, she didn't have the equipment inside her little cockpit to do it.
Now when he thought of her, where is she? Bobbi Duke probably retreated to her
carrier by now.


Jacobs shook his head. He must concentrate on the task at
hand. "Fleet commander Jacobs to heavy-cruiser Hell's Fury,"
he said into his mic. 


"Yes, captain?" a voice on the net from 30,000
kilometers away.


"Align yourself with the heavy-cruiser Bellopheron
and light-cruiser Lightning's Razor to form a wall by using all three
positions, with each ship facing inward towards the center of the
battlefield."


"But that will leave us open to rear attacks by snake
A14 and A22."


"It's fine. You will suffer minimum damage compared to
not turning."


A pause. "Yes, sir. Turning as ordered."


Jacobs sat back into his chair and stared into the holotank,
analyzing it. Yes, his tactics were working. Just enough. He kept doing just
enough to equalize a numerically superior enemy in terms of the ratio of losses
and kills. All while he continuously scanned for the perfect move, the Holy
Grail which would win the battle. Jacobs sighed. The solution eluded him.


He kept searching and it must be there.


The game seemed like three-dimensional chess, except
everything moved in real time. Jacobs was a legend at chess. Surely, if anyone
could find the ultimate solution, he could. Yet...


While the minutes passed by, and the numbers on both sides
dwindled, Jacobs found himself wincing every time a human starship was lost. He
still ordered his ships around to adapt to the new situation, but that
indefinable ultimate solution never reached his mind.


Years from now, he knew, he would disparage himself. Why
didn't I think of that particular move? Why did I fail to see it? Yet, for all
he would later do, he still failed to find a move to change the tide. 


14 human starships to 20 snakes. 


10 humans to 14 snakes.


5 humans to 8 snakes.


Jacobs continued loosing ships at the same percentage rate
as the enemy. Since the enemy started with more ships, the enemy lost more as
the minutes ticked by. Eventually, he resigned into thinking he did his best,
that his best was just enough to equal the enemy, despite being numerically
inferior.


Then, it hit him. There!


But why now? Almost too late! The battlefield shrunk
to much smaller stage now. There were only five human ships still operational
to the snakes' eight. The crumbled wreckage of numerous starships, both alien
and friendly, and hundreds of thousands of personnel lay solemn on the
battlefield. 


Still, it was worth a shot. Anything to gain an advantage,
even at this late in the game.


"Starships Hell's Fury and Agamemnon, accelerate backwards
until you are able to shoot the sides of snake cruisers A14 and A19."


"Yes, sir."


A simple maneuver. By retreating the two starships Hell's
Fury and Agamemnon back towards the outer perimeter of the
battlefield, it prevented enemy starships from firing on their rears and
allowed the remaining five human starships to encircle the enemy fleet. This
wouldn't be possible if it were not for the fact the human starships could
accelerate backwards without changing the direction they faced. Snake starships
could not duplicate the maneuver.


On the holotank, he witnessed his starships performing the
task. Brilliantly, the trap was set. "It's over," mouthed Jacobs.


The remaining eight snakes were encircled. Human starships
began targeting the snakes' backs and sides without being done the same way.
The perfect encirclement…human starships forward faced and surrounded a snake
fleet from all sides.


Naturally, the snakes' losses increased substantially. One
exploded. Seven more to go.


Two dead. Six more to go.


Then the snake fleet pushed in an attempt to break out of
the encirclement. All six ships tilted towards a gap—one Jacobs couldn't close
with his five ships—and the snakes boosted in that direction. However, this
meant they were forced to forward face that direction, leaving their rears
exposed to Jacob's fire. 


Jacobs understood it….a tradeoff. Rather than be encircled
and annihilated, they chose to leave the battlefield and at the same
time…temporarily expose their rears to human fire.


However, to everyone who saw the retreat on the main
holotank, it looked fantastic. Officers yelled in enthusiasm. Techs managing
the rows of monitors jumped with excitement.


"All ships," yelled Jacobs into the fleet net,
"Fire into their exposed rear! Chase them for as long as possible!"


During the chase, one more snake starship exploded. Though,
once the enemy fleet reached a certain distance, the snakes stopped
accelerating away and turned 180 degrees to forward face the human chasers.
Once again, the two fleets forward faced each other, separated by 80,000
kilometers.


Looking at the holotank, Jacobs winced. This wasn’t a good
position for the human fleet to be in. The human starships weren't good at a
front-front slugging match, not against snake ships. 


"All ships…accelerate backwards," Jacobs directed
to his fleet.


"We're disengaging, captain?" said First Officer
Davis, who now stood beside him.


"Oh, yes, there's no way we can damage more than what
we'll suffer in a front-front laser slugging match. It'll take forever to close
the distance again, to the point where we can shoot side and rear shots and by
then, the damage will be done by the front-front slugging match."


"I see. You're the boss, captain." Davis smiled.
"Excellent move, that encirclement."


"Thank you." Jacobs couldn't smile himself. So
many ships and crew had been lost. If only he’d found the solution earlier...


While Jacobs glared at the holotank, he visualized the snake
commander…wherever he was, if he, it, survived at all…choosing not to pursue.
The snake fleet did exactly that. They did not accelerate forward to cancel
Jacob's fleet accelerating backwards. They just stood there while Jacob's fleet
accelerated away. Then, when both fleets exited extreme laser range from one
another, the snake ships turned about face and accelerated in the opposite
direction, off the battlefield.


I guess they had enough, too…the white-haired Jacobs
shook his head.


In this way, the Battle of Hephaestus ended.


Captain Jacobs sat back in his seat—truly a battle of
annihilation. He wanted to commend the snakes on their bravery, just as he
needed to commend his own survivors. 


However, with five snake starships still alive and five
human starships still alive, it wasn't entirely over, either. Jacobs needed to
take advantage of the temporary pause to do something useful. "All fleet
units, send out the Search and Rescue tugs. We have to tend the wounded and the
survivors." 


It occurred to Jacobs—now was the time to find out who lived
and who died. Admiral Prion and Admiral Kirkeis, are you two still alive?

















 


 


CHAPTER NINETEEN


Gamma Wing


Mark Four Space Fighter  ‘Zeta-1’


Wing Commander's Cockpit


 


Bobbi survived. By stars, she survived. Her grav wave
disappearing trick worked. She knew it worked ten minutes in, when she hadn't
been blasted to pieces by the snake juggernaut, after she felt certain she
entered its PD laser envelope.


For the rest of the battle, she calmly waited. Using passive
sensors, she monitored the battle without emitting a single bit of information,
except what light and electromagnetic radiation reflected off her twenty-meter
hull. 


In utter fascination, she witnessed the entire annihilation
of both fleets down to five ships each. 


The discipline involved amazed her. Her enemies and her
allies were truly super soldiers. Once committed, they did not rout. 


Which she couldn't say for the human fighter wings, though
understandable how the human fighter wings ran away. They were getting marginal
gains while sustaining heavy losses by snake PD lasers. Still, she couldn't
stop thinking about how so many pilots panicked when the shit hit the fan...


Inside that dark cockpit, she booted her main power plant to
life. Her fighter's fusion plants ignited. On her instruments, she pressed a
button, opening a channel to the fleet's SAR net. "Wing Commander Bobbi
Duke to search and rescue operations. My gravity emitters have been damaged. I
need pickup."


A moment passed. Then a voice came through her helmet,
"Hold on Zeta-1. Rescue tugs on their way. Glad you made it."


Bobbi felt a wash of relief. I made it. She survived
the most vicious battle of her life, against all odds. "Thank you SAR
command. I'll be waiting."


 


Mobile Battle Fortress Epsilon Decimus


Flag Bridge


 


Vice Admiral Kirkeis was supposed to die. By all odds, his
body should’ve been sprayed across the room—a mesh of fragmented body parts,
splattered goo and burned blood.


Yet, while thinking of what he should be, he fully knew he
wasn’t all of that.


The flag bridge of the Battle Fortress burned. The air
wasn't breathable. The walls filled with wide gaping holes, a product of the
starship's rampant energy fireballs and exploding metal fragments. On his
helmet's net, he could hear the moaning of soon-to-be deceased crewmen. 


Medical personnel, dressed in white padded uniforms,
scattered across the room, working on survivors. One such female walked close
by. She peered down on him. 


"I'm alive," he said.


"V-vice admiral?" The medic's eyes widened.
"Help! The Vice Admiral is alive!


Soon enough, four medics rushed to gather around him. They
lifted his body onto a stretcher. As they carried him away from all the flaming
carnage, Kirkeis choked. "Wait, is the battle over?"


"Sir," the lead medic answered, "You're not
physically fit to command. But yes, it's over. Scuttlebutt says the snakes have
retreated behind a far moon."


"Then, we've won?"


The lead medic whispered, "I don't know."


"And Admiral Prion?"


The medic shook his head. 


"What happened to her?" whispered Kirkeis.
"Tell me she's alive."


The medic gazed down sadly. "She lost too much blood.
We did not get to her fast enough. We failed. I failed. You're the highest
ranking officer now, sir."


Prion is dead? "Why didn't you get here in time?
You could have saved her!"


"I am sorry! The station was in a mess. Many urgent
requests came in at the same time!"


"More urgent than the highest ranking officer in the
fleet?" yelled Kirkeis.


"I am sorry, sir! It just wasn't possible to get to her
fast enough. Now, if you will excuse me, we must get you to the med bay and
save your life!" The lead medic glanced briefly at his distraught
subordinates, who monitored his vitals and continued pushing him on the cart.
"I'm sorry." The lead medic hurried away, disappearing from Kirkeis'
narrow vision.


Kirkeis stared up at the chrome metal ceiling as his cart
hovered through the ship's corridors. He balled his fists.


"Sir," said one of the medics controlling the cart
behind him, "It's best you don't strain yourself. Please be calm."


How could he be calm? So many people were dead. People
important to him. Admiral Prion...Gilbert...Brigum... He’d seen his comrades at
the table blown to bits. Only he survived...


It wasn't fair! How only he survived the luck of the
draw. Why must he live and the entire command staff die?


At least, we didn't lose the battle, thought Kirkeis. At
least, we fouled the snake admiral's plans. That, in itself, was a victory
altogether.


Kirkeis let his fist relax. Everyone did ok. The human
fleet did ok. Whoever took command of the fleet did ok. It was unnecessary
to hope for too much. It’s more important to work with what one had. 


Soon. When I'm better, I'll have another chance at it.
Soon.


With that, Kirkeis let his mind slip to exhaustion and
sleep.









Battle Statistics


Battle of  Hephaestus


Date: 4091 AD (Galactic Year 1720), October 16th


Result: Indecisive


Belligerents: First Viron Empire (Modern Day Humans) / Cell
Khanate (Insectoid Centipedia)


Leaders (FVE) : Admiral Prion de Caille, Vice Admiral
Kirkeis, Rear Admiral Gilbert, Commodore Brigum


Leaders (Cell) : Second Master Commander Cro-Grombak


Motivations (FVE) : Territorial Defense


Motivations (Cell) : distraction, annihilation of the human
fleet


Strength (FVE) :


55 capital ships (1.5 billion tons) / 590,000 Humans


22 missile ships - 22,000 capital ship missiles/ 5,000
Humans


10 light fighter carriers + 5 heavy fighter carriers -
24,000 fighters, / 30,000 Humans


Strength (Cell) :


72 capital ships (21 billion tons) / 2 Million Insectoids


30 missile ships - 21,000 missiles/ 6,000 Insectoids


30 fighter carriers - 32,000 fighters / 45,000 Insectoids


Losses (FVE) : 50 capital ships ( 1.4 billion tons) /
all missiles destroyed / 17,000 pilots and fighters dead / 502,000 Humans dead
/ 80,403 Injured / 0 Captured / Admiral Prion de Caille, Rear Admiral Gilbert,
Commodore Brigum—deceased 


Losses (Cell) : 67 Warships (19 billion tons) / all
missiles destroyed / 32,000 pilots and fighters dead / 0.8 Million Insectoids
Dead / 320,599 Injured / 0 Captured


Part of : Early Insectoid Expansion Campaign (Show)
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CHAPTER TWENTY


Star System KA924, Periphery of the Viron Empire


Second Cell Invasion Fleet


Hiveship Roro Cro-Drignon


Fleet Command Nexus


 


Master
Commander Roro Cro-Drignon's two forward mandibles clicked in excitement. His
body slithered through the giant spherical command room. Using twenty-two legs,
he moved closer to his command interface, at the very center of fleet's Nexus
Chamber. 


Hundreds of lower-ranking officers in the outer spherical
layers bowed to him in respect as he proceeded.


Once he arrived at the center, his limbs and mandibles dug into
the platform's soft-gelled interface layer, allowing his entire body to send
commands to his fleet. In addition, nanite-augmented wires linked his brain
with the warship's central computer, essentially making the warship take on his
name, Roro Cro-Drignon. 


He could see and hear everything inside and outside of him,
including the system's red star twenty million kilometers away. System KA924's
star was a small red dwarf with a quarter as much mass as his race's birth
world. The humans called it Kolonides, for whatever odd reason their weak
culture deemed fitting. 


To Roro, it was nothing more than an obstacle, one meant to
be conquered or annihilated. Roro saw, through his interface, thousands of
little human ships scurrying in system. Dozens more were warping out of the
system, probably because of his fleet's enormous gravity waves. No matter.
The small fishes did not matter. 


What Roro wanted more than anything else was the destruction
of system's orbital infrastructure, the series of orbital elevators, refinery
stations, construction yards, and hovering residential complexes that the
humans so called their homes high in orbit around the system's second planet.


Destroying the enemy's base of operations—and the ability to
construct new ships—excited Roro. All made possible because of the distraction
fleet, otherwise called the first invasion fleet, which attacked the human
nation through the center border—the closest route in between the two nations.
The humans had been expecting an attack through the center border and it’s
exactly what Roro gave them. Then, once the human fleet all sorted to meet that
attack, Roro would use his own fleet, the so called second invasion fleet,
to rampage through the human's inner systems by entering through the periphery
borders, starting with KA924, or Kolonides. 


He would destroy the human's means of constructing new
ships, because…Roro was a patient war commander. After the stalemate battle of
Orasis V, he knew the war could no longer be determined by a single battle, but
by many battles, most likely spread out over a long period of time. Also, if
the timeframe became large, and it did, a nation's ability to create and crew
new ships—both his and the enemy's—would largely determine the war's outcome.


Thus, Roro aimed for his enemy's production jugular. His
first fleet, commanded by Cro-Grombak, would distract the enemy's defensive
units, hopefully killing as many human ships or weakening the human fleet,
while his second fleet, which Roro commanded, would destroy the human nation's
innards, denying the humans their ability to produce new ships. After that,
time itself would become the humans' own worst enemy, as the insectoid Cell
Empire produced more and more ships, and the humans could not.


Roro did not feel bad about destroying a rival empire's
ability to defend itself. He cared only for his own empire. The Cell Empire
remained in the midst of a population boom, for many decades now. Only, with
not enough land. Ever since the eight warlords stopped fighting each other for territory
and population space, and, as a byproduct, killing each other's population and
resources, land became ever sparser. Within ten years, the Cell nation would
have to induce some type of reproductive control—a veritable insult to his
race's very way of living.


For a culture where reproduction is the center of life, new
land must be taken to meet the growing demands. 


It just so happened the humans owned so much land.


Roro had no quarrel with obtaining another race's resources
by force. Prey would succumb to predator. The weak will succumb to the
strong. This is the nature of the universe and all things.


The Empire must grow.


Roro scanned everything in the system, and saw with
cybernetic clarity, nothing in KA924 could withstand even one of his warships…so
he gave the order. "All unitsss, attack! Kill anything that is
human!"


The Empire must grow. 
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"Holy stars!"


"You see 'em?" Ops asked.


"I see them!" Captain Rolan Von Goering tried to
lift his shaking hand from the main holomap controls. It was not an easy task.
His entire body shook with fervor. "St—ars," he stammered. He'd never
been this afraid since he’d been stranded on a spaceship as a kid.


"Uh, captain? You gonna alert the station?" 


"Oh, yeah—right," stammered Rolan. "Action
stations, everyone. Comm, signal action stations. Broadcast our scanner data to
every starship or freighter in system. Tell them to get out!"


"Yes, sir! What about us, sir?" Ensign Jessica
Shelby asked.


"I—don't know. W—We're forbidden to leave the system.
We're supposed to defend our posts." Why did he feel so cold? 


Sirens sounded across the entire outpost. Inside the CAOR
room, he heard Ensign Shelby's voice blasting, "Action Stations".
Yellow ceiling lights flashed above. 


He gazed at the holomap, again. Gigantic red dots kept
moving inward. From this distance, all the computer could project was velocity
and size data. But my stars, were they massive. Eight snake capital
ships, plus thirteen of what must be snake missile freighters. Oh stars, why
him? Why couldn't they bother another system elsewhere in the periphery?
Then, it would be some other captain's mess.


"But sir," Ensign Shelby interjected,
"There's no way we can beat that fleet. We have to scuttle the station and
save our lives. High command will understand."


"And ditch the outpost?" said Captain Rolan.
"B—b-but high command never said to do that in the face of any
enemy."


"But sir, we can't win," Ensign Shelby pleaded,
"And the outpost, even if manned, can't even kill one of their ships.
We're toast. You're asking us to sacrifice our lives for nothing—"


"You know…I think you're right," Captain Rolan
interrupted, "Forget high command." He took a moment to ponder what
he was about to do, then decided that he must do it. He couldn't ask four
hundred crewmen to sacrifice their lives. The defense outpost had no chance
against snake capital ships…it’d been designed to defend against pirate raids
and criminal marauders. Who knew the snakes would appear here, right here, on a
border that didn't even come close to touching snake space? He stared at his
crew. "Signal all hands to the shuttle bay. We're ditching the
station."


"Yes, sir," Ensign Shelby answered with clear
relief in her voice. 


Rolan halted. But there was one military arsenal the humans
did have—and thus, Rolan had too—which could damage the aliens. The system's
missile picket. There were about one thousand missiles lying in orbit, around
the second planet, meant to take out small snake scavenging parties, but they
weren't designed to take out an entire fleet. 


Still, their presence could be of some use, provided Captain
Rolan, the system's senior military commander, knew how to use them. He
didn't…And worse yet, he was a coward and he knew it.


Captain Roland's illustrious military career and all the
ensuing promotions which led him to his high rank, came as of an old but still
functioning patronage system. The son of a wealthy industrialist and thus, his
father carried tremendous influence in getting him to where he was now.


Roland wasn't ready to command starships…command missile
squadrons. But he needed to try. "Uhh...Jessica, reroute all controls of
military units to our shuttle pod, please."


Ensign Shelby beamed back, while looking in surprised.
"Yes, sir, I'll reroute them before I leave."


"Now, Ensign." 


"Yes, sir." Jessica grinned.


"And one more thing, Ops—program a dozen warp packets
with an update on the situation, including the size and composition of the
enemy force, and fly the messenger boats to the central worlds."


"Yes, sir!" 
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The inside of the escape shuttle was cramped like hell. 


"All shuttles have left the station, sir."


"Good," said Rolan. "Tell everyone to run as
fast as they can, and when they get outside the gravity well, tell them to warp
out of here."


"Where to, sir?"


"One of the central worlds. Praxis."


"Yes, sir. Adjusting course," said the pilot.


Bump. The artificial gravity field within the shuttle
adjusted slightly. In the shuttle's passenger compartment, Captain Rolan
touched some of the makeshift controls. He stared at the small adjustable
holoemitter and created a very tiny holomap. He could use it to control his
units in the coming—Rolan felt like laughing—battle. 


Computer screen overlays to his right and left, allowed to
him manual access to many of the command systems he'd normally have in the
CAOR. It just wasn't...comfortable.


Now, as for what to command, there wasn't much. Through the
miniature holodisplay, he could see what was left the system's civilian ships
high-tailing it out of the system in a gigantic cone-shaped dispersion away
from the incoming snakes.


The real problem would be what to do for the hundreds of
thousands of civilians on the planet of Kolonides II. Kolonides II. A temperate
world a bit colder than ancestral Earth…with all the climate, plant and animal
life to make it a habitable place for civilians to live. Unfortunately, there
would be no way to could transport all the civilians out of there. They would
have to go to bomb shelters created in case someone—like a pirate or a space
marauder—wanted to kinetic bomb the planet. Inside these shelters, the
civilians could live for weeks and even months before help arrived.


However, the shelters weren't designed for a snake war
fleet. He reserved some guesses as to what the snakes would do. Since the
planet wasn't in the immediate expansion zone of the snake empire, it would be
very likely the snakes would destroy it with no guilt or pity to its
inhabitants. In that case, the civilians would be screwed because snake kinetic
kill warheads would be much stronger than any would-be pirate's. On the other
hand, if the snakes did want to take control of the entire planet for
habitation reasons, they would send ground troops to kill the population's
militia. 


If so? Where were their troop transports? 


There were none. By stars. "Hey Jessica, we
ordered the planetary population to head towards the bomb shelters,
right?"


"Uh, yeah captain, we transmitted an emergency bomb
alert a while ago."


"Good, good." Rolan scratched his head and sighed.
So! The missile war. He couldn't believe it. He was going to war against
the snakes. Me! How could he deal the most damage with his 500-ton
missiles? He knew he couldn't take out their whole fleet—impossible. But he
could try to take out at least something...while he escaped through a shuttle. 


If he could just kill one or two ships, it would make all
the difference. High command would award him for killing a ship or two…maybe
even a promotion to a senior captain or something...instead of command of a
periphery world, he could command a real world, with millions of citizens!


So, how would he send his missiles to attack the snake
warships? What would be the best trajectory? When would be the best time
to reveal that he had any missiles? Rolan sat beside his computer screens and
thought about it. Then, he realized that any time to launch was a good time.
There was no perfect time to speed the missiles, since he had no other assets
to intersect the snake fleet's inward dive. 


As for missile trajectory, he imagined the best route would
be a scattered route, with hundreds of missiles going many directions, all
intersecting with the snake fleet at one critical moment. This way, some of his
missiles would strike the sides of the snake fleet, no matter which way the
individual ships turned their bows to.


Roland tapped into the computer controls. The missile
control screen overlaid across the displays surrounding him. 


This is it—I'm really going to do it.


Hmm.. trajectory, trajectory. The best....would have to
be... this!


He entered the trajectory of missiles into the computers.
Instantly, a dozen lines appeared on the holomap, like a really long claw, all
converging at a single point where the computer predicted the enemy fleet would
be—as long as the enemy fleet didn't split up. "Hey Jessica, does this
look good?"


"Uh—I don't know, captain. I'm not trained in missile
combat. I specialized in communication systems—ah…" She glared at the
trajectories. "I guess so?"


Rolan cringed. "Your guess is as good as mine. I never
paid attention to the Tactical Instructor on missile tactics." Or any
of the tactical instructors, for that matter. What I did pay attention to, heh,
were all the female health 'instructors'.


"Maybe you should ask someone else?" Ensign Shelby
suggested.


"That's not a bad idea." What would his people
think if the captain starting asking around? "Hey Paul, can you take a
look at this?"


Paul, the Tac Op, walked through the compartment and knelt
to see. His grisly bearded face transfixed on the holoimage of the missile
routes. "The routes are ok, captain. But I would make the loops a little
bit wider, so the missiles hitting their aft have a longer time to build up
speed. As for the missiles attacking their front, I would launch those missiles
away from the warships as early as possible, so that they have space to
generate a great amount of speed in time for the rendezvous from all the
missiles. Remember, the faster the missile, the less time they are exposed to
enemy point defense and counter missile fire. In general, the faster the
missile, the harder it is to take them out, and the more kinetic damage they'll
make, when they do hit."


Rolan rubbed his chin. "You're a God-send Paul. I'll do
exactly as you suggest."


"You also have to be careful, because those warships
could fan out when they see the missiles appearing on their grav wave
detectors. No—strike that, they won't do that since it decrease their ability
to defend against the missiles."


"What I don't understand," said Ensign Shelby,
"Is why their missile boats aren't launching snake missiles at us?"


"Probably conserving their ammunition for a real
encounter," Paul answered.
















 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Star System KA924, Periphery of the Viron Empire


Second Cell Invasion Fleet


Hiveship Roro Cro-Drignon


Fleet Command Nexus


 


One thousand
small gravity waves appeared around the second Planet. Roro saw them through
his neural link with the hiveship's computer. 


Missiles!. Yes... they had to be missiles.
They were too small to be starships, and they accelerated too fast…either
missiles or fighters, but Roro couldn't understand why his enemy, the system's
human commander, would launch fighters at him. Fighters couldn't take out his
capital ships, and if the human commander wanted to take out his missiles with
fighters, the humans ought to wait until he launched his missiles first—which he
wouldn't launch, not until he met human starships, since his missiles were
irreplaceable.


So…those fast moving gravity waves emerging from the second
planet must be human missiles.


Good thing, he didn't spread out his warships early to hunt
those escaping civilian ships! Roro's mandibles clicked happily. 


Perfect! Roro already devised a plan just in case
human missiles appeared.


In addition to taking out those orbital construction
facilities' weak shields when his starships entered laser range, and of course,
kinetic bombarding the planet's surface, thereby riddling the system of human
inhabitants, he prepared a special surprise just in case the humans sent
missiles.


But first…"All ships, fire kinetic kill slugs at the
planet! Destroy all life! Leave not one human alive!"
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Rolan could still see everything sincehis shuttle pod
remained tied into the Defense Outpost's military sensors. His miniature
holomap showed the gravity waves of a thousand kinetic kill dots being
accelerated through the snake starships' grav rail emitters. These kinetic kill
slugs headed for the planet.


My stars, the planet's civilians are dead! Those are
military grade snake kinetic kill rounds! 


Nearby, Jessica prayed. It became obvious she had seen it,
too. "May the stars have mercy," she whispered.


Rolan's attention returned to the holomap. At least...his
missiles could take out some of the snake warships. It didn't look like the
snakes had any counter to that...


The holoemitter beeped. New dots appeared on the
holodisplay. Grav signatures confirmed: Snake fighters! 1000...no, 2000...3000
snake fighters!


"Uhh—oh," Rolan stammered.


"They got fighters, too?" said Jessica. Inside the
shuttle's passenger compartment, all five bridge officers cried in despair.


"That can't be true!" Ensign Laforte lamented.


"We're screwed!" Lieutenant Chaffer cried out.


Rolan shut his eyes in despair. It was true. Not only did
the planetary population die, but he would die, too. If the snakes had
fighters, those fighters could accelerate faster than his shuttle pod. Besides
shooting down his missiles, it was entirely possible the snake fighters could
overtake their shuttle pod, and all the escaping shuttle pods, plus a decent
amount of civilian ships, before everyone reached the system's gravity well's
edge and escaped into warp.


Cries of despair filled the compartment. "We're
dead," Jessica voiced his thoughts.


"We're not screwed," Lieutenant Paul Tinkerslay
piped in. 


Everyone turned their attention towards Paul. 


"What do you mean?" Rolan asked.


Ops officer Paul sat up straight. "We can delay those
fighters from hunting down our civilian ships by using our missiles as bait. By
running erratic patterns in our missiles, and keeping them as far from the
civilian ships as long as possible, we can use them to threaten an attack on
the capital ships and pin down the snake fighters. That will give the rest of
us the longest time to escape."


"But we're deviating our missiles from the most optimal
path!" Lieutenant Chaffer interjected.


"The optimal path is the path that will lead the
fighters away from us. It's useless to think we can still damage the
battleships," said Paul. "The snakes have 3000 fighters while we only
have 1000 missiles. Our missiles are dead. We can only use them to pin their
fighters away from us so we can escape."


It made sense, thought Rolan. We can still live! We may
not be able to save the planetary population, but we can save ourselves... He
nodded. Obviously, Paul's strategy would be the best way to go. It was useless
to think he could damage the capital ships now since they have so many
anti-missile fighters. "Very well. Paul, why don't you take command of the
missile trajectories?" Rolan stood up, giving Paul a seat in front of the
holomap.


"Will do, captain. I'll try to save us as much time as
possible."


"Wait," Ensign Laforte interrupted, "What if
we accelerate all our missiles on a straight line towards the snake
battleships, instead of curving around to hit their backs? Won't our missiles
gain enough speed, so they would be harder to shoot down by their
fighters?"


"It won't work," said Paul. "Our missiles
won't pick up enough speed, and against 3000 fighters, we can expect a survival
rate of thirty to forty percent of our missiles before they smash into their
battleships."


"Is that too bad?" Laforte asked.


"It won't destroy any of their battleships."


"But it will damage them. And what if we aim for the
fleet carriers?" said Laforte.


"The battleships will position themselves in front of
the carriers and missile ships. But yes, you are correct. Three hundred
missiles aiming for a snake warship's front might damage one warship, but you
forget to factor in snake ECM countermeasures, and snake anti-missile missiles,
as well as point defense lasers. That one battleship we'll want to strike will
be heavily defended by the other seven ships."


"What's the likelihood we'll severely damage one snake
starship from the front?" Rolan asked, weighing the options.


"Not high, sir. And if we do that, we'll almost
guarantee that not all our civilian ships, including us, will survive
long enough to escape into warp. The enemy fighters will be positioned to take
the shortest route to chase us down before we reach the system's gravity
edge."


"I see." Rolan rubbed his chin. He thought about
it long and hard. He could either chance a case where he might damage one snake
capital ship, however unlikely, or he could choose to guarantee his safety, and
of course, those of his crew. Rolan was a selfish bastard. He glanced at
Jessica. "Then we'll go with your original plan. Have a seat, lieutenant.
Let's use our missiles to buy us as much time as possible."


"Thank you, sir." Paul sat down at the missile
directory screen.
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As expected, the human commander split his missiles in every
direction, practically inviting Roro to use his fighters to chase them down,
while the human commander escaped.


Roro could either chase the missiles or possibly save some
of his battleships from a missile convergence later. Or, he could ignore the
missiles and send his fighters to chase down those escaping ships. But Roro had
a third option. He could split his fighters up. Some could chase the missiles.
Some could chase the escaping ships. He had more than enough fighters for both,
but this was assuming the humans already launched all their missiles.  


Roro had held his fighters back precisely because of the
missile threat. He would hold more back until he was certain the humans
revealed all their missiles, but—now—he felt certain the humans had no more
missiles. He felt it. An animalistic, primitive, predatory gut instinct from
millions of years of evolution as a predator.


All in all, the escaping human civilian ships weren't much
of a target, but the system's military commander, and all the grav dots that
separated from the system's primary military installation were.


Roro's twenty-two feet entered commands into his interface
gel, ordering his fighter squadrons to split up. A portion continued heading to
intercept the human missiles. A portion now chased the human ships.
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"The snake fighters are splitting up." Paul sat
back, patting his curly, brown hair. "Ah, this is an oversight. I didn't
think they'd do that."


"Well genius, what do we do, now?" Rolan snapped.


Paul gazed back at his commander, as if struggling whether
to find a solution or confront the sarcastic remark. The man thought about it
for a minute. 


Everyone gave him a very heavy and polite silence. 


"I don't know—I think—we're screwed. We could
uh...Let's just hope they don't chase us. Wait. No—they’re heading straight for
us."


A long solemn moment passed.


Ensign Laforte then, came up with a brilliant, sad remark,
"So, since we can no longer save ourselves in either scenario, why don't
we aim all our missiles straight into the fronts of their battleships? Let the
missiles build up speed and hope for the best?"


"But that will mean we won't divert away the portion of
the fighters chasing said missiles," said a very sad Paul. "We'll be
allowing more snake fighters to chase the civilian ships down."


More silence.


Captain Rolan stared at his crew. Time to be a man, but my
stars, he couldn't stop his fingers from shaking. "I—I think it's best to
take out—No, I mean damage as many snake warships as we can. Forget using the
missiles as a distraction to save ourselves and the civilians. That's not what
the missiles are for. Besides, many civilians will die anyway on the planet, a
hundred more civilian ships won't matter."


"It's true," Ensign Laforte agreed, "The
kinetic rounds will kill hundreds of thousands on the planet's surface. By
using our missiles as a diversion, we'll save at most ten thousand more sailors
on those civilian ships, including us."


"I can't believe what you guys are saying! You're
talking about human lives!" Jessica exclaimed. "Humans lives can't be
seen like that. Just because a hundred thousand lives will end, doesn't mean
you can sacrifice a thousand more!"


"But if we don't damage those snake warships as much as
possible, the snakes will kill even more later on. The snakes must be stopped.
This surprise invasion must be stopped!" Ensign Laforte slammed her fist
into the wall.


"There's no guarantee we'll damage any," said
Paul.


"We have to try," Laforte urged.


A choking silence filled the compartment. A silence filled
with sickening fear and rough decision making. Each choice resulted in their
own deaths…regardless. 


Rolan wanted to cry, until he realized everyone stared at
him for the final decision. Rolan had always been a coward. This was a fact.
But even cowards could make great moral decisions when faced with a no-win
scenario."Alright people, let's do this! Let's send the missiles straight
at their throats, right through those fighter screens. Let's chance it."
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The missiles are changing directions? Instead of
heading away in order to loop around and hit me, they are speeding straight at
me. Rather than divert my fighters away, the prey is sacrificing himself to
wreck destruction on the enemy, on us.


A noble prey. Roro became awed by the insight of the
creature commanding the human forces. To act so nobly while meeting certain
death...


All the more reason such a prey must be eliminated. If this
particular creature survived, he or she would add to his race's collective
prowess and certainly, Roro didn't want the humans to have more talent. He
already had to deal with the one supreme human who forced a stalemate at the
battle of Orasis V.


Roro's feet tapped into the gel interface. His commands
beamed down the command chain, connecting to every fighter. 


In his mind, all his fighters coalesced into a gigantic wall
in front of his battleships, to take out as many incoming missiles as possible.
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One thousand human missiles accelerated at maximum gravitic
drive of 600 Gs towards the snake starships. Each 500-ton missile carried a
fusion payload of over 500 megatons of explosive power in its concentrated
tritium mesh in addition to its kinetic energy at impact. 


After four hours, the human missile squadron accelerated to
a speed of nearly 100,000 meters per second when they entered the laser range
of the snake fighter wall. The snake fighters fired, taking down missile after
missile with their fighter-sized lasers while decelerating at maximum thrust.


It took fifty seconds for the incoming human missiles to
overlap past the snake fighters, at which point the fighters launched their
smaller counter-missile missiles. These small 50-ton missiles were ideal at taking
down small targets like fighters and missiles. The mini missiles intercepted
the human missiles, mostly detonating in proximity but rarely a dead on hit.
Two hundred human missiles died this way.


While the human missiles passed, the snake fighter continued
firing lasers, taking down hundreds more. 


By the time, the human missiles exited, the snake fighter
screen's laser envelope, only four hundred human anti-ship missiles were left.


These four hundred missiles dove towards the snake ships.


Each of the eight snake ships did the customary anti-missile
routines. First, they launched electronic countermeasures. Small robots
mimicked snake warship signatures, confusing the human missiles' targeting
systems. A hundred missiles lost tracking, but a few regained their correct
tracking. 


Then, the warships launched antimissile missiles. These were
a more lethal variant of the fighter missiles. They sped towards the 300 human
missiles, proximity detonating and critically damaging 150 human missiles
beyond functionality. 


The remaining 150 human missiles entered the snake warship's
point defense laser range, and then the flak range. The point defense lasers
took out another 80, and the wall of expanding plasma halved the survivors. 


The surviving 38 human missiles dove into one snake
heavy-cruiser at a speed of 130,000 MPS. Their fusion payloads exploded over 20
gigatons of TNT energy and their kinetic energy added another 40 gigatons into
the frontal nano carbon armor of the snake battle cruiser. 


Snake heavy cruisers were covered in over 4 kilometers of
frontal armor at many places. Still, entire plating sections vaporized into
plasma. Heat pushed into the starship's internal compartments, shattering
systems and burning snake personnel. 


When it was all over, the snake starship continued on
course, with many of its minor forward systems damaged. Its gravitic drive was
still stable, and so were the majority of its laser mounts. None of its fusion
reactors or antimatter reaction chambers were damaged.


Searing kilometer sized holes in the ship's forward armor
gave it a multi cratered appearance.
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"That's it?" Ensign Laforte asked while looking
incredulous.


"That's it," Paul answered simply.


"Shit," said Laforte. "We barely touched that
thing."


"What did you expect? The snake fleet has counter
missiles, ECMs, flak screens, and PD lasers. Anything that survived the
fighters would have to deal with that."


"But it was over 60 gigatons of explosives..."
Laforte defended.


"Against snake frontal armor," Paul countered.


"At least," Rolan interjected, eyeing both
lieutenants, "We damaged a heavy-cruiser."


A heavy silence.


"Won't they repair it? They have nanites, right?"
Jessica asked.


"Yeah," Rolan answered solemnly.


Another silence filled the compartment. 


"What a waste." Ensign Laforte palmed her face in
her hands.


Together, the crew watched as the snakes battleships
continued on course towards the planet. Now, the fighters spread out, chasing
the evacuation ships, including Shuttle pod One.
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1500 snake kinetic kill rounds averaging five tons,
accelerated to half of light speed, slammed into the Earthlike planet of
Kolonides II.


For the relativistic rounds that hit water, huge mile high
tidal waves slashed the coasts of the planet. For those that hit land,
extinction-level explosions created expanding rings of mile-high walls of fire
that ravaged anything in its path. The planet shook with Armageddon-level
shockwaves.


Nothing on the surface survived. All plants and animals
vaporized in the walls of fire. Even for the bomb shelters five hundred meters
underground, survival depended on how close they were to the impact. Sometimes,
all the inhabitants of that shelter died, regardless of how deep they were. 


From orbit, one could see on the surface hundreds of fire
rings slamming into each other. Survival rates for the planetary inhabitants
varied and depended on many things, like the depth of the underground shelter,
the material above protecting the shelter, the proximity of the impact
detonation, the size of the initial impact, and plain luck.


Sixty percent of the 450,000 humans on the planet died
within an hour. The underground bomb shelters weren't designed for this type of
strike. Protection against hostile piracy forces was one thing. Protection
against kinetic kill strikes from a conventional battle fleet was another. 


The surviving 200,000 humans were in luck. Their chances of
survival became much higher as the snake battle fleet turned its attention on
attacking the orbital facilities. The snakes would deal no more blows to the
planet's surface.
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"Aww shit!" Lieutenant Chaffer exclaimed,
"They really bombed the surface. It happened. They nailed it."


Rolan watched in horror as the molten surface lit with fires
seeable even from the camera link on the orbital defense outpost. What is the
feeling you have when you know something bad would happen and hours later—it
does happen? "Does anyone have relatives on the planet?" said Rolan,
staring at the red glowing planet. 


"I do," said Paul. "A cousin."


"I hope he's among the survivors," Rolan offered.


"He will. He's a tough one." Paul grimaced.


"At least, the worst is over."... for
the planet, that is.


Rolan's shuttle was nowhere near the planet. In the five
hours since, they accelerated at one hundred Gs to a fourth of the distance out
of the red dwarf's gravity well, where the gravity metric was flat enough to
sustain a warp bubble.


Though…they would never make it.


Their shuttle could accelerate at hundred Gs, which was good
because it would be faster than the multi kilometer snake warships, which could
only accelerate at fifty Gs, but one hundred Gs was nothing compared to a snake
space fighter, which could accelerate to over five hundred Gs.


The snake fighters were coming, and when they overtook
Rolan's shuttle, far before he reached warp distance, Rolan and his bridge crew
would be killed. 


There was nothing he could do. The shuttle pod had no
weapons. 


Rolan sat in silence, knowing these were the last hours of
his life. For some reason, the snake commander wanted his blood in
particular. Staring at the miniature holomap, he kept watching as various
human objects were destroyed.


First, the planet's surface. 


Next is the orbital facilities and the defense outpost.
My home for so many months...


Then—mere hours after that—it would be him. 
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The snake fleet decelerated. They needed to in order to
become stationary with all the human orbital facilities—construction yards,
floating manufactories, orbital elevators, and space-based residential
complexes. 


Hours passed. 


Eventually, the snake fleet crept into stationary orbit.


Upon reaching laser range, the snake warships pummeled the
orbital buildings with grazers continuously, until the buildings' shields gave.
The planet's orbital facilities were huge objects, many kilometers wide.
Equipped with powerful shields, they could withstand kinetic bombardment blows,
but not sustained laser fire.


Then, once the shields gave, the facilities were gutted and
shredded. With no armor, they easily became sprawling kilometer wide debris.
Decades of construction became waste.


Luckily, the buildings had been evacuated.


While the evacuees onboard the escape transports headed out
of the system, it was up to the snake fighters to decide who lived and who
died, as there wasn't enough fighters to kill all the transports.


The animal controlling the fighters was still Master
Commander Roro Cro-Drignon.
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On the miniature holomap, a snake fighter squadron
accelerated towards Shuttle pod one. The distance decreased every second.


"We're dead," Rolan voiced aloud. 


He could imagine it. Death would come quick. When those
fighters fired their lasers at his shuttle, pumping torrents of energy into the
hull, everything inside the passenger compartment would explode. Machine and
crew would vaporize into plasma. Everyone he knew and gotten close to in the
past months—would die.


At least, Rolan would hardly have time to notice it, unless
he kept watching the snake fighters approach on his scanners, but he just
couldn't help staring into the holomap...


Slowly, but surely, they inched closer. 


Two million kilometers.


One million and a half.


One million.


Half a million.


"Everybody, it's been pleasure working with you,"
Captain Rolan Von Goering stated clearly. "I know I haven't been the most
competent commanding officer, but—there's nothing I can say. I am a failure. My
decisions may have cost us our lives."


Inside the cramped compartment, his bridge crew stared back.



To Rolan's left, Paul nodded. "It's alright, buddy. You
chanced it, and it didn't work."


"That's war," Ensign Laforte added.


When Rolan's gaze turned to Ensign Shelby, the woman didn't
say anything. She looked cold, like she was about to faint.


Jessica...


Rolan returned his gaze at the holomap. The fighters were
almost 100,000 kilometers away. They were almost on top of the shuttle. Wasn't
70,000 kilometers the limits of snake laser range?


Rolan glanced with one last look at the ghostly pale ensign.
"Jessica, good bye. I know I wasn't a good commanding officer, and I often
pulled rank to get you to do things for me..."


The pale ensign nodded, then said, "Good bye,
captain."


He gave one glance at the snake fighter squadron chasing him
and realized that they’d already entered maximum firing range for snake lasers.
They were only 50,000 kilometers away.


"Good bye, everyone." 


The snake fighters fired.


Everything in the room lit up like hell. The shuttle pod
exploded. Metal fragments smashed and sliced through bodies, killing the bridge
crew in the passenger compartment. As more laser energy pumped into the
shuttle, every solid object expanded into plasma.
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He kept
falling, falling. Blackness everywhere—no light, no ground, things did not
exist for him to hold onto…Just nothingness. A total void, and so he fell.


Wait—a light. It became larger. Like a single star in a
black sky. 


Prancort wanted to touch it, to grab hold of it.


Prancort...yes, that’s my name, as it has always been,
and always will be. 


He found himself in a kindergarten. He could hear
children's voices. 


"Prancort! Prancort!" they yelled. "Can't
catch me, Prancort!"


He could see toys. He could stand up. He could smell the
odors of school, of young children, of toys, of lunch and of the city.


Suddenly, everything around him changed, again. He was
walking home from school. The megacity surrounded him. Gigantic air cars,
hovering busses, tall massive metropolitan skyscrapers. If he looked down, he
could see endless chasms filled with hovering vehicles like fishes, all the way
into the unending mists below. He stood on a bridge, high in the sky, one of
many bridge serving as walkways between buildings.


I have to get home. I've got to meet mom.


Home. Apartment 2894 B, Level 294, complex M, one of
thousands of living quarters in a gigantic residential building. 


The surrounding changed, again.


His mom, lean and tall, smiling. 


"Ma! Ma! I'm back. I've come back!" waved
Prancort. Ah, home again, he explored his home like it was always there, like a
child. He remembered every room, every doorway, every piece of furniture. 


It all came back.


He kept walking, running, jumping through the passages of
his apartment. He gazed at mom, who always smiled at him. 


Then something seemed wrong. 


She looked old. Wrinkle lines formed on her face. 


She's aged, thought Prancort. Suddenly, the memory
clicked in him. This was the day he left home. The day of his graduation and
his inception into the military academy on Gregor Prime. "Good bye,
mother! It'll be a while before I see you!" 


His mother cried, but her tears couldn't hold him back.
He felt determined to go through cadet school and become an officer in his
nation's military.


When he looked at his hands again, they were no longer
children's hands, anymore, but that of an adult. 


The scene changed, again. The academy at Gregor Prime.
His dorm. Years of studying, and thinking, and training, and practicing to be
the best, to excel among tens of thousands of officer-cadets. 


This became his place, the place which gave birth to the
legend of Prancort…the unbeatable. 


He now remembered the simulation rooms. He plugged the
connector lines that nano connected with his brain to lead him to a virtual
reality, a nonexistent place where he competed with other cadets in war games.
He remembered the confidence he felt. His agility, his nimble mindedness. His
consistency and energy. 


The scene changed, again.


Graduation. The Yellow of his uniform. The various medals
he wore beside his military chevrons. His cadet cap. The great unbending pose
as he received his award as the Academy's highest scoring cadet that year.


He’d done it, but the rest of his life still lie ahead of
him. 


He remembered his first assignment. Tactical advisor to a
captain on board an assault frigate. People greeted him warmly, and the resulting
promotions combined with the war's unending openings allowed Prancort to fill
in positions at an unheard of pace.


He became a lieutenant, then a commander, then a captain,
then a commodore, all within five years' time. 


He remembered his first command of a starship. The VSF
Endeavor. The bridge seemed so small, because the Endeavor was an assault
carrier. 


Then, he remembered his first flag command. The flag
bridge of the VSF Adamantium, a Viron juggernaut. He remembered the look of
hope in the young faces and gazes which eagerly followed his every word…his
every move.


His promotion to rear admiral happened in two years. Then
counter admiral, then vice admiral, then a full admiral. 


When he looked at his hands, they became middle-aged
hands. The lines of wear and tear showed on his palms, combined with the
brutality of keeping constant strength and an agile mind.


I am...Prancort. I am me.


He then—woke up.


"It worked!" said a man in a white coat. 


Prancort stared up at the hospital ceiling. He lay on a bed.
He glanced to his left and right. Dozens of white coated doctors stared at him
with excitement. On their faces was look of success. 


A successful operation. 


A plan working perfectly well. 


Prancort had seen that look thousands of times.


"Fleet Admiral Prancort," the lead doctor stated,
in a stiff confident voice while walking closer, "Welcome back."


"What happened?" 


"You were infested with a neural nano virus. It
targeted your brain. We have tried thirteen separate procedures to remove it
without damaging your brain, with no success. The fourteenth was the luckiest,
and the most risky, but it worked. We had to do it because high command forced
us to."


"Why?" said Prancort.


"You’ll soon find out."
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It would be the first time Prancort wore a fleet uniform in
months. Of course, to him, time had no meaning while he’d been poisoned and
unconscious. 


"I see." He folded his hands together. "So
Admiral Prion has left to fight the first snake fleet invading our center
borders and, additionally, the snakes have invaded through our side border,
near the galactic periphery using a second fleet?"


"Yes, sir."


"When will we hear about the results from Admiral
Prion's battle?"


Rear Admiral Wilks, a stubby man with white hair, replied,
"Sir, we still do not yet know if she has fought. Her messenger ships have
yet to reach us. However, in her last transmission, she believed the snakes
were invading a star system called Hephaestus and she said she was
intervening."


"I see," Prancort pondered.
"Hephaestus...that's right near our center border."


Silence filled the table. All eight of the highest-ranking
flag officers in the republic waited on Prancort's next words.


"Alright, time to head to business and deal with the
current threat," Prancort stated, "Admiral Wilks, tell me of the
composition of this second snake fleet that's invading from the
periphery."


The aged Admiral Wilks spoke, again, "From the records
collected by a defense outpost orbiting Kolonides II, we believe the snakes
have eight battleships and nine missile carriers and four fighter-interceptor
carriers."


Prancort gasped. His eyeballs bulged. 


The table fell silent as each flag officer allowed Prancort
enough time for the bad news to sink in. 


"How did the snakes get such a high production
advantage? How are they able to create so many new vessels?"


"We don't know," said Rear Admiral Wilks. "It
can be assumed that they always had it. They do have more star systems in their
territory than us, after all. They probably have more production
capacity."


"...Which means that even if we defeat both invasions,
they'll just send another wave at us," Prancort paused to think. "Ok,
first things first, we must defeat this new second invasion from the periphery
at all costs. We must not allow them to damage our production chain and make
their production advantage even greater."


"How will we do that, sir?" asked a young
commodore at the table.


Prancort winced. "I do not yet know." So many
unknowns. So many! Prancort glanced at the logistics commander to his left,
a commodore named Bresly. "Well, we can't do anything to aid Admiral
Prion. Whatever happened has happened. But we can fend off this new second
invasion. What assets do we know, commodore? How many available warships,
missiles and fighters can we scramble to meet this new threat?" 


To his left, Commodore Bresly rose to answer Prancort's
question, "Sir, according to latest reports, we are still repairing two
warships in stardock. The Asterix and the Dayhall are not fully
ready, but they can be scrambled into battle with only a portion of propulsion,
shield, and lasers operational. Besides the Asterix and the Dayhall,
we have only one other battleship fully operational, because it has just left
stardocks, the Pelican."


"And our other assets? Go on," Prancort urged.


"In terms of fighter assets, we have five new squadrons
of pilots fresh from training school, amounting to 300 new pilots. We have
enough Mark Nine fighters produced to equip each of the 300 pilots. In terms of
missiles, our orbital nano-factories have produced 1600 new missiles since
Prion's fleet sortied out to meet the first invasion, but we have no missile
ships to carry them. All our missile carriers sortied out with Admiral Prion to
fight off the snakes' first invasion fleet."


Drats! Prancort blinked. "So, we can utilize no
missiles, because we have no transports." Prancort removed his cap and
scratched his head. Touché, snake commander. Send one fleet through our
obvious center to divert our attention and distract our forces, and send
another fleet from the side to kill our production chain. A by-the-book
strategy at work. He had to give credit to the snake commander, again.
"What about civilian freighters? Can we outfit civilian freighters to
carry our missiles?"


"Commandeering civilian freighters?" Commodore
Bresly responded, "That's never been done before."


"I'm sure we can persuade the civilian owners into
loaning us their freighters for national security. If we lose, their freighters
won't be of much use. We can also sign a contract saying if the freighters are
lost, we'll reimburse them."


"Sir, this is unprecedented," Bresly debated.


"But can it be done?" Prancort continued on.


A pause. "I suppose it can," agreed Commodore
Bresly. 


"Make it so," said Prancort. "We need them to
FTL carry our missiles into battle."


"It will largely depend on how we alter the freighters
into carrying our missiles and missile launchers. It could take some
time," Bresly advised.


"Please get it done as quickly as possible."
Prancort folded his hands together. "Those freighters could mean the
difference between defeat and victory. Missiles alter the strategic and
tactical situation immensely."


A silence. 


The commodore tapped notes onto a computer screen.


Prancort addressed his staff, "So, we have three
battleships, 300 fighters, and 1600 missiles against the new snake invasion
force of eight battleships, about 3000 fighters, and…" Prancort gulped.
"A hell of a lot more missiles. That's quite a disadvantage. At least as
long as the battle near Hephaestus doesn't fall heavily against us, we won't
have to worry about the first snake fleet there. What is the Pelican?"


"Sir?" Bresly replied.


"What battleship class is it?"


"A light-cruiser, sir," said Commodore Bresly.


Great. Prancort sighed. "It will have to do. If
we cannot defeat the second invasion fleet, we can at least distract them, so
they make the least damage to our production chain. If anyone has good ideas,
please share with the table, immediately." Prancort looked around him. No
one said a word. He felt like he stared at  defeat in the face. 


Shaking his head, he knew he shouldn't be thinking like
this. They were looking at him for support and reassurance. "Well, no one?
Ok, let's take a break, people. Meanwhile, I'll transfer my flag to the Asterix.
Captain Shenks, please inform the CO of the Asterix that I'll be
transferring my flag to his ship. We'll have another video conference at 1230
hours. Then, we'll sortie out at 1500, worst case. Dismissed, everyone."
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"Admiral on deck!"


The newly refitted bridge of the Asterix looked like
semicircle. The captain's chair held the center, surrounded in front by the
weapons and helm stations. Damage control sat to the right. Weapons to the
left. Ops behind. The organic captain's chair, which was typically the center
of all attention, looked newly minted, with black pads of nano fiber and
floating holographic displays on each armrest. Men and women operated each
station, all of whom, at this very moment, saluted Prancort.


Prancort returned the salute. "At ease. Return to your
stations."


"Welcome to the bridge," a man who sat on the
captain's chair approached. 


Prancort eyes widened. 


The man's robotic legs created a nearly silent whirring
sound. "I don't believe we've met," said the captain of the Asterix.


"We've met many times," smiled Prancort. "Not
physically, of course."


"Then, let me formally introduce myself. I'm Captain
Donovan, Drake Donovan." Donovan reached out his metal hand, which
Prancort shook. It felt cold, like steel. And the grip was tough, like a
machine. "I suppose I should explain why over half of me is made of
metal," said Donovan. "Most of it—actually, all of it—is because of
you."


This turned some heads their way. 


Prancort became suddenly aware that every officer—there sure
were a lot of them—loyal to their captain, now paid attention to their
conversation, although most acted like they didn't.


Prancort stiffened. What could he say to ease the situation?
"I am sorry, but six hundred thousand people have also lost their lives
because of me. That is the nature of war. Six hundred thousand have paid the
ultimate price of sacrificing to their specie's well-being."


"Sacrifice?" scowled Donovan. "Do you call
the act of bending to your every wish and whim an act of sacrifice to the
greater good?"


Prancort could feel the malicious mood in the room. It
sounded like a confrontation. Prancort realized he just walked into a trap. But
he is the admiral, damn it! While the fellow in front of him with robotic legs
was a captain! "No, but I try to fight for the greater good,"
Prancort countered.


"Do you?"


Prancort's eyes widened. "Captain Donovan, am I right
in assuming you are questioning my capabilities or just my intentions?"


The tension in the room felt intense. Some of the lower-ranking
officers looked perplexed at their superior and at their superior's superior. 


Prancort stared straight at Donovan's eyes, almost sensing
his subordinate's thoughts. He knew the captain carefully considered what his
next words would be—as what he said could very well lead to terrible
consequences. 


"No, sir," said Captain Donovan. "I am sorry,
Admiral. Not many people you've met have lost as much as me. Some have lost
their lives and thus, can never speak their mind, but I have lost my lower body
and am plagued with the ability to speak my ill feelings. Please forgive my
careless and rude manners."


"It's ok." Prancort lowered his shoulders. He
could feel the tension in the room disappearing as every officer returned their
attention to their posts.


"Thank you, sir. Not every day do I get to meet the man
who in my mind is the direct cause of my current state!" Donovan walked
close and whispered, "I will never be able to have children, again. My
wife is afraid of me. She thinks I am a machine."


Prancort nodded. "I understand." Taking a step
back, he pondered the situation. He felt for the man in front of him. Such is
the consequences of war. Such are the losses. Here is a man who lost everything
except his life. Yet here I stand, completely full with only a dull
headache. I am very lucky. There are millions of people, both in the
military and as civilians, who are not. "Nevertheless, captain. Every
officer must be willing to put their lives on the line to follow orders. It is
out of necessity or else our chain of command falls apart. Sacrifice is what
every officer must be willing to make. Although, I prefer there to be no
losses, the war against a venomous enemy prevents that. You must remember that.
Always."


"Well said, admiral. I will." Captain Donovan bowed.
His metal servos emitting a slight whirring sound.


"Now, let's get to it. We have much to plan before our
encounter with the second snake fleet."
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Every admiral within ten light-hours jammed the conference
room with their virtual presence. Through holoprojectors on the ceiling, the
entire nation's high command staff virtual linked into a room the size of a
mess hall.


Prancort knew everyone was here to tackle the problem of, how
the stars could you defeat a snake fleet comprised of eight battleships and
thirteen carriers with just what they had—three human battleships, one fighter
carrier, and 1300 missiles with no means of FTL transport? "Everyone,
I have an idea," he announced.


The group took a seat around the gigantic metal table. Soon,
silenced pervaded the room. 


With Prancort the only one standing. "But first, how
goes the plan to convert civilian freighters to missile transports?"


Commodore Bresly stood up. "The imperial engineers say
that it's a completely possible feat, but the time to refit each transport will
depend on the transport, since not every commercial freighter is the
same."


"How much time?" said Prancort.


"Each transport could be augmented within two days minimal
to several weeks...using nanotechnology, of course."


"That's the Imperial Engineering Department's official
statement?" 


"Yes," said Bresly.


Prancort closed his eyes, calculating how much time he
needed to delay the snake fleet, before he could lay the perfect trap... using
the retrofitted freighters loaded with missiles. "How long will it take to
retrofit 50% of the needed two hundred freighters?"


"Five days," Bresly said crisply.


Five days…not bad. Prancort just needed to delay the
enemy fleet for five days. "Ok, here is my plan. We collect the missile
dumps from twenty systems that are closest to us and away from the snake
invasion route, we load our retrofitted freighters with these missiles, then
use the 14,000 missiles to destroy the snake starships…battleships and missile
carriers included.


The group stared at him.


"It's a simple plan," Prancort continued,
"But there are lot factors it depends upon. One, we need to be able to
keep the snake fleet away from FTL while our missiles move into position,
behind and flanking the enemy fleet. Two, we need to make sure enough missiles
survive the snake fighters to mortally damage the snake's second invasion
fleet. Three, we need enough time to delay the snake fleet somewhere, where
they won't mortally wound our production forces, which is their target for
their invasion, while our freighters become converted into missile transports.
Four—"


The table went into an uproar. Dozens of men and women
varied from appearances of excitement to concern, to critical disdain of the
idea.


"Sir!" one of the disdainful faces spoke, a rear
admiral named Kelli Mosbie, "I respectfully disagree! Emptying the
intersystem pickets from twenty star systems will expose those systems to
vulnerable attacks by any snake battleship, even just one light-cruiser. Once
the snake commander finds out all he—it—needs to do is split his fleet up,
sending one battle ship to each system and he'll do terrifying damage to that
system, we'll be exposing our systems to danger. And since we don't have enough
battleships to intercept—"


"I understand that." Prancort held his palm up
facing her, "But at this point in the war, and in this crucial stage, we
need to do whatever we can to take out that secondary invasion fleet, even if
it means something dangerous, like depleting our intersystem missile pickets. I
must remind you that if we don't destroy this fleet, the snake commander will
travel to each of our core worlds and bombard the orbital construction
facilities to pieces, irrelevant of the missile picket in that system. Only by
combining our missile pickets into one attack can we prevent this invasion from
destroying us irreversibly, if that means draining each system's picket—?"


"Sir! But when he finds out—" stammered Mosbie.


"It'll be too late," Prancort supplied. I hope.
"That was my fourth factor…whether we can do this before he finds
out."


Murmurs scattered across the table. 


"You're taking a lot of risks," said one heavy set
rear admiral. "I must respectfully go against this idea, sir."


"I second that," said another.


"Then," Prancort seethed, eyeing the long table,
"Give me a better alternative to preventing our core worlds from being
destroyed."


Silence. 


Someone far away stood up. "We can delay the second
snake invasion fleet until help arrives from Admiral Prion's forces."


Prancort eyed the man. Commodore Weslayett, a tactical
officer. "For how long?  There’s a limit to how long we can delay the
second snake fleet. Once the snake commander of that fleet finds out we're just
trying to delay him and we have no intension of fighting a battle, he'll just
ignore us and head to the core worlds, whether we fight a battle using our
three battleships or not."


"I'm also against delaying the second invasion fleet in
hopes of Admiral Prion." The old Rear Admiral Wilks stood up. "We
don't know how Admiral Prion's battle fared. She could have lost for all we
know. In that case, we would have no military units retreating from that front
that we can use to defeat the second invasion fleet. And there's always the
case if we wait too long, the first invasion fleet will attack from the center,
having defeated Admiral Prion."


"I agree." Prancort nodded. "It's best to
risk a lot to destroy the second fleet fast, in case Admiral Prion failed to
defeat the first. If she failed, we'll have even more trouble on our hands
soon."


This time, the table wasn’t silent. Murmurs crept throughout
the table, interlaced with shouts of arguments. Many people were in discord
with each other over the risks and rewards of draining the intersystem missile
dumps, especially near the core worlds. 


Amongst the shouting, Admiral Prancort closed his eyes. Aye,
what a desperate position to be in. Never in his academy days, did he think
he'd ever be in such desperation. To be forced to make a hard choice. 


However, it’s an officer's duty to make hard choices, to be
there when that hard decision point came, and to live with the consequences, no
matter what happened. Captain Donovan who he just met in person remained as
living metal proof of this principle. There’s no sense in trying to change his
commanding ways now. "I've decided." Admiral Prancort's voice echoed
out, strong and solid.


The shouting and arguments ceased. The table was his.


"We are going to drain the intersystem missile
dumps, and we will beat this invasion fleet from the periphery."
















 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Star System KA1401, Outer core of the Viron Empire


Hiveship Roro Cro-Drignon, Fleet Command Nexus


 


Three Days Later


Arriving...


 


Another new
system, another new prey to destroy....


Inside the command room, Roro Cro-Drignon's mandibles
clicked in the dim toned-down light of KA1401 main sequence star artificially
holographed above. The holographic map showed another vibrant star system of
the human empire, with thousands of little fishes darting in and out of its
colossal orbital infrastructure. 


This is a larger world. Almost a core world, but not
completely. 


Roro's interface tank, by which his twenty-two legs
connected, continued to feed information into his hindbrain about the light
readings of the inner system. So many starships, so many targets ripe for the
taking. Yet, Roro knew that with limited resources, he couldn't take out all of
those targets, or even most of it. Most of the fishes would escape unscathed,
but the orbital construction docks...they would be destroyed...as they
must...for they were the target of the invasion.


This is why he was here. A new human system, a new place, to
wreck as much damage as he could to the human's ability to create new ships.


His hindbrain scanned the entire spectrum of the star
system, looking for things—starships and fortresses—that could put up a fight. 


Surprising enough, there was one gigantic battle station
orbiting the fourth planet capable of destroying one of his battleships if Roro
wasn't careful. But without more information, Roro couldn't know how it would
fare against his entire fleet. He predicted and believed it wouldn't be able to
take on all eight of his battleships. He doubted it, but he'd need more
information.


As always, this system would be defended by what the humans
called a ‘missile picket’ as Roro witnessed immediately upon his emergence from
warp space, the appearance of a thousand small gravity waves accelerating
towards his fleet from in-system. The humans must have seen his fleet's grav
signatures, which would be detectable simultaneously with no lag ,


Except this time, the missiles came immediately, which meant
the human commander was quick, probably a higher ranked commander compared with
the previous system Roro just attacked. "Fighter groups one, two, and
three…intercept those missiles!" Immediately, Roro's commands raced
through his thought interface tank and down the Cell chain of command. So
quickly, that Roro instantly viewed his fighter groups detaching from his
carriers and heading on interception trajectories to take out those human
missiles.


He stared at the planets within the solar system.
Electromagnetic radiation emanated from all five planets, but most of it
concentrated on the fourth planet. That means, the fourth planet is the most
habited.


"All starships, fire kinetic kill particles at the
fourth planet! The other planets are not worthy of our fire!"


"Yes, master commander!" came the replies from his
inferiors on board all his ships.


Roro mused. Kinetic bombardment would probably destroy all
life on the fourth planet, but as for the orbital facilities, his main target,
he would have to get in close and start a laser fight, because they had
deflector shields that could bend his KK particles off course. 


But first, he needed to destroy this orbital battle station
. 


 


Star System Arachnia, Outer Core of the Viron Empire


Battle Station VSF Von Heppner, orbiting Fourth
Planet Cerebrus


Operations Room


 


At the same time...


"Kinetic-kill acceleration waves on scanners!"
yelled tactical. "Sir, what do we do?"


Commodore Arnolf Delacroix gazed at the holotank with
tightened fists on the railings. "Alert civilian command. Tell all
civilians to head to underground bunkers."


"Yes, sir!"


Commodore Delacroix closed his eyes. He couldn't believe it.
The snakes were here. But, then, how could he not have known? The snakes wanted
to destroy humanity's core worlds, and the quickest route was through this
system, Arachnia, or through its neighbor, Aubuff. Then, since they were coming
this way, they might as well destroy his system as well.


This meant, it would be Commodore Delacroix turn to take the
heat, to sacrifice his life in defense of his family, his friends and his race.



"Commodore," said comm, "Should we evacuate
the station? We can't beat all those snake starships, plus those thirteen
missile freighters look menacing."


"No," Delacroix answered. "No retreat. We
stay and fight. We'll take out as many of the snakes before they kill us."


He didn't add…that's how it's done. The Imperial
Engineers of high command didn't build this battle station, just so we could
ditch it and remote control it from far away at the first sign of the odds
being against us. "We stand and fight," repeated Delacroix.


"Yes, sir."


"However," Delacroix added, "Tell all other
ships to make the quickest way out of the system and to safety."


"Yes, sir," said Comm.


"Ops, ready the messenger packets with updated
information on the snake fleet and retreat them to high command. Send them on
four separate routes."


"Yes, sir," said Ops.


Delacroix gazed at the holotank. Just how much of the snake
fleet could he take out? Using the system's missile picket and his own battle
station…he could take out maybe one or two snake capital ships, if he were
really lucky. After all, his twenty kilometer ball of a battle station wasn't
an eighty kilometer Maximus Decimus like the fleet command uses as their
flag ship. The VSF Von Heppner was about the size of Viron juggernaut.
Worse yet, it was immobile. If the snakes sent all their warships at him, he'd
be overwhelmed easily even so, a good chance remained that he could take out
one snake warship...


Among the commotion of the operations room, Delacroix
silently nodded to himself. That needed to be his goal—what he had to concentrate
on.


Just take out one snake battleship, even a small one.
Make it easier for fleet command to take on this snake fleet when they do
fight.


If they do fight...


 


Star System Arachnia, Outer Core of the Viron Empire


Fourth Planet Cerebrus


Marine Central Command Bunker, Southern Continent


 


Cerebrus, the fourth planet in the star system, and like
many habitable plants within the human empire, it maintained an earthlike
gravity of 1.2 G. With a warm climate and many plants and animal species…What
stellar cartographers called an Eden world, a precious gem of many gems within
human space. 


Marine General Dayton Opheim loved his home. For many years,
it had been. Precisely why it sickened him to think of it as the target of
planetary kinetic bombardment. He didn't want to think the planet would soon
succumb to shockwaves from ultra-relativistic particles, nor did he want to see
those mile high walls of fire or enormous tidal waves.


The snakes were ruthless creatures. This planet isn’t even
among the list of planets they wanted to control, yet they still wanted to
eradicate every living creature on it. The snakes were monsters, cruel
unbending freaks, with no sense of compromise and full of animalistic
take-and-grab nature.


Which is why Brigadier General Opheim would do his best to
defend it if, and when…the snakes decided to land ground parties.


With a population of one million civilians, Cerebrus
warranted a marine garrison. Opheim was in charge of this marine garrison with
about ten thousand troops under his command. Really, a nonentity against fleet
combat numbers, it did allow Opheim some power in case, the snakes wanted to
control the land. 


But the real question is—did the snakes want to even control
the planet's surface? Or were they okay with just bombarding the surface to
glass?


Either way, Brigadier General Opheim was safe. His command
bunker sat under twelve miles of hard rock, but he couldn't say the same about
the one million civilians...


The civilians owned underground bunkers themselves. Perhaps
not as deep, they would be protected when the kinetic rounds hit—sort of. Their
bunkers were in fact designed against kinetic rounds by an enemy fleet— unlike
those at Kolonides II. In general, the closer the planet was to the core
worlds, or the closer it was to the predicted snake invasion path from the
center borders, the stronger and deeper the bombardment bunkers were. 


Here, in Cerebrus, the bunkers were of much higher quality
and deepness than Kolonides, which existed a periphery world.


Therefore, inside the command bunker, General Opheim felt
ready for anything the snake fleet would give him. He estimated over 70% of the
civilian forces and over 90% of his marine detachment would survive the initial
bombardment wave. 


That’s a pretty good number...even though it meant 300,000
humans might die.


Also, and of course, General Opheim did have something for
the snakes if, and when, they decided to enter orbit around Cerebrus, his
planet as well.


 


Star System Arachnia, Outer Core of the Viron Empire


Battle Space


 


Eight snake warships, each kilometers wide, accelerated
inward towards the system's fourth planet. The largest of the snake starships…a
snake juggernaut, which served as flagship of fleet. This juggernaut, called Cro-Drignon,
accelerated at the center of the snake battle wall . This formation was not out
of any caution or fear of losing, Roro Cro-Drignon simply wanted his fleet to
be in the best reception formation, when they began exchanging laser shots with
the only battle-capable unit the humans had in the system, the twenty-five
kilometer round battle station—the humans called VSF Von Heppner. 


An hour ago, from the other side of the system, the human
battle station called Von Heppner launched a thousand missiles at the
snake fleet. In order to counterattack the human's system's missile picket,
Roro Cro-Drignon then launched three squadrons of snake fighter-interceptors,
totaling 3400 miniature grav waves. 


An hour later, at present time, the human missiles
intertwined with the snake fighters. The snake fighters lasered away three
hundred human missiles before the missiles exited the snake fighters' laser
range, which meant seven hundred human missiles remained on course. When the
seven hundred missiles entered the snake capital ships' point defense-laser
envelope, another two hundred missiles were destroyed. When the snake starships
then launched electronic countermeasures, another hundred lost tracking
permanently. When the four hundred remaining human missiles entered the snakes'
counter missile and flak range, another two hundred human missiles died. The
remaining two hundred human missiles smashed into a snake light-cruiser from
the front.


Twenty gigatons of explosive power combined with forty
gigatons of kinetic energy, blasting waves of raw superheated plasma into the
snake's frontal armor. This time, the light-cruiser did not have enough armor
to protect all its vital systems. Fireballs rushed through corridors and entire
hull sections exploded. Immediately, it stopped its acceleration and just drifted
inward from out system, like a limping animal.


Inside the human battle station Von Heppner, the
command crew cheered. 


However, this was just one part of the battle. The humans
had no more missiles.


On the other side of the system, snake kinetic kill slugs
launched hours ago, slammed into the inhabited planet of Cerebrus, destroying
its surface much like the destruction of Kolonides II a week earlier. Walls of
fire rings expanded from the epicenters of the blasts, vaporizing anything in
its path. 


On the planet, over eighty percent of the one million humans
survived the blasts because of the strength of their underground bunkers. The
numbers were well above predicted estimates by General Opheim's staff.


From his underground bunkers, General Opheim watched the
snake fleet decelerate. Of course, the enemy had to slow down in order to come
into stationary orbit with Cerebrus to hammer away at the orbital facilities.
















 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Star System Arachnia, Outer Core of the Viron Empire


Battle station  VSF Von Heppner, orbiting
Cerebrus


Operations Room


 


6 hours later...


 


"Seven
snake ships entering our laser envelope...now!" said tactical.


"All lasers, fire! Target that small
light-cruiser!" Commodore Delacroix ordered, eyeing the snake battle wall,
as it was displayed inside the room-sized holotank. 


"Aye, sir, firing!"tactical responded.


On the holotank, Delacroix's battle station's lasers
crisscrossed with those of the snake fleet. The operations room rumbled with
laser hits to the station's outer structure.


Inside the rumbling structure, Delacroix steadily held onto
his armrests. So, the laser war has begun. I wonder how long we'll last?


While he scanned the holotank, he saw his battle station 's
200 juggernaut-sized laser guns spit x-rays into the frontal armor of the snake
light-cruiser. The vast amount of energy collided on the snake lighty's frontal
armor, exploding entire plates into plasma. The enemy ship's frontal hull
splintered in every direction. As more and more of his laser beams dug inward,
more beams found vulnerable holes created by previous beams. 


Next…the entire snake fleet fired back.


The snake battle wall fired their grazers in unison at about
five times the energy payload as the battle station 's. This quickly drained
Delacroix's shields. 


Inside the command room, Delacroix heard DC say,
"Shields at 50%! Falling…40%!"


Delacroix gazed at the holotank. His shields were being
ravaged. He could imagine the typical blue-green shield splattering everywhere.



This was not good. Soon, his station would be shieldless.
Then—everyone would die. Human armor couldn't compare to snake armor.


Yet, Delacroix knew this would happen. But the reality of it
happening, the speed of it, never dawned on him until now. 


"Shields at 30%!" said DC.


"Have we damaged that light-cruiser we've been
shooting?" Delacroix yelled at tactical.


"Checking," tactical answered, "...no, sir.
Its forward armor is heavily damaged, but we've only just started firing. I see
no signs of severe internal damage or containment failure or wounds to its
propulsion, power grids, or weapons. I estimate we need to keep firing for
another two minutes before we'll see severe damage."


"We don't have two minutes," Delacroix whispered.


"Sir?"


"Keep firing, Jerry."


"Yes, sir."


So we're all dead. Might as well try to save the crew.
"Ops, order all hands to abandon the station."


"We're ditching the station, commodore?" Ops
asked.


"Doesn't look like we have a choice. We can't damage
any of their ships, because of their frontal armor, and we're about to take it
once our shield saturation goes to nil."


"Aye, sir. Abandoning the station." Ops pressed a
button. "All hands abandon—"


"Commodore, look below! The planet!" said
Tactical.


 


Star System Arachnia, Outer Core of the Viron Empire


Fourth Planet Cerebrus


Marine Central Command Bunker, Southern Continent


 


"All surface batteries, fire!" General Opheim
ordered into the mic. 


It took three minutes for the underground laser mounts to
open up into attack mode. They had been closed in order to protect them from
orbital bombardment. Once they opened up, the laser cannons aimed at the snake
fleet high above.


Now…they were ready. All thirty of them, positioned
sporadically across the southern continent, fired into space above. Thirty
fortress-sized laser beams dove upwards at light speed, each one hitting a
snake warship from the side. 


Inside the command bunker, Opheim watched as his few but
powerful lasers smacked into the snake fleet above. 


Side shots! That's gotta unsettle them! Opheim rubbed
his nose. 


He could imagine the surprise for the snake commander up
there, realizing the ground was shooting up at them. "Fire! Keep
firing!" shouted Opheim. "Don't let up! Don't let those snake
bastards have a moment of peace after what they've done to my planet!"


 


Star System KA1401, Outer core of the Viron Empire


Orbiting Fourth Planet Cerebrus


Hiveship Roro Cro-Drignon, Fleet Command Nexus


 


Surprise and pain funneled into Roro's hindbrain as he
literally felt the laser beams from the planet hit his fleet in the side. He
felt them, as they were his ships, as if he were one with his fleet, which he
was.


Should he turn his fleet? Was there enough flanking fire to
warrant a turn? If he turned, the battle station in front would be able to
shoot his sides.


No, he shouldn't turn. As painful as it was to watch, there
was not enough fire from the planet to warrant a turn. If he turned, he would
receive more damage by exposing new side armor to the battle station.


The best choice would be to destroy the battle station
first.


Fire!


A little bit more...soon, the battle station's shields would
be depleted, and it would be crumbling debris.


 


Star System Arachnia, Outer Core of the Viron Empire


Battle station VSF Von Heppner, Orbiting Cerebrus


Operations Room


 


Way to go, General Opheim! Delacroix grinned.


Around him, officers cheered as the ground laser batteries
hit the snake fleet from the side.


Delacroix wanted to yell with them, but he couldn't quite
bring himself to join them. 


The situation hadn’t drastically changed. Soon, he and his
crew would be dead once his shields collapsed.


"Do we continue abandoning the station, sir?" said
Ops.


"Of course. Abandon the station. All non-command crew
to escape pods."


"Yes, sir."


"ALL NON COMMAND CREWMEN TO ESCAPE PODS," Ops
repeated on speakers.


"Shield status, DC?" Delacroix gazed at a brown
haired man behind him.


"Shields at 10%...5%." 


"Stars," said Delacroix. "Well, I guess this
is it."


"Shields saturation at 0!" DC shouted.


The ground shook as the hull buckled to laser hits. 


We're shieldless!


On the holomap, Delacroix watched as hundreds of escape
shuttles began jettisoning away from the station, amidst the snake fleet's
laser assault.


I hope the snakes don't shoot unarmed evacuees.


On the holomap, one by one, the escape shuttles disappeared
by laser fire. Hundreds of his crewmen died, were dying—because the snake guns
fired on them!


The ground he stood on shook, again. He could hear metal
tearing as laser hits smashed through corridors and vaporized hull metal. His
battle station took on the blows like a true warship. Delacroix felt immensely
proud of the Von Heppner, but he knew its time was at an end. "DC?
Report!" said Delacroix, among the rocking.


"Section 9 to 23, red-red orange!" said DC.
"Section 5-8, red-red black! I'm reading massive power fluctuations! We
could blow any second, sir!"


"Fusion plant containment?" barked Delacroix.


"Extremely critically damaged!" 


"Shut it down! Let's keep ourselves alive as long as
possible, so they shoot at us instead of the escape shuttles!"


"Yes, sir!"


"Weapons! How are our laser mounts?" 


"40% green!"


"Keep shooting at that snake lighty!
Make every shot count!"


"Yes, sir."


Soon, the operations room became a mess of yelling and
desperation. Silently, to himself, Delacroix thought, I guess this is it.
I'm about to go down as vibrant as any starship captain in days past. Down with
the ship. My third and last command, the Von Heppner.


Amongst the thundering and explosions inside the room,
Delacroix stood up from his central command chair. "It's been an honor to
serve with all of you."


His command crew, for a moment, did not notice him, then one
by one they stopped what they were doing and saluted back.


"An honor!" came the shouts.


 


Star System Arachnia, Outer Core of the Viron Empire


Fourth Planet Cerebrus


Marine Central Command Bunker, Southern Continent


 


In ancient Greek mythology, a Cerberus was a multi-headed
dog that guarded the entrance to hades. In the modern galactic colonization
era, the name Cerberus became Cerebrus, meaning a planet that guarded its star,
the source of all life on the planet, and by causation, the source of all
death.


Thus, when the Von Heppner exploded, General Opheim
knew a prophecy became true. One head had already fallen. The battle station's
crew had done its job. Now, it was Opheim's turn to die. 


Inside the command bunker, Opheim watched as gigantic
kilometer wide pieces of the battle station fell down from the sky like
shrapnel. The battle station Von Heppner exploded in the most fantastic
array of colors. A true guardian's death, pondered Opheim, as the entire sky
glowed with glittering pieces of burning metal in the most spectacular firework
display ever seen from horizon to horizon.


Now, on the main holotank, the seven snake starships turned
their attention towards the ground, having killed their first obstacle in the
sky. Now, they forward faced their frontal armor at the planet.


…And they fired.


Instantaneously, the ground shook as laser beams from high
above rained on the various military targets on the southern continent. One by
one, Opheim's laser batteries malfunctioned and died. 


"Keep firing at the snakes above!" Opheim screamed
to his weapons officer. The situation wasn't so bad. Besides, he had other
laser batteries on other continents.


For all Opheim knew, the snakes would have to destroy every
surface laser on the planet before silencing him. That, or they needed to know
exactly where he was located. Well, they didn't.


Keep shooting at me, you bastards! You can't hit me. I'm
underground!


They would have to destroy all twenty kilometers of the
south continent's surface to get him, Opheim gloated. 


Then, suddenly, the snakes’ firing stopped.


"Why have they stopped?" said Opheim.


"New grav waves out system. They're large!" said a
sensor tech.


Opheim gazed at the far boundaries of the holotank. He
needed to zoom out forty times before he saw it. Four gigantic gravity waves
emerging from warp space. They were huge, many kilometers wide! Were they
snakes?


The leading gravity field was twenty-five kilometers in
diameter. Another was ten. Still, another was five. And far behind those came a
two kilometer field.


Opheim needed to thank the stars for gravity field scanning
technology, which could detect gravity waves instantaneously, meaning it wasn't
limited by the speed of light. "Who are they?"


"Gravity signatures indicate—they're ours!" the
sensor tech cheered. 


He waited…and waited as he watched the holomap. Finally, 
the snake starships turned tail and accelerated away from the planet.


"Hooray!" All the techs and junior officers in the
command bunker cheered. 


The Battle of Cerebrus is over, thought Opheim. It’s
finally over…Opheim gripped his computer console tightly with satisfaction.


Still true though. The snake fleet hadn't been destroyed.
They’d just been...diverted, but could anyone say that every member of his
command staff hadn't done their duty?


The snakes were gone, enough to be blissful about.
"Farewell, humanity's nemesis. May we battle another day," said
General Opheim.
















 


 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Star System Arachnia, Outer Core of the Viron Empire


Flag Bridge, Juggernaut VSF Asterix


 


At the perimeter
of the star's gravity well…


 


"Looks
like the human forces are taking a beating, sir," the sensor tech advised.



Prancort starred at the holoimages of the battle above the
fourth planet. The images were an hour old, meaning Prancort's fleet of four
starships was just over a billon kilometers away from the area of intense
fighting.


If he’d only arrived earlier, he could have changed all
that—too late now. 


Staring at the images, it seemed not difficult to tell what
would happen—what might have happened already. The snake fleet must have
ravaged the battle station around the fourth planet, and judging from the
gravity wave emissions, the seven snake warships must have turned on the planet
themselves. 


However, the gravity wave emissions also told something
else. Prancort's appearance altered the sequences of events. Instead of
attacking the planet, the seven snake gravity waves now seemed to pause in
their task. They were...a bit clueless as to what to do. Should they continue
attacking the planet's surface lasers? Should they make ready to engage
Prancort's fleet? Should they destroy the orbital infrastructure while the
planet could still shoot at them from below?


It seemed Prancort's appearance surprised the snake forces.
Then, of course, there is that eighth snake starship, a light-cruiser, which
skidded off the path, because of apparent propulsion malfunction. 


For a second, Prancort wondered if he should take advantage
of the snakes' surprise, but then he realized that with any action he took, the
snake commander would have many hours to devise a counterstrategy, and since
the snakes wielded far more firepower from their arsenal, nothing Prancort did
could defeat this snake fleet...for now.


No, it would be best to follow the prearranged plan...to
delay the coming battle as long as possible, until his newly converted missile
freighters were ready to engage.


 


Star System KA1401, Outer core of the Viron Empire


Orbiting Fourth Planet Cerebrus


Hiveship Roro Cro-Drignon, Fleet Command Nexus


 


The four new warships at the outer edge of the system's
gravity well puzzled Roro. 


What are they doing?  Roro wondered as his mandibles
clicked. Why aren't they accelerating in?


This puzzled Roro, until he realized those four warships
composed their entire fleet. No new grav waves appeared. Then, those four would
be no match to his seven warships, plus the thirteen carriers he held in
reserve.


The more he thought about it, the more he realized those
four new warships were just sitting there, taunting him to make a move.


That was fine. Roro was nothing except aggressive. 


Is this their entire fleet? Is this all they have?


If so, then the destruction of this fleet, of the sole
mobile defensive units the humans had, would be the same as victory. Once
he destroyed it, he could raid any human system he wanted, including the core
worlds!


"All starships, accelerate towards the new enemy. Tear
them apart!" Roro ordered his sub commanders.


 


Star System Arachnia, Outer Core of the Viron Empire


At the perimeter of the star's gravity well


Flag Bridge, Juggernaut VSF Asterix


 


Captain Donovan looked ecstatic. "We've got them
hooked! Now, let's warp out of here before they actually take us out!"


"Not yet." Prancort eyed the holotank. "Wait
until they're a little bit closer. I want to dangle ourselves as bait a little
bit longer before we pull away."


Donovan lowered his shoulders. "But sir, will that give
us enough—margin of error?"


"I think five hours is enough, unless snake warp
technology is faster than ours, in which case we're screwed no matter how much
time we give ourselves."


"I see…" 


"In fact…" Prancort leaned forward in his chair.
"Tell the crews to start resting shifts. Once the chase begins in FTL, it's
going to wear us all down. It's best that everyone starts out rested."


"All ships, sir?"


"That's right. All ships."


 


Flag Bridge, Juggernaut VSF Asterix


5 hours later...


 


Prancort stood up from his chair beside the captain's.
"All ships. Activate warp matrix! Head towards galactic coordinates 190,
48: the center boarders." Prancort turned to whisper to Donovan,
"Let's hope the enemy chases us in that direction. I certainly don't want
to lead them towards our core worlds."


"Frankly, sir, I'm more worried about their warp tech.
If it's faster than ours, they'll be able to overtake us out, no matter where
we run. Then, we're screwed and our whole plan falls apart."


"You're right…Let's hope it's not fast enough to
overtake our head start."


 


Hours later. Interstellar Space…


"Snake fleet has entered warp behind us," said the
sensor tech. "All twenty snake starships have entered warp."


"How fast?" Prancort asked.


"Twenty K times the speed of light—hold on, thirty
times—snake fleet's warp bubble is accelerating...forty times... fifty
times..."


Prancort sighed. Detecting warp fields is very much the same
as detecting gravity waves, when not in warp, except the distances were much
larger. Typically, a starship could detect another warp field as much as ten
light-months away, a much longer distance than gravity wave detection, which
limited to a single light-hour or two at best.


However, if the snakes could accelerate their warp bubble to
as much as eighty thousand times the speed of light, he would be in trouble.
Human warships could only accelerate to seventy-five thousand. Luckily,
Prancort kept his fingers crossed. Let's hope they can't."What's their FTL
speed, now?" 


"Sixty-two K times the speed of light. Sixty-three.
Their acceleration is decreasing. I think they're hitting a threshold. 63.5 K.
No more increase."


"Good…" Prancort clasped his hands together.
"Slow us down to seventy thousand times the speed of light. Let's not have
them think we're getting away from them."


Donovan raised an eyebrow. "Won't that be too obvious,
sir?  Won't that speed reduction cause them to think we're just baiting them to
chase us?"


"But if we get away, they won't be able to chase us at
all," Prancort rebutted.


"True…" Donovan nodded.
















 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Hiveship Roro Cro-Drignon, Fleet Command Nexus


 


20 hours later...


Interstellar Space


 


It's no use.
Roro's mandibles clicked miserably.


The prey is trapping me...they have no intention of
stopping, so we can fight. This is a game to delay battle, thought Roro. But
to delay me for what? What is the nature of their trap?


Roro felt tired. For nearly a day, he chased the prey with
his twenty ships, but not once, did the distance actually dwindle. It became
obvious the prey possessed better, faster warp technology. The prey wanted to
intentionally delay battle…what were they delaying for?


Danger sense once again, rushed through Roro’s hindbrain. He
realized he didn’t have much time before the prey attacked with whatever the
prey was delaying battle for.


If this was the case, Roro had to do as much damage
to the Prey’s production assets before time was up. Only, Roro didn’t know how
much time he had. He could have a little or a lot. Though certainly, chasing
the prey’s fleet with no hopes of attaining battle is a poor use of time.


Worse, as much as Roro wanted to believe in his own
strength, he needed sleep. He required sustenance, too, and not of the type
that fed to him through the gel interface. 


He must make a decision now. 


He sent a thought command to his entire command chain. 


"Yes, master commander," said every member of his
fleet. 


Immediately, Roro felt his starship decelerating. 


FTL speed dropped from 50,000 times the speed of light to
40,000. 30,000.


20,000.


10,000.


0…Full stop. 


Roro wanted to rest for a while, but time seemed of the
essence. 


Immediately, he sent another command to accelerate all ships
towards one of the human's Core Worlds. If the human fleet wouldn't fight him
out here, surely they would fight him in order to defend one of its precious
home worlds?


He saw all twenty ships in his fleet begin accelerating
towards that destination…to sack a core world…do what he set out to do. He
would cause irreparable damage to the Prey’s production assets before the Prey
became ready with whatever forces it delayed battle for. He would kill as much
of the prey as possible. 


Roro would wreak havoc to the Prey’s core worlds.


First, though—he needed to feed.


 


Flag Bridge, Juggernaut VSF Asterix


Interstellar Space


 


On the holotank, Prancort saw the snake fleet alter course
towards one of humanity’s core worlds. He stood up. “All ships, alter course!
Stick behind the enemy fleet!”


“Yes, sir,” said the comm officer. “Alerting all other
ships.”


“Yes, sir,” helm piped in too.


The floor of the bridge rumbled. Prancort could feel the
gigantic starship shifting FTL trajectories.


“Uh…sir?” Donovan spoke from beside him, “Won’t that tell
the snake admiral we were just baiting him all along?”


“He already knows that by now. It’s why he’s altering course
in the first place. At worst, we’ll just confirm his suspicion. In either case,
we can’t afford to lose track of this snake fleet.”


After a pause, Donovan relented. “You’re right. You’re
absolutely right.” 


Prancort glanced at the holotank above him, again. “He’s
getting tired, this snake admiral. He’s finally understood the puzzle of our
actions. He understands we’re just delaying him until we rendezvous with our
missile transports and altogether strike him.”


Donovan stood up. “Then, he’s afraid!” 


“No, I wouldn’t call it fear. More like…determined to see
his plan succeed. In order to succeed, he needs to wreck enough damage to our
production centers. He’s just realized that by the nature of our very actions,
his plan could be in jeopardy. So, that’s why he’s so swiftly heading to sack
our core worlds.”


“Is his plan in jeopardy? Will we be ready for him when he
enters a core system?”


“It will depend on how fast or engineers have retrofitted
our new missile carriers and what state they’re in with taking in missiles and
heading for the frontlines.”


“Ah,” replied Donovan.


“All we can do now is pray. Pray for the speed and
efficiency of our imperial engineers. Pray for other factors like…luck.”
Prancort gazed at the holotank.


Such small lines and dots. Yet, whole worlds depend on
them… 


 


Star System Dalon, Core of the Viron Empire


Orbital Stardock Prometheus II, Synchorbit, Dalon's
World


Stardock Operations Room


 


Engineering General Raymond Patel glanced one last time at
the converted freighter's schematics on a holopad and felt very content. 


There. It's finally finished.


Outside, the massive converted freighter…now missile
transport, sat entangled in a web of service pontoons, mending machines, and
repair rails. Maintenance shuttles sped in and out of the web like insect
around a diseased animal. But it was done. All five kilometers of it
ready to move out system and acquire a thousand missiles from another system
for which it was made to transport.


…Only the eighth of twenty freighters his engineering team
needed to convert into missile ships.


"Alright people," Raymond spoke to the command
net, almost choking, "Let's detach the service equipment and ready the
spot for the next one."


“Affirmative, general,” came back the replies.


“You alright, sir?” a voice asked from behind him.


Raymond turned around and stared at the figure. 


Vice General Gonzalez stared back at him.


“Yes, I’m fine.” 


Over the next hour, he watched as the web disconnected from
the vessel. First, the shuttles. Next, the rails and protruding machines. Then,
entire pontoons.


Through a computer display, he gave thumbs up to its newly
assigned marine captain and saw the captain give a thumbs up back. After an
hour of disconnecting the service pontoons, the vessel slowly made its way out
of stardock. Then, Raymond shut off the monitors.


He put a finger to his eyelids and almost cried. For the
past two days, it’d been his baby. And now, it was going away—to battle, if and
when the admiral needed it.


He felt like that towards every engineering project he
worked on, ever since he became head engineering general. Whether it a factory
or a starship, he put all his energy into each work, and when it was over, he
literally felt like he watched a baby go away, on its own.


From scraps and pieces…to whole animals. Each project…truly
his child. 


“Goodbye,” Raymond whispered to the slowly dwindling
starship. “Do your nation good.”
















 


 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Star System Dalon, Core of the Viron Empire


Arriving… Outer perimeter of the system’s gravity well


Hiveship Roro Cro-Drignon, Fleet Command Nexus


 


Four days later…


 


All twenty
ships in the snake war fleet emerged out of warp space on the outskirts of the
human core world of Dalon. 


Inside the fleet command nexus, Roro gazed at the activity
in the system through his cerebral interface. Amazing! A true human core world!
Roro’s mind felt blasted by hundreds of thousands of human starships
maneuvering in and out of its enormous orbital stardocks. By the great hive
mother, more prey existed here than he’d ever seen!


All of which made his next actions more important. He needed
to be careful.


Roro immediately scanned for defenses and saw three gigantic
orbital fortresses surrounding each of the three inner planets. The second
planet, being the main habitat world, possessed the largest orbital fortress.


Two gas giants existed in system with some indication that
it possessed significant production assets to warrant an attack. Roro’s main
attention centered on the second planet, a solid world where most of the
electromagnetic radiation in the system, indicative of life, originated. 


The second planet is the main world. This would be
the one he needed to sack first.


Through his thought link, he gave orders to every ship in
his command net. “All ships, proceed to the second planet. Protective
formation. Be ready for missile waves. Proceed!”


He waited for all the acknowledgements to reply back before
ordering his ship to commence the inward dive into the system. Once his ship
began accelerating, he issued another order, “All capital ships, prepare to
kinetic bomb all civilian centers. Wait three hours for speed to pick up, and
then fire all railguns. Designated targets will be assigned, now!”


“Yes, commander,” came the replies through his neural net.


For a moment, Roro thought about the scale of destructivity
he was about to wreak onto the system’s inhabitants. Even his own species
imbued a sense of morality, but compared to the collective wellbeing of his own
species, it would be an obvious choice to kinetic bomb the system’s planets.
Roro estimated there were about a billion beings living in the system. If he
could kill just twenty percent, it would be a great victory for his people. By
denying the enemy resources derived from a strong healthy population, Roro
would accomplish what he set out to do…wreak irreparable damage to the humans.


Now, if he could only do all this before the human fleet
chasing him arrived…Roro’s mandibles clicked. The human fleet behind him were
too weak to prevent his plans, but what if the humans held a surprise
advantage? Were the humans ready with whatever they planned which made them
delay battle in the first place?


Roro realized he may be falling into a trap. Nonetheless, he
wasn’t too afraid. Roro, too, held his own surprises…


Three hours later….


The fleet finally attained relativistic velocity. Roro’s mandibles
clicked. Now is the time! “All ships, fire relativistic kinetic kill
slugs at your assigned targets!” 


“Yes, commander!” all ship commanders replied.


Throughout the snake fleet, gravity enhanced rail guns
launched kinetic bombardment slugs at every population center within the
system. The slaughter of millions had begun.


 


Star System Dalon, Core of the Viron Empire


Second Planet, Dalon’s World


City Beta Aquatine, Northern Continent


 


“Enemy hostiles detected. All civilians head to bomb
shelters. Bombardment imminent. Emergency hostile protocols activated. All
civilians to bomb shelters. All government officials, connect to Emergency Net
Channel A2…”


The school’s loudspeakers hurt Elle’s head. Hundreds of
other cadets crowded the halls between Building E and Building D. Through a
window, Elle glanced outside and saw thousands of young students like her
running towards that entrance leading to the school’s bomb shelters. 


She would soon join them. First, though, she needed to get
out of Building D.


“Hey Snake,” said a familiar voice from behind her. “What 
are you doing?”


Elle turned around and saw Goldie Phearson, the school’s
jock. “Um—trying to get underground. You?” 


“Same,” said Goldie. Goldie looked big for a boy of Elle’s
age. Tall and handsome and the object of Elle's major crush. “So Snake, think
we’ll make it?”


“The bomb shelter? Hmm…Yeah! Will life ever be the same
after the surface gets glassed? Nope!” 


Snake became Elle’s nickname because she was smart. So
smart, people thought she might be an alien, perpetrating a human. So, they
called her all sorts of alienating nicknames. In recent years, Snake stuck,
because that’s what everyone was fighting. Everyone had the snakes on their
mind. 


The two of them ran out into the courtyard. 


“I don’t think any of the buildings on the planet will make
it,” Elle surmised, “Every surface structure will be destroyed. The question
is, how will the government feed all these people in the years to come when
there is no crop harvests?”


“Hydroponic labs probably,” said Goldie the jock. “My uncle
owns several in Watercity Rhodes.”


“I feel bad for you.” 


“Why?”


“Because probably no water city will survive a direct
kinetic bombardment!”


Goldie paused. “Really? Then, I gotta warn my uncle!” He
opened up his phone.


“It’s too late,” Elle glanced upward at the clear blue sky.
The entrance to the underground shelters lay ten meters ahead of her. So
long, sky—it’ll be a long time before I see you with that color, considering
all the atmospheric ash that will go up once the kinetic strikes land.


“Elle, why did you stop moving? Hurry up. Let’s get
inside," Goldie called, while talking to his uncle through his net-phone.


Elle took one last glance at the blue sky and white clouds.
She breathed in last bit of fresh air and said, “Ok.”


In they went.


The underground shelters were a vast array of tunnels
leading to civilian quarters as far down as a kilometer below the surface.
Equipped with power generators; air, water and food. Along with supplies and
waste recyclers, people could live there for months. The only thing Elle
regretted…she wasn’t in the same shelter as her parents, but it would okay,
because the city internet allowed her to communicate with her parents any time,
provided her parents survived the strikes, of course.


Suddenly, Elle worried about her parents. “I hope they’re
ok.” 


“Who?” Goldie asked, as they descended through tunnels lit
with occasional light fixtures.


“My parents.” 


“I’m sure they’ll be fine. They got a bomb shelter where
they work, don’t they?”


“Yes.”


“I’m more worried about my uncle.”


After hours of climbing down through long passageways, they
finally entered the residential quarters. The smell of recycled oxygen and a
dampness filled the air. An army officer assigned them to their bunks. 


“Hey Goldie! We’re bunkmates!” 


“We sure are.” Goldie smiled.


It made sense. The shelters weren’t organized, so people
were pre-assigned to bunks. The shelters were just there in case there were a
large amount of people to fill it.


“I’m hungry.” Elle’s stomach rumbled. “Where do we go to
eat?”


An announcer’s voice blasted through the room’s speakers.
“All civilians, please remain in your assigned bunks. If you have medical
needs, please speak with the medical officer of your section. In addition,
emergency food packets will be distributed every five hours. Community
bathrooms are evenly spread out in between sections. Thank you.”


“That answers it.” Elle stared at Goldie and he stared back.
She liked his wavy blond hair.. She couldn’t imagine any other person she’d
rather spend a day or a week while cramped inside an emergency bunker.


So…the wait began…
















CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


Star System Dalon, Core of the Viron Empire


Flag Bridge, Juggernaut VSF Asterix


Arriving… Outer
perimeter of the system’s gravity well


 


The atmosphere
inside the flag bridge seemed very edgy. All the junior officers looked so
nervous. Prancort’s entire fleet just left warp space. Sensor pings showed
enemy contacts already in system, accelerating away from them. Worse, their
gravity waves showed kinetic particles being launched. Prancort could see it on
the holotank.


“Shit, Admiral. We’re too late!” Captain Donovan exclaimed,
standing beside him.


Prancort nodded. He felt sad, but at the same time… “There’s
nothing we could have done to prevent it.”


“But all those people…We’re talking about at least five
million people dead from kinetic kill bombardment.”


“I know, but think of the greater gain. We’ve finally
trapped the snakes.”


“Yes—sir.” Captain Donovan visibly winced.


Prancort patted Donovan’s back. The padding both of them
wore made a dull sound. “We’ve got them right where we want them. It’s only a
matter of time.”


“I hope you’re right, Admiral.”


“I am.” Prancort gazed at the holotank. It couldn’t be more
perfect. The snakes were accelerating inward at the system’s second planet.
True, they launched kinetic bombs at the planet, but Prancort had the snakes
right where he wanted them. Also, with their current velocity, it would be
impossible for the snake ships to escape the missile trap.


Prancort raised his mic and spoke to the fleet through the
command net, “All hidden missile ships, release your missiles! Position the
missiles at the assigned coordinates for their attack runs!”


Fifteen human missile carriers, sporadically placed on the
outskirts of human space, suddenly cracked open. Each missile carrier looked
like a stacked egg carton. Upon opening up, missiles ejected out of all holding
spots and using grav technology, they sped towards their destinations in
preparation for a concentrated strike on the snake fleet. 


 


Hiveship Roro Cro-Drignon, Fleet Command Nexus


Diving inward…


 


15,497 miniature grav signatures appeared on Roro’s sensors.



Roro immediately knew what they were. Missiles! Gut
instinct told him they were indeed missiles. This is the human missile trap,
the humans had delayed for all along.


The missile squadrons surrounded his fleet from all sides.
They were like locusts, ready to swarm into Roro’s twenty-ship fleet.


Nearby, in the command nexus, one of the sensor techs
crawled into a ball out of fear. Surrounding Roro, other centipedes looked like
they would give up at their stations.


“Do not be afraid!” Roro shouted into the spherical room.
“We have the perfect solution!”


They gaped at their master in awe. “What is the solution,
commander?” one asked.


“It is this!” Roro spoke into the command link, “All fighter
carriers, launch all fighters! Targets and destinations will be designated,
now!”


Using the gel interface, Roro immediately began assigning
human missile squadrons for his fighters to shoot.


 


Flag Bridge, Juggernaut VSF Asterix


 


On Prancort’s holotank, 17200 miniature snake grav dots
appeared.


“Holy stars!” Donovan gasped. “What are they? Missiles or
fighters?”


It was impossible to tell what they were. Light from the new
grav dots wouldn’t arrive for another hour. Only the grav signatures
themselves, detected instantaneously could be seen. 


They were too small for warships. Then, as Prancort gazed at
their velocities, he realized all 17200 snake dots were moving to intercept his
15497 missiles!


Holy stars, those aren’t missile freighters, they’re
fighter carriers! Prancort slammed his fist onto his armrest. 


Nearby, lower ranking officers stared at the holotank in
shock. 


“They’re actually snake fighters! Not missiles! They have to
be in order to be intercepting our missiles like that. Damn it! The snake
commander knew I set this trap all along!”


Nearby, lower ranking officers murmured to each other. “What
do we do?” said one woman in uniform.


Prancort remained silent for a long time. “I don’t know.”


The bridge officers all glanced at each other in surprise.
Their commanding officer—and he didn’t know? They were doomed, they must have
thought.


Were they doomed?


“Is there a way to abort the missile attack? Before our
missiles get taken out by their fighters?” Donovan asked.


“No,” answered Prancort, “I can’t order the missiles to
return to the missile ships. It would take a long time for them to pack
together meticulously into each missile ship. By the time that happens, all our
missiles would be taken out by the snake fighters. No, we must attack using our
missiles right now…even while we know most of those missiles will never reach
their target.”


“But it’s a waste of missiles,” Donovan argued.


“There’s no other choice!”Prancort exclaimed. He picked up
the mic, “All missile commanders, abort your assigned destinations and head
directly towards the snake fleet. Do not waste time! Not being picked off by
snake fighters is paramount!”


He then gazed at the holotank and wondered just how many of
his missiles would make it through the waves of snake fighters and reach their
destination. In addition, there would be snake countermeasures like ECMs, flak,
PD lasers and antimissiles. He guessed only about 1000 of his original 15,900
would reach their target…it was one-fifteenth the total amount, but still
something—perhaps if he attacked in a synchronized way, he could be less sniped
off by PD lasers—but no—if he did that, he would have more sniped off by snake
fighters.


Prancort shook his head and gazed clueless at all the tens
of thousands of dots. How did it come to this? How did the snake commander know
he would try to take missiles from other systems and combine them at this
specific core world in order to spring a missile trap with an overwhelming number
of missiles? “My, my, you cold blooded bastard. You truly are a genius,” he
stated aloud to no one in particular.


“Sir?” Donovan asked.


“Nothing, captain.” Prancort gazed silently at the holomap.


Meanwhile, tens of thousands of dots on the main holotank
continued to dance in unison. Dots and lines…that’s what this war came down
to…that’s how he would be defeated—if he couldn’t take out enough snake
starships, the snakes would ravage through humanity’s core worlds and cause
unprecedented destruction. He couldn’t win,
because the snake commander prepared for this eventuality by carrying an
overwhelming number of fighters!


Prancort stared relentlessly at those dots and lines, at the
cold-hearted play of talent and tactics—he felt lost in them. This close to
victory, only to be snatched away into defeat!


If only, he could just wish new units could appear…


Suddenly, the holotank showed new grav signatures appearing
on the outskirts of the system, from the direction of the galactic center.


Prancort glanced at the sensor tech. Is this some type of
trick?


The sensor tech gazed back at her admiral. “Sir! I didn’t do
anything! Those new units are really there! And—they’re friendlies!”


Prancort’s eyes opened up in shock and disbelief. Happiness
surged through him. “You’re kidding, right?”


“No, sir! They truly are!” 


A dozen other officers on the flag bridge roared with sudden
flurry. “Who are they?” someone shouted.


The sensor tech responded, “Viron IDs register them as the
carrier battle group which sortied out with Admiral Prion two weeks ago!”


Prancort stood up. He couldn’t control his sudden
excitement. “Comm, tie them into the command net! Let me speak with the
leader!”


“Absolutely, sir!” said Comm.


Prancort picked up his mic, “New friendlies, new friendlies,
please give me the status of your armaments and all available assets.”


A feminine voice through the speakers filled the room, “This
Fighter Colonel Bobbi Duke, temporary Air Group Commander, to Fleet Admiral
Prancort. Our anti-fighter missile supplies are very low. We have 7000 of all
remaining fighters from the battle of Hephaestus. Captain Jacobs sent us back,
because we were no more use to him since the enemy had no more missiles. I hope
we can be of use to you, sir!”


“You sure can!” Prancort exclaimed. “Welcome back! I will
assign you targeting orders immediately! Time is of essence, colonel, so I hope
you don’t mind that you rush through things! You arrived in the nick of time! I
want you to defend our missiles while they get in position! Can you do that?”


“Yes, sir!” Bobbi confirmed. “We’ll do exactly what you
say!”


When the line ended, Prancort felt a rush of energy rising
through his backbone. My stars, we’re saved. Everything was saved. He now had
7000 additional fighters to screen his missiles and intercept the enemy
fighters. If he could just position the new fighters perfectly to intercept the
snake fighters, his missiles could hit their targets with minimal losses. If he
could get it to happen, he would win!


Prancort raised a fist in the air, and like all other
officers on the bridge, he cheered. Then he stopped cheering and gazed at the
battle before him. “It’s not over yet,” he stated to his bridge crew. “The
snakes can still win this, if we screw up.” Then, to himself, he said, Focus!
Focus, Prancort! Finish the endgame properly. The future of humanity depends on
your next orders.
















 


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 


Star System Dalon, Core of the Viron Empire


Mark Four Space Fighter ‘Zeta-1’, Alpha Wing


Air Group Commander's Cockpit


 


Arriving…Outer
perimeter of the system’s gravity well…


 


Inside the
single-fighter cockpit, Bobbi saw the new targeting orders from Admiral
Prancort. Intercept snake fighter squadron A5, it read on her instruments.


Exactly what I will do. Since she was now
CAG…commander-air-group…it  would be literally up to her to give each of her
fighter wings their orders.


“Alright! All wings, let’s eject from the carriers ASAP.
Let’s do this, people! We’ve had five days of rest and recuperation. We’ve
refueled our energy supplies and restocked on the leftover anti-fighter
missiles. It’s time to get back into the action. You have your targets! When
you eject, I want everyone to form up with your wing and boost straight at the
enemy!”


“Yes, ma’am!” her wing commanders replied back.


Slowly, her carrier opened up like a multi-layered egg
carton, exposing space to each of her wing’s 1000 fighters. This type of
ejection mechanism allowed almost instantaneous deployment of all fighters into
space within a period of five minutes.


When the green light clicked on, she nudged her fighter out
of its slot on the carrier, using maneuvering thrusters…And out, she went.


Then, slowly, like everyone else, she thrust away from the
hundreds of other fighters that also launched. 


When she saw enough separation between herself and all other
fighters, she jammed the gravity emitters to full and accelerated towards her
Wing’s accretion point. 


There were one thousand fighters in her wing already there.


After she reunited with her wing, she said, “Alright Alpha
Wing, let’s do this! Boost!”


“Yes, ma’am!” all members of Alpha Wing replied.


Five hundred Gs of acceleration sped her and all 1000
fighters of her wing into the deep darkness below…towards another dogfight with
the snakes. Alright team, back into the fray once more.


 


Hiveship Roro Cro-Drignon, Fleet Command Nexus


 


Roro couldn’t believe it. Human fighters just appeared on
his sensors. True, they were relatively few in number…approximately half his
fighter numbers, but Roro didn’t know how well human fighters compared with
Cell fighters in a dogfight. 


His instinct told him human fighters were superior
dogfighters compared to his own specie’s fighters. Why? Because there was a
good chance these human fighters fought in the diversionary force Roro had sent
to distract the enemy into sending all their forces…if they  survived, meaning
they wiped out Sector Command Gro-Bok’s fighters, then these fighters were
superior. 


There could be no other alternate explanation. 


So…Roro’s fighters were indeed fighting an uphill battle
against human fighters. His fighters were at a disadvantage. His goal had been
to kill as many human missiles as he could. The fighter battle only being a
means to an end. Though, if he could, winning the fighter battle would have
long-term advantages, so he couldn’t discard the possibility. If he could, he
would win.


Roro knew the situation seemed very bleak for all Cell
forces within the system, with a good chance he’d lose everything. Including
himself. For a moment, Roro paused in his gel tank. Fear spread through his
body—momentary, then it was gone. As a tactician, he couldn’t be interrupted by
basic emotions. He needed to concentrate on doing what’s best for his species.


Using his tactical mindlink, he told his fighters to
continue on course towards the human missiles. If the human fighters wanted to
dogfight, they would have to intercept his fighters.


 


Mark Four Space Fighter  ‘Zeta-1’, Alpha Wing


Air Group Commander's Cockpit


 


They were the elites. The ones who survived and will
continue to survive.


Bobbi Duke’s Alpha Wing, comprised of the scattered
survivors of numerous battles, they were the most skilled fighters to
accumulate together into one wing. They truly were the best. Now, they gave a
stone cold stare at the snake fighter onslaught of fresh greenies.


Bobbi Duke commanded the 1000 fighters of Alpha Wing, but
she also commanded the entire human fighter force of 7000 fighters within the
system. On her command link, she shouted to all 7000 fighters, “Alright men,
you’ve been through the worst. Now, you’re facing snake greenies who probably
never fought a real battle before. You have the advantage in skill and in
equipment. Confidence and experience is on your side! Get ready! Go! Fight for
the preservation of our species! Good luck!”


She closed the link. 


Bobbi then eyed the enemy wing ahead. 


1700 snake fighters at 100,000 kilometers.


90,000 kilometers…


60,000 kilometers…


“Alpha Wing, launch mini-missiles! Let loose!”


Missiles separated from Alpha Wing and sped towards the
snake fighters 60,000 kilometers ahead. At the same time, the snakes launched
their missiles. Within minutes, both sides’ missile intertwined with each
other. Some of them detonated prematurely, taking out enemy missiles, but the
vast majority headed towards their targets—the opposing wing’s fighters. 


"Fire sand canisters!" Bobbi ordered.


Soon, in the same time it took for the two missile groups to
intersect, snake nukes exploded all around her. Some of them clinked against
her shields. On her fighter count display, Bobbi watched as hundreds of Alpha
Wing’s fighters blinked off.


Dead. Killed by thermo-nukes or stray projectiles. 


Then…came dogfighting range. 


“All fighters of Alpha Wing,” she announced, “Ready lasers!
Fire!”


Laser means etched through space, striking the enemy fighter
force with glee. Dozens of enemy fighters fell to the furious human energy beam
onslaught. The snakes fired back, but without the accuracy and consistency the
human pilots showed. The remaining 700 human pilots were truly the elite of the
survivors. Their accuracy was total. 


On Bobbi’s gravity map, she saw the snake fighter numbers
drop from 1400 down to 1350, and then 1300 within seconds.


Soon, as the distances closed to 10,000 kilometers, the
snake fighter numbers became only twice the human fighter numbers…1200 snakes
compared to 600 humans.


It became a massacre. The snake fighter numbers continued to
drop without doing significant damage to human numbers. 


Then, it came time to reverse and boost. Bobbi gave the
signal. “All fighters, turn and burn! Let’s keep the range with the enemy low,
so we can keep shooting!”


“Yes, ma’am!” alpha wing replied. 


 


Flag Bridge, Juggernaut VSF Asterix


 


Prancort's strategy worked. By putting one layer of fighters
300,000 kilometers in front of the human missiles, and then another layer
200,000 kilometers in front, then a third layer 100,000 kilometers ahead of the
human missiles, Prancort realized Bobbi Duke’s strategy forced the snake
fighter groups into sustained battle, depleting their numbers. By the time the
first wave of snake fighters reached the human missiles, the enemy’s first wave
sustained over 90% causalities. It then would be up to the last human fighter
layer to mop up the survivors.


However, the stratified strategy failed in certain locations
where the human fighters couldn't arrive on time to defend the human missiles.
On those occasions, the snake fighters completely wiped out a large percentage
of human missiles. 


For the most part however, it truly ended up being a battle
of annihilation. Very few snake fighters survived the stratified layer
strategy.


As of result, an hour later, Prancort was able to position a
large portion of his surviving missiles to simultaneously attack the snake
fleet of eight starships… from all sides.


With victory in his eyes, Prancort whispered to himself,
“I’ve finally done it, with a piece of luck and a piece of wit. Checkmate.”


 


Mark Four Space Fighter  ‘Zeta-1’, Alpha Wing


Air Group Commander's Cockpit


 


Dogfight! Dogfight! Dogfight! 


Bobbi remained in a fight for her life. 


Happiness and excitement pulsed through her. She’d been born
just for this. She enjoyed the challenge. Every time a snake fighter blew up in
front of her, a wave of adrenaline sped through her brain and she would
concentrate on the next and the next. She kept pushing herself to the limit, as
did every member of her elite Alpha Wing. 


The results…the kills and the losses…were staggering.


Since Alpha Wing entered the dogfight, there’d been 1300
kills and…150 losses. 


Twist! Turn! Aim! Shoot! Dive! Twist! Dive! Shoot! 


Bobbi Duke became a monster.


With such ferocity, she would never die! How could she, when
she was the best trained and most experienced fighter pilot out there—a victor
of over a dozen individual battles? 


“You’re all doing good!” she shouted into the Wing’s command
net,” Keep fighting—”


Something slammed into her fighter from the side. Her damage
control sensors went ablaze. Inside her cockpit, red lights blared everywhere.
DANGER. DANGER, they read.


While her fighter lost its gravity-inertia compensators,
Bobbi Duke was forced to stop accelerating or else she would be smashed into
mush. It meant she could no longer dodge enemy laser shots at the last moment. 


What a way to go, thought Bobbi Duke. To be taken out
when the battle is nearly won…no—when the battle has been won.


For a long moment, well approximately 16 seconds, a near
eternity for a fighter pilot in a dogfight—she sat there inside her cockpit,
warning lights flashing from all sides, casting a crimson glow on her face. She
waited for her fighter’s nanites to repair the inertia compensators—if, and
when, it happened.


For now however—she was a sitting duck.


“CAG, you alright?” a familiar voice came on….Tomly’s voice.



“I’m fine,” Bobbi answered, “You worry about your own—”
Something struck her oval-shaped fighter from the aft. The force of the impact
and the subsequent explosion slammed Bobbi Duke against her seat straps, nearly
choking her as her head came within inches of slamming against her monitors,
while blasting shrapnel throughout her cockpit. One fragment spliced her knee
and shattered bone. Another fragment cut her face, despite the protection of
her padded armor.


A third fragment ripped her arm from her body.


Blood squirted and poured out of multiple holes on her body.
Her suit’s medivac damage control unit went into overdrive, shooting drugs into
her body, and closing wounds.


Holy stars, is this what it’s like to die? Bobbi Duke
wondered, before her consciousness faded.


While her suit worked to keep her alive, Bobbi Duke felt so
tired, despite all the adrenaline. The blackness took her.


 


Hiveship Roro Cro-Drignon, Fleet Command Nexus


 


Roro’s fighters lost. Roro now stared down at the barrel of
death. 


He’d failed. He killed some human missiles, but for the most
part his fighters failed to kill enough missiles, and now the human missiles
organized into proper position for their simultaneous attack runs. 


With nothing Roro could do about it. He could not evade the
missile trap. By the time he decelerated his fleet and accelerated out of the
system’s gravity well, the missiles would have finished their attack runs.


Everything he’d achieved would die, including Roro himself.


The Prey has become the Predator. 


The Prey is wicked. 


Roro, in the jaws of defeat, suddenly felt newfound respect
for the Prey. Somehow, he—it managed the scrap together a fighter force,
despite all of Roro’s planning, and… right at the perfect time to counter
Roro’s fighters. Was it luck? Or did the Prey plan it all along?


Now and forever, Roro would never know, because he was going
to die.


Roro existed as a communal organism, but no matter how
mindful he’d evolved to he was of the communal state, but he still feared
death. He could feel fear's tangle spreading through his three-meter long body.
He knew if he felt afraid, all the lesser commanders in his fleet also felt it.


He felt okay with it. He’d done everything he could do to
advance his specie’s wellbeing. He had failed, but he’d tried and he nearly
won.


In this light, Roro felt comfortable knowing, he would meet
the Great Maker.


While the seconds ticked slowly by, the 14000 missiles crept
closer and closer—with each step, they accelerated to faster kinetic
velocities, Roro watched the battle map silently within his mind. Soon, the
missiles would deliver the killing blow, both in kinetic energy and in their
fusion payload.


For a moment before the missiles reached counter-missile
range, Roro deactivated his connection to the command net and stared at all his
subordinates who surrounded his central gel tank. He saw them as they stared
down at their leader in confusion, fear and uncertainty.


Roro spoke to his comrades, “Do not be afraid. The war is
not lost. Our deaths will not be meaningless.”


Together, the lesser centipedes clicked in agreement.


“Let us fight with all we have,” Roro urged, “Let us fight
to the last Cell. To the Cell Empire!” 


“To the cell empire!” they clicked.


He supposed that if the humans were in this spot, they would
abandon their ships. But there was no such thing in the Cell Empire. The ship
was Roro’s home….Roro’s life. With no such act as abandoning the ship, or
‘escape pods.’ 


No—Roro would go down with the vessel that carried his name…


 


Star System Dalon, Core of the Viron Empire


Battle space


 


Out of 15,497 human missiles, 14201 made it into position
without being shot down by snake fighters. They surrounded the snake fleet of
eight ships like a ball of needles, all of them pointing inward. 


At Prancort’s command, they dove. 


For the next hour, they accelerated to titanic velocities,
adding one gigaton of kinetic energy each to their fusion payload. 


At 80,000 kilometers, the snakes opened up with point of
defense laser fire at the ball of needles coming in from all directions. There
were so many missiles  the snake point defense grazers were overwhelmed. They
destroyed 500 before the needles entered the snake fleet’s ECM and
counter-missiles. 


After two battles, the snake fleet’s electronic
countermeasures and mini-missile supply became been exhausted. What little it
remade, using raw materials it self-cannibalized and collected at earlier
systems was used to create new ECMs and mini-missiles. As of result, only 30%
of the fleet’s full ECM and mini-missile complement would even be launched. The
ECMs caused 2000 human missiles to lose tracking. The snake mini-missiles took
out a thousand human missiles. Thus, 10700 human missiles reached the snake
fleet’s flak range. 


The snake fleet launched millions of fusion canisters which
detonated, creating a very strong flak wall. Although not impenetrable, the
flak wall of expanding plasma became very thick and only 40-50 kilometers away
from the snake warships themselves. Out of 10,700 human missiles, only 6300
made their way through the flak wall fully functional.


Each of the 6300 human missiles smashed into the snake
fleet. Each missile contained over 500 megatons of fusion payload and unlike
the previous missile battles…over 70% of them smacked into the rear or side
armor of the snake vessel it targeted. Adding along a gigaton of kinetic
energy, the resulting explosions decimated the eight snake warships. Vast
boleros of fire smashed through all the snake vessels. 


….A cataclysm of destruction.


Whole inner compartments exploded into debris. Snake fusion
cores detonated, unable to control their containments, adding more explosive
payload to the massacre. 


Not a single snake ship survived. 


All eight snake starships became wreckage. Each belched fire
as internal atmosphere ran loose into the cold void—entire systems, propulsion,
weapons, gravity control and power—failed. What was left after the missile
strike became vulnerable debris, ready for the picking. 


However, the destruction did not end.


The snake kinetic kill particles, launched by the snake
fleet earlier, smashed into Dalon’s World. For each kinetic kill particle,
gigatons of explosive energy unleashed onto the surface. Massive atomic sized
fireballs blew into the planet’s atmosphere. Although, the entire planetary
population escaped into the underground bombardment shelters, the shelters
themselves were not failsafe. Approximately 5% of the planet’s 1.2 billion
population died as shelters collapsed, due to being too close to the centers of
impact.


Waves of fire rings expanded in every direction, killing all
native surface life.


The planet’s surface did—become glass.
















 


CHAPTER THIRTY


Star System Dalon


Second Planet, Dalon’s World


City Beta Aquatine, Northern Continent


Bomb Shelter 1422, Sleeping Compartment


 


The ground shook violently.


Elle’s face cringed as both of them hid beneath their bunks.



“You, alright?” Goldie asked.


“Yeah, are you?” Elle smiled.


“I’m good. I have you.”  His big wavy blond hair fluttered
in every direction as the ground shook. 


Elle couldn’t understand what exactly happened inside her
but suddenly, she felt romantic…whether it was the fear or the adrenaline,
suddenly Goldie became the sexiest thing she’d ever seen. “Hey,” she
mouthed, “I like you.”


Goldie smiled with a wide grin most big, confident boys had
when they smiled. 


It warmed Elle’s heart. 


He leaned forward to kiss her, and just as he did so, the
ground spasmed. 


Goldie’s head crashed into Elle’s lip and suddenly nothing
in world seemed romantic as Elle grabbed her lip in pain. “Oww!” 


Then, to Elle’s astonishment, Goldie reached forward with
his arms and before long, Elle became inside his tight embrace. Being so young,
she didn’t understand men or love or emotions very well, but at that moment,
she suddenly got the feeling—a new feeling—that he was the one—the one she
ought to love forever.


So then….as the world above became lifeless glass, the two
below held each other, for a very, very long time.


No matter what happens, I’ll always feel safe as long as
you’re holding me, thought Elle.


 


Flag Bridge, Juggernaut VSF Asterix


 


“All Cell warships, surrender yourselves,” Prancort blasted
the order across space, using grav radio. He didn’t even add ‘or be destroyed’
because none of the snake warships seemed to have any fight left in them. They
were sprawling debris—nothing more. The Admiral estimated that maybe 10% of the
snake crews survived the missile attack, and were hiding inside those wreckages
they called ships.


“We surrender,” came an alien voice, followed by several
insectoid clicks, on the main channel.


“To whom am I speaking to?” said Prancort into the
microphone.


“Supreme Commander of the Cell Space Fleet Roro
Cro-Drignon,” it replied.


“Supreme Commander? You are the one who controls the enemy
fleet?” Prancort asked.


“Yes,” a voice came back over the net while sounding
mechanically human, probably a byproduct of whatever translation software it
used.


“Greetings, commander. I am Prancort de Gaulle,
supreme…Admiral of the Viron Star Fleet. I have been wanting to meet you for a
long time. We accept your surrender. Power down any weapons and all star
drives.”


A pause, followed by incomprehensible clicking. “All weapons
and gravity drives are powered down. We surrender. Please help us.”


“Good, we will send medical and engineering personnel
immediately. For now, consider all survivors of your fleet prisoners of war.”


Another pause, followed by clicking. “Yes,” Roro replied. 


Prancort broke the connection.


Then, this was finally it—Prancort couldn’t believe
he just spoke to his Arch nemesis, the one who’d been in control of the vast
fleet Prancort fought for so long. All those tricks and deceptions and
traps…now the invisible enemy had a name. 


Roro. A name that Prancort would forever remember.


He reminded himself to one day go and see this Roro
physically. He imagined Roro would look like any adult snake would look. A
three-meter long centipede with developed cranial lobes. 


He shuddered to think how he would compare with such a
creature physically. 


Roro, thought Prancort. You’re the mastermind of all this—if
I hadn’t been lucky, I would be the one surrendering my fleet to you, or
whatever would be left of it.


Then, Prancort thought, if he hadn’t been lucky with the
7000 human fighters who appeared just on time, there would have been no
surrender. He doubted the snakes accepted surrender from an enemy. Most likely,
the snake fleet would have blasted his fleet to pieces, and Prancort along with
it, and all the orbital facilities around Dalon’s world.


Did snakes have morality? Did they follow the rules of
war? Prancort doubted it. Not from what he’d seen so far.


With this in mind, Prancort realized even if the enemy
didn’t, he would follow the rules of war and treat his prisoners well. 


Therefore, using his keypads, he planned for the proper
imprisonment of the snake survivors. The mop up operation began well underway.









Battle Statistics


Battle of Dalon


Date: 4091 AD (Galactic Year 1720), October 30th


Result: Total Human Victory


Belligerents: First Viron Empire  / Cell Khanate


Leaders (FVE) : Admiral Prancort de Gaulle


Leaders (Cell) : Master Commander Roro Cro-Drignon


Motivations (FVE) : Industrial protection


Motivations (Cell) : Annihilation of the humanity's ability
to produce new ships


Strength (FVE) :


3 capital ships (90 million tons) / 30,000 Humans


17 missile ships - 15,500 capital ship missiles/ 5,000
Humans


7 light fighter carriers - 7,000 fighters, / 10,000 Humans


Strength (Cell) :


7 capital ships (2 billion tons) / 0.2 Million Insectoids


15 fighter carriers - 16,000 fighters / 22,000 Insectoids


Losses (FVE) : all missiles destroyed / 3,000 fighter
pilots killed / 68 million surface civilians dead / 8 million injured / 0
Captured 


Losses (Cell) : 22 Warships (5 billion tons) / 16,000
fighters pilot killed / 0.18 Million Insectoids Dead / 15,325 Injured / 42,081
Captured


Part of  Early Insectoid Expansion Campaign (Show)


 









Epilogue: Invasion’s End—A New Beginning


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


Star System Dalon, Core of the Viron Empire


Fleet Base Aquaria, Synchorbit around Dalon's
World


Detainee Jail Cell One


 


A week later…


 


Countless
millions died. The total human death toll from the war’s beginning numbered
67,848,702. The largest portion came from the kinetic bombardment of Dalon’s
World, where approximately 50 million died in crumbling underground shelters
which couldn’t withstand a direct impact above. 


The surface of Dalon’s World is now pure glass. From space,
it appears mostly black but intermeshed with glowing red streams of fires which
hadn’t cooled. It would be many years before the surface would become
habitable, again. For now, the reconstruction of Dalon’s World is underway. Every
day, food transports from other areas of the Empire came to Dalon’s World to
offload fresh supplies to its starving population.


The war wasn’t over. Just because Prancort defeated this
invasion didn’t mean the war ended. No doubt, both sides—snakes and humans—kept
their war industries operating at full speed, creating new starships and
weapons to defeat the other. 


Would the snakes ever stop their planned conquest of the
human territories to gain population space?


For these eventual battles, Prancort had yet again, a
solution. He would ask a certain being a question…an effort to stop the war and
make peace with each other.


“Master Commander Roro Cro-Drignon,” Prancort called to the
caged insectoid on the other side of the invisible shield wall. 


The cool prison air flowed freely in between the two
battlefield commanders. 


Prancort couldn’t help but notice a stench coming from the
three meter wide centipede in front of him. “Do you think the war will ever
end? If I free you, can you stop your nation from attacking us?” 


The centipede in front clicked.


“No,” the mechanical translator attached to Roro’s neck
echoed out, “I cannot aid you in your quest to stop my nation from invading
your lands. I am sorry. I am just an appointee. I gained my post as Supreme Commander
or as your nation would call it—Fleet Admiral, because of my skills. I have no
political leverage with the eight Warlords. I cannot convince them to stop
their invasion.”


“Surely, you have some political power?” 


“I have none,” Roro answered, “And even if I had, I would
not convince my nation to stop invading your territory for land. The Cell
Empire must grow. We, snakes, will forever need new land to conquer. It is our
destiny as a species. It is the destiny of the galaxy for the weak to succumb to
the strong, for those without capability to be weeded out by those who can kill
them. It is the natural law of all things.”


Prancort couldn’t believe what he just heard. Surely, this
particular snake didn’t speak for all snakes. “But that will lead to forever
war…If your species must always be growing, there will never be enough
territory within the galaxy to satisfy your continuous growth. How will it end,
when you are the only species left?”


Roro clicked. The translation box spoke, “Then, and only
then, will we be satisfied. I imagine even then, we will begin warring amongst
our own clans for population space, much like the elder ages before space
flight.”


“And that is truly the nature of your species? Constant
war?” 


“Yes.”


Moments passed while Prancort pondered the implications of
what the Master Commander said. Finally, Prancort spoke, “Then, I have no more
to say to you, Master Commander Roro. I hope you rest easily. We will not kill
you or torture you for information. You and you alone, are our guest. Please
ask chief scientist Willhouse if you would like more accommodations. A larger
room. Food. A mate. I understand your species is sexual in nature.”


The centipede in front clicked in what appeared to be joy.
“My captors are most gracious. Thank you.”


So…with that, Prancort turned around and headed for the
exit—then he stopped. He turned and gave a crisp salute. He knew Roro didn’t
know what it meant, so he spoke, “From one warrior to another, I wish you many
years of life. And as much joy as you can have in that cell. Perhaps, we can
play a strategy game. I can teach you 3D chess.”


Roro, on the other side of the jail cell, clicked at him, “I
can learn.”


“Good. When I have leisure time, I will visit.”
Then…Prancort left.


 


Fleet Base Aquaria, Synchorbit around Dalon's
World


Fleet Admiral’s Quarters


 


Prancort stared into the abyss through his port window. The
blackness of space stared back, with its usual vast sprinkle of stars.


With the technology gained by salvaging the wreckage of the
snake fleet, humanity could now produce new ships equipped with more efficient
inertia nullifiers and better weapons, such as snake gamma ray lasers. Already,
new starship classes came out of human assembly docks from all over the empire.



While he gazed at the Stardock called Prometheus II
two hundred kilometers away, he noticed the human crews were fast at work on a
new starship hull. The new human juggernaut Ares V would serve as
Prancort’s flagship. Armed with every technological advantage gained from
dissecting snake warships, it would be the icon of human ingenuity and
perseverance.


Soon, all the technological disadvantages humans had would
be erased. Soon, humanity would be able to create better starships than their
snake counterparts on the opposite side of the galaxy, using their own
knowledge, combined with what they found on snake starships. 


If the war would last a long time, and it certainly appeared
this way, having better warships would prove to be an immeasurable step towards
victory. 


Prancort pressed the inside of his palm against the
transparency separating him from the cold abyss. 


The war definitely wasn’t over. Who knew what new talents,
new nemeses, would arise? To beat them, and to win the war, Prancort would have
to go on the offensive. He would have to invade the snake territories. He would
have to destroy entire worlds in order to cripple the snake manufacturing
economy…which, he already knew to be stronger than humans. Judging from the
speed in which the snakes pumped out new starships, Prancort imagined he would
have to begin the invasion at the earliest date. 


He’d already decided. The moment he achieved twenty
warships, he would launch the invasion.


Then, of course, there would be losses, but from these
losses—new talents were bred from experience. Talents like Admiral Jacobs and
Admiral Kirkeis. 


Prion—dear Prion—dead, as were many others in this war, but
those who lived will be stronger.


He knew he could trust the survivors of three major battles
with anything. His new fleet, nicknamed Prancort’s fleet, would be ready soon.
They would be manned by the survivors of the three battles…veterans. 


With this in mind, Prion walked away from the viewing
transparencies and headed to bed. Tomorrow would be another day. Who knew what
tomorrow would bring, when major events could happen within seconds?


 


Fleet Base Aquaria, Synchorbit around Dalon's
World


Hospital Ward 001


 


Bobbi Duke woke up to the sound of fresh oxygen pumping
through the vents into her little room. 


I’m alive.


She glanced left and then to the right— to see no one except
open space, a holo set, and some chairs. 


I guess I’m alone, too. 


Where am I? 


A sound rustled behind her. She could hear a tiny person’s
breathing. “Who’s there?” 


The rustling became louder and louder, until it seemed to be
almost an inch away from her ear.


Bobbi twisted her head to look. Instantly, recognition
sprouted in her face. “Kitty!”


“Mommy, you’re awake!” Cathy Duke exclaimed.


“Kitty! You’ve been here waiting for me all along?” Bobbi
Duke reached out, giving her daughter a bear hug.


“Yep, mommy! The nurse told me not to touch any of the
buttons and so I didn’t!”


“How long have you been waiting?”


“A little over two hours. The nurse said you would wake up
today. Mommy, you’ve got scars!”


“I imagine I have a lot.” Bobbi grinned while gazing at her
daughter’s fresh freckled face. “Have the kids in the playground been treating
you nicely?”


Her daughter grinned. “Haven’t you heard? School has been
canceled ever since the planet got bombed.”


“Oh, I see,” mouthed Bobbi, still clenching her daughter
with a bear hug. “It’s good to be back. It’s good to see you, again.”


Most of her wing mates would never believe her if she told
them she was a mother. That’s why she never spoke of it. Bobbi knew it would be
mostly impossible for her wing mates to believe their tomboyish wing commander
ever birthed a child.


“And how has daddy been treating you?” 


“Daddy’s real nice nowadays. Ever since he heard about how
you saved the world, he’s been talking about you a lot.”


Bobbi laughed. “Saved the world? I didn’t save the world. I
just got there at the right time.”


“That’s not what the news programs say…The news program said
you led the 7000 fighters and killed twice as many snakes, so that Admiral
Prancort could launch his missiles and that—”


“Admiral Prancort saved the world, not me!” 


“Not true!” her daughter argued. “If you hadn’t been there,
Admiral Prancort wouldn’t have had his missiles, and the news programs say we’d
all be dead!”


“I can’t argue with that.” Bobbi grinned. “I suppose I was important
to the battle.”


“You were! You’re being decorated, mommy. Admiral Prancort
and the President both came into your room while you were asleep. They watched
you sleep and everything. You’re going to get a big reward.”


“Really?” Bobbi couldn’t imagine what the award might be.
Then, she thought about her finances. If the reward was money, it would be
great for her and Cathy. Maybe she could quit her job and take a nice long
vacation. No, Mommy shook her head. The war would still be on. She
wouldn’t quit her job for anything in the world, not as long as she could pilot
a fighter. “What’s the award called?”


“I can’t remember…” Her daughter seemed puzzled. “Something
stars something…”


“Golden Star’s Cross?” Mommy’s eyes opened wide.


“Yeah, something like that.”


The Golden Star’s Cross. The nation’s highest military
honor. If she got it, she and her family would be set. Those were awarded
only several times a year for the nation’s highest military achievement. Mommy
imagined it, hanging on her bed, it would really be something… if it were true!
“I can’t wait until they pin it to my chest.” 


“You’ll get it, mommy. The president promised you would! But
first, aren’t you hungry?”


“Actually, I am. Kitty, get the nurse!”


For the rest of day, mommy ate and drank. Together with her
daughter, the two of them watched the news programs. All over the news, they
saw and heard about Admiral Prancort’s victory and how he captured the snake
fleet admiral, as well as all the snake technologies. In the holograms, Admiral
Prancort with all his dark wavy hair and distant eyes looked like the ideal
bachelor. Mommy wondered if one day, she could catch a man like him, but then
she imagined her ex-husband would like to hook up with her again, since she’d
been on the news, too.


Eventually, she focused away from the news and sat silently,
staring at her 11 year old daughter. She thought about all the things that
happened so far, how close she’d come to death, yet how she escaped death each
time. Life was truly a miracle. It seemed amazing how she was still alive to
watch her daughter grow, despite all her flaws…as a pilot and as a mother. 


A miracle. Bobbi gazed at her daughter, who played
with the hologram set.


She wondered if everything happened all over again, would
she do it all again? Would she risk all she cherished to fight a war? To
dogfight with three snake fighters at once?


The answer rang in her head…Yes. She would, because
it’s what I am…a fighter. No matter how much the risks or how deadly the
costs, she would fight as a skilled pilot for the human race— with no doubt in
her mind that her heart and soul would be winning the battles to come.


Into the fray once more, thought Bobbi Duke. 


Back into the fray once more.


 


THE END
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