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Bakuu’Taa bitterly reflected on the latest reports, partially half-heartedly reading them. Being assigned to escort duty is a complete waste of my time, extensive military and combat experience, he told himself. Command had recently assigned him as the Shee’Marr commander of Battle Group 117, which had been on patrol before his new assignment.

After being recalled from frontline patrol duty, Bakuu’Taa was tasked with the responsibility of escorting two of the newly constructed research ships. Typically, the Hee’Umana civilian sector would be responsible for this task. However, for some unknown reason, Command was directed to assign an experienced commander to protect the research ships. The research ships the Murr’Yrra and Uba’Jaffa were part of a Ministry of Science experimental program that was highly classified.

Presently, Battle Group 117 was composed solely of two research vessels and four Command ships. Typically, a Battle Group would encompass more than twenty Command ships. However, the majority of Battle Group 117 had been reassigned to other responsibilities. As a result, Bakuu’Taa’s flagship and the three remaining Command ships under his command were tasked with the responsibility of providing escort duty for the forthcoming trials.

Additionally, despite Bakuu’Taa’s vehement protest of his new assignment, he was ultimately compelled to adhere to his new set of orders. Although he perceived his new responsibility as beneath him, he was Shee’Marr and would execute his orders as directed. Nevertheless, he reminded himself, the Battle Group is significantly underpowered and vulnerable to enemy attack.

The flagship of Battle Group 117 was a Korri’Marr-class dreadnought warship and the current command ship under Bakuu’Taa’s command. The Ko’Da carried five hundred Crra’Tyrr-class heavy-fighter squadrons. Each one was comprised of one hundred spacecraft. It also had a complement of two thousand Shee’Marr warriors.

The Ree’Darr was the second most powerful Command ship affiliated with Battle Group 117. It was classified as a Plarri’Marr-class heavy destroyer, and it had a complement of one thousand five hundred Shee’Marr warriors. Additionally, it carried three hundred Crra’Tyrr-class heavy-fighters, but the heavy-fighters were not the only defensive and offensive weapons. It was also heavily armored and well-armed, allowing it to withstand a significant amount of damage when engaged in battle.

Battle cruisers of the Khayya’Marr-class comprised the other two Command ships in Battle Group 117. They were commanded by a Shee’Marr crew of six hundred warriors each. This, regrettably, represented the entire fleet of ships that Bakuu’Taa had at his disposal in the event that they encountered the enemy during their trials.

Nevertheless, in Bakuu’Taa’s estimation, Battle Group 117 was not a particularly impressive fleet. Despite the fact that it was only at a quarter of its normal strength, it was adequate to complete his current assignment and the specified parameters of his primary objective. In his opinion, this was a task that any junior-level commander could complete without much thought or difficulty. Regardless of these facts, Command had assigned him to escort duty, despite his extensive combat experience and hardened leadership.

Bakuu’Taa was unconcerned with the Murr’Yrra and Uba’Jaffa being the most recent research ships that the Ministry of Science had constructed. In his opinion, they were merely plasma fodder for any unforeseen enemy they could potentially encounter in the open void, as they were civilian-class spaceships. Given that, they were unarmed and defenseless in the event of a future military conflict.

Consequently, Bakuu’Taa and a significant number of the Shee’Marr within Command concluded that they were unreliable in combat and potentially a significant liability to any taskforce they were assigned to. Subconsciously, he recognized that they fulfilled a function within their social hierarchy. However, in his opinion, the integration of research ships into a Battle Group served no purpose.

Additionally, there were alternative methods of conducting the trials without Command participation, even if the hypothesis and mechanics of this newly developed antimatter reaction drive were successful. Undoubtedly, the successful completion of the trials would be highly beneficial in the civilian and military sectors of interstellar travel to the Shee’Marr, but that still did not justify Command’s role in providing escort duty.

Moreover, Bakuu’Taa recognized that these new antimatter drives would be a significant enhancement to their current propulsion systems if they were to be successful. However, as the current commander of Battle Group 117, he was unable to identify a single rationale for his reassignment to this expedition. He was genetically bred and trained for war, so being assigned to this type of duty was a slap in the face from his Shee’Marr perspective.

Bakuu’Taa had strived to persuade Command that his extensive combat and command experience could have been more effectively utilized in a different capacity. One that did not include shadowing the research ships while they conducted the testing of this new drive system.

After a moment of clarity, Bakuu’Taa also recognized that there were other responsibilities that he could be fulfilling, so this internal debate would have to be postponed until a later date. So he shook off the last thoughts in his mind, grunted a little, and looked around him.

Some Shee’Marr on the command deck with him were aware of his dissatisfaction with their assignment, but they respectfully disregarded his internal groans. Bakuu’Taa’s melancholy disposition was promptly dismissed, as they were absentmindedly attending to their designated duties. Even though they all shared a sense of “dishonor” regarding their current assignment, they had no right to express their displeasure. They deferred that displeasure to the commander of Battle Group 117, as he was accountable for all the ships that were currently serving under his command. So the crew proceeded quietly with their responsibilities after they became aware that Bakuu’Taa had awoken from his thoughts.

Bakuu’Taa had personal responsibilities to attend to, so he set aside his final thoughts and mentally connected with his neural net link to retrieve the most recent reports from the Ko’Da’s AI computer. All the essential information he required to manage Battle Group 117 and its personnel was immediately accessible to him. Their present space coordinates, the Battle Group’s current posture, the status of each Command ship within it, and the number of personnel assigned to each vessel within their reinforced carbon-ceramic hulls. With a single thought, all the information he needed to protect and coordinate Battle Group 117 was instantly at his disposal. Additionally, he was provided access to the most recent data regarding the new antimatter drive system in real time during the testing process.

At present, Battle Group 117 was two hundred light-years from their home world, and the Ministry of Science had designated these coordinates as the most suitable for preventing interruptions during their trials. Particularly from their current foe, the insect-like Cheeb’Arr species, which was unintentionally discovered during their migration phase. This cycle persisted for one hundred years, or until they had discovered or subjugated an adequate number of planets to accommodate their expanding population within the Hive.

By sheer happenstance, the Cheeb’Arr discovered the Hee’Umana during their migratory period of growth and expansion. During this unforeseen encounter, they nearly destroyed Bakuu’Taa’s home world. However, they were ultimately defeated by Command and the medium Shee’Marr force that had compromised it at the time. Although it came dangerously close, the Shee’Marr had vanquished their unknown opponent through fierce combat.

Upon the conclusion of the battle, Command was able to examine the wreckage of one of the Cheeb’Arr ships and found that they had been fortunate in their encounter. The ships that had entered their system, which they had initially perceived as an armada, were not an enemy fleet at all, but rather a small selection of ships intended for colonization purposes.

With this newfound understanding, Command increased the Shee’Marr’s numbers and the Hee’Umana Battle Group Fleet’s size. In addition, they deployed thousands of early warning and detection drones to determine the origins of their new adversaries. This initial encounter and confrontation had occurred nearly a thousand years before Bakuu’Taa’s existence. Yet, they continued to pursue their adversaries and engage in combat whenever they encountered them.

The homeworld of the Cheeb’Arr and any of its controlled planetary systems had not yet been discovered, nor had the sector of the galaxy from which they had emerged been determined. Even after so many years, their most distant early warning and detection drone had yet to identify the enemy’s home or its sphere of influence.

When the Cheeb’Arr colonization fleet had been discovered approaching the Hee’Umana homeworld, it had seemed as though they had materialized out of thin air. And as Bakuu’Taa once again cleared his mind of superfluous thoughts, he reminded himself that that was a long time ago. Therefore, he refocused his attention on the information that was suspended within the holotank in front of him. He simply shook his head as he examined the most recent data concerning the antimatter drives.

The drives were propelled by an antimatter reactor core, which produced an artificial wormhole by folding space-time. Consequently, the distances between two points in space are reduced by connecting them and bringing them together, a process that they had previously performed using hyperspace drives. A method they had been employing for well over two hundred years. This was the reason the Ministry of Science was so intrigued by these new experimental drives. It was also the reason Command had ordered Battle Groups 117 to ensure that the trials were protected from an enemy attack.

Command was particularly interested in any technology that could give them an advantage in their battle against the Cheeb’Arr or any future adversary. This was the rationale behind the installation of these new drives on all ships within Battle Group 117.

However, the research ships Murr’Yrra and Uba’Jaffa would be the only ones to employ them during this phase of the experiment, while the Command ships that accompanied them acted as sentries to ensure their safety. The four Command ships were now limited to escort duty and as observers, since their immediate goal had been accomplished.

Their primary responsibility had been to establish a secure test corridor for the continuing trials, and that had already been accomplished. Therefore, Bakuu’Taa had dispersed the three other Command ships into a triangle formation at a distance of one light-hour from the research ships. He had also directed two of their Crra’Tyrr-class heavy-fighter squadrons to a distance of fifteen light-minutes. Conceivably, the picket line of heavy-fighters could intercept any intruder and provide them with a rapid response force in the event of an unforeseen threat during the trials.

Bakuu’Taa remained on the command deck of the Ko’Da, waiting patiently for the results, while the Murr’Yrra and Uba’Jaffa were engaged in the testing and evaluation of the antimatter drives. He directed the AI computer of the ship to download the current accumulated data for the purpose of ensuring its security. As the primary repository for the data, the Ko’Da followed the Murr’Yrra and Uba’Jaffa around while they carried out their lengthy trials. Throughout the experiment, the long-range sensors of the other Command ships were used to silently observe the surrounding space.

The current coordinates of Battle Group 117 were ideal for countering any enemy incursion. As a result, Bakuu’Taa was assured that they could address any unforeseen circumstances that may arise during the testing process. Although he did not foresee the presence of an enemy in this location, they were still required to adhere to battle doctrine and fulfill their responsibilities.

As First Officer Mo’Taa examined the holotank in front of him, he announced, “Commander, our heavy-fighters have conducted a comprehensive sensor scan of our immediate surroundings and have not detected any enemy presence.” His attention was drawn to the primary holographic display as their individual statuses scrolled before him.

Of course, Bakuu’Taa was already aware of this, as his neural net link provided him with continuous updates on the status of Battle Group 117. “Is Head-Scholar Ser’Voo prepared to continue with his trials?” he inquired.

“He has stated so, Commander,” Mo’Taa replied as he retrieved and reviewed the most recent information provided to him by the Ko’Da’s AI computer through his own neural net link. He further stated, “The Head-Scholar has been patiently awaiting your authorization to proceed.”

“He is permitted to commence at his discretion.”

“I comply.”

When Bakuu’Taa’s holographic avatar appeared before him, Ser’Voo, the senior scholar on the Murr’Yrra, addressed him. “Commander.” He spoke with the commander on rare occasions. However, he recognized that his expertise was required in the present situation, so he said, “The antimatter reaction drives are operational and maintaining the predicted parameters.”

“We do not anticipate any complications with its operation or pending implementation. Therefore, they are ready for utilization at your discretion.”

“This is encouraging. However, what is the reason for the delay in commencing the trials?” Bakuu’Taa inquired. “You mentioned that the drives are online and prepared for additional testing. Nevertheless, you consistently postpone the execution of your trials.

“What do you mean, Commander?”

“Head-Scholar, I may not understand the physics behind these new drives, but I am familiar with their operational status and sustainability. This has been the case since our arrival here a few days ago. Therefore, I’ll ask again. What is the reason for the delay in the conduct of your trials?”

Ser’Voo responded, “Commander, we have identified a minor anomaly within the antimatter reaction core over the past few days.” He knew that he was unable to withhold the information from Bakuu’Taa, as he was aware of all reports regarding the trials. As a result, he reluctantly disclosed that their diagnostics had identified an issue with the drives. As a result, they were exercising caution. “At present, we are unable to identify the origin of this anomaly.

“However, we are certain that it is not a problem with the antimatter core. Even though our computations might have only been slightly off, we still need to exercise caution before moving forward with the trials.”

Bakuu’Taa mentally accessed the data without waiting for additional clarification from the senior scholar. Upon its retrieval, he conducted a brief examination and identified the aforementioned irregularity in the data stream. He observed that the antimatter reactor cores were indeed operating within acceptable tolerances, as the head scholar had stated, in accordance with the most recent information available. However, it also suggested a slight fluctuation within the antimatter core matrix. There’s something very familiar within the present data stream, Bakuu’Taa told himself. I’ve seen this before, but where?

The more Bakuu’Taa scrutinized the data and the unconventional gravity distortions it was producing, the more certain he became of the information he was observing. This, however, was not a promising sign. Danger is nearby, he told himself. We must be prepared to defend ourselves from an imminent attack.

“Mo’Taa, sound the alarm, activate the shields, and ensure that all Shee’Marr promptly report to their battle stations,” Bakuu’Taa ordered. In a brief but unmistakable moment of insight, he understood what he was reading within the data regarding the nature of the distortion. “Also, be prepared to launch all of our remaining heavy-fighters!

“Advise the Battle Group to man their battle stations and to prepare for imminent contact with the enemy.” He diligently examined the holotank and clenched his jaw, anticipating the appearance of numerous Cheeb’Arr ships within the Battle Group’s sensor range.

“I comply,” Mo’Taa quickly acknowledged, as he issued the necessary orders to the remaining Command ships within Battle Group 117 via his neural net link. After issuing the orders, he cast a bewildered look in the direction of Bakuu’Taa. “Commander, all battle stations are manned and ready, according to the battle computer.

“In addition, all remaining Crra'Tyrr heavy-fighters are prepped and ready for launch immediately upon your command.

“Commander, what is it?” Mo’Taa asked. Searching for clarification, he questioned, “Why are we going to Battle Stations?” He did not identify any information in their sensors or data that would have prompted them to go to battle stations. “Our long-range sensors have not detected any threats in our vicinity, and our heavy-fighters on the picket line have not reported any unusual activity either.”

“I believe we may have company very soon,” Bakuu’Taa responded, as he established a communication link with the Ree’Darr, Turr’Vurr, and Aurr’Mirr simultaneously. “Sub-Commanders, prepare for immediate action.” He carefully examined the holotank in front of him for an additional moment. Despite the absence of visual or sensor detection to verify his intuition, he was confident that his instincts were accurate. He had witnessed this kind of distortion in space before, when vessels with the capacity to travel faster than the speed of light dropped out of hyperspace. “We may have unwelcome visitors soon.”

“Our long-range sensors are not detecting any threats to the Battle Group, Commander,” Hee’Taa stated from the command deck of the Ree’Darr.

“Sub-Commander Curr’Taa and Rarr’Taa, have your long-range sensors detected any anomalies?” Bakuu’Taa asked.

“Negative, Commander,” Curr’Taa replied from the command deck of the Turr’Vurr.

From the Aurr’Mirr’s command deck, Rarr’Taa affirmed, “I also have nothing to report, Commander.”

“Regardless of our sensors' current absence of evidence, I anticipate that the threat will manifest at any moment,” Bakuu’Taa offered. He recognized the necessity of informing the Murr’Yrra and Uba’Jaffa of the imminent danger, and as a result, he established a neural net link to communicate with the head scholar. “Abort the ongoing trials, Head-Scholar, and prepare your personnel for an immediate departure from our current coordinates.”

“What is the reason for the trial’s immediate suspension, Commander?” Ser’Voo asked as he reluctantly gave the order to halt the testing and to make preparations for a jump. “We are fully prepared to commence the trials, Commander.

“The antimatter drives are online and operating at maximum capacity. Therefore, we cannot simply power them down without—”

“Just do as you have been instructed!” With a deep voice, Bakuu’Taa growled at him. “I have no need to justify my actions to people such as yourself!”

“Of course, I will comply immediately,” Ser’Voo quickly acknowledged as he was reprimanded for questioning the Battle Group’s commander. “However, I must add that I do so with considerable reluctance, Commander.”

“Duly noted.” Bakuu’Taa cut them off and said, “Now stop talking and prepare for further instructions momentarily.” He mentally reached out to the other Command ships and commenced issuing supplementary directives to them. “Sub-Commanders, I have given instructions to two of my squadrons of Crra’Tyrr heavy-fighters to safeguard the Murr’Yrra and Uba’Jaffa.

“I will retain my remaining squadrons as reserves.” He was aware that they were required to safeguard the two research ships, as they were obliged to provide the Ministry of Science and Command with the data on the antimatter reaction drives. “I will make every effort to safeguard the Murr’Yrra and Uba’Jaffa with the resources at my disposal. But, I am uncertain if that will be sufficient,” he declared.

Despite the fact that their long-range sensors had yet to detect anything unusual, Bakuu’Taa knew the enemy was out there. A Cheeb’Arr colony Hive ship, and he was well aware that it was always escorted by one of the Hive Superfreighters. Their combined firepower was almost insurmountable. However, they were compelled to exert their utmost effort to safeguard the more vulnerable research ships. Their sole concern was the data stored on the new antimatter drives. Nothing else mattered.
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While preparing to execute their subsequent jump by employing their hyperspace drives, the Drone Queen closely monitored her tactical view screen. The worker drones were gaining more proficiency as they continued to employ this new technology, despite the fact that the process of preparing the newly acquired drives for their next jump was long and tedious. They genuinely did not comprehend the mechanics or calculations associated with this newly acquired technology. Nevertheless, they were able to propel themselves through space in controlled, incremental hops.

The Hive had consistently endeavored to repair their adversaries’ spacecraft and understand the technology within the newly acquired ships. Since they always attempted to retrieve anything they could during any given conflict and integrate all new discoveries into their own technological infrastructure. This was the method by which they acquired this novel method of traveling across the great void of space.

Obviously, no one within the Hive was aware of the internal mechanisms of the majority of their discoveries, and their restricted cognitive approach was unable to offer any insight into their inner workings. However, this was of no consequence to her at the moment, as only a few within the Hive possessed it. What was significant was that she one of the few individual within the Hive to have the technology integrated into her colonization fleet. And she intended to capitalize on it to the fullest, regardless of the fact that her present course of action was not within her primary mandate.

Although the Hive and she were completely unaware of the drive’s inner workings and the technology that had designed it, it functioned satisfactorily. Even though they had not anticipated its functionality at the time of their initial acquisition of the drives, they were compelled to experiment with it. They began by manipulating the drive control systems and acquiring knowledge through trial and error. Therefore, their efforts to integrate their technology with the alien computer systems and programming of the newly acquired drive were inconsistent from the outset. But with time, they slowly began to understand some of the drive's controls and how to utilize them for their purposes.

After all the trial and error of manipulating the drives, they had finally reached a point of some efficiency, as evidenced by their recent jump. But there was still one disadvantage in utilizing it for space travel.

Since no one within the Hive could comprehend the method or scientific principles that underpinned it, they were only capable of traveling short distances at a time. However, there was also a significant disappointment with the drive, despite the fact that they had recovered it and had learned how to manipulate it to harness some of its capabilities. The inability to back-engineer it for mass production was frustrating due to their lack of understanding of the alien technology and the operation of the device. Therefore, they were unable to construct their own drives for the remainder of the Hive’s fleet. Contrary to the majority of new technologies they had acquired through salvage or combat, which they had successfully replicated and integrated into their ships, these drives’ mechanism of operation eluded them.

No matter how hard they had tried, they were unable to comprehend the majority of the aspects of these drives. But one of these days, the Drone Queen assured herself, we will comprehend its inner workings. I am confident that we will soon comprehend its significance and produce it in substantial quantities to the advantage of my Queen and the Hive. But for the moment, those thoughts could wait for another time, she told herself.

For the present, her colonization fleet was one of the few that possessed such a propulsion system, which caused her numerous drone sisters to envy her. But enough of that, she told herself. There’s work to be done. “How much longer until we are ready to make our next jump?” the Drone Queen asked the Sub-Queen on the accompanying Cheeb’Arr Superfreighter that had been assigned as their escort.

“We are almost prepared to initiate our next jump, Drone Sister,” the Sub-Queen responded as she synchronized her AI computer and its current coordinates to the Drone Queen’s Hive ship’s systems. This was essential in order for the colonization fleet to drop out of hyperspace close to any other accompanying ships so that they would not be lost forever to the void. “Drone Sister, jump capabilities are only awaiting our new coordinates to be uploaded so that our computers are locked into the alien drive systems and are accessible.”

The Drone Queen announced, “Jump when all systems have been synchronized and the new coordinates have been uploaded,” as she reclined in her harness webbing. It was unnecessary to postpone their hyperjump beyond what was required. She noted that all of their sensors were green across the board on the view screen before her, and as a result, she stated. “Once our computers have been synchronized and have received the new coordinates, the jump will be initiated.”

The Sub-Queen responded, “We are now initiating our hyperspace drives, Drone Sister.”

As they gazed at their respective tactical view screens, they both observed the screens ignite with light as their ships entered hyperspace and vanished from normal space.

.....

“Has any abnormalities been detected within sensor range of our location?” Bakuu’Taa inquired as he scrutinized the holotank in front of him. But the space surrounding them appeared devoid of any other ships, except for Battle Group 117 and the two research ships attached to them. This caused him great concern, as the distortion within the holotank was intensifying. “Anything at all?” he asked.

“No. Not at this time,” Hee’Taa stated, as he examined the holotank within the Ree’Darr’s command deck in front of him. The long-range sensors of the other Command ships that comprised Battle Group 117 reported no activity as well. “All scans are clear of any enemy presence, Commander.”

Bakuu’Taa continued his search for any indications of a Cheeb’Arr presence within the Ko’Da’s sensor range, but the ship’s electronic sweep of space around them had not detected anything out of the ordinary. He knew the Cheeb’Arr colony Hive ship was always problematic due to its immense size, but its accompanying escort was particularly lethal. A ship that was only half its size but was nonetheless hazardous due to its armament and their large complement of one thousand space fighters.

The Cheeb’Arr colony Hive ship necessitated an armed escort during deployment, as it was merely a colonization ship that was both vulnerable to attack and lightly armed. However, the accompanying escort was more than adequate to deter any adversary who was willing to engage it.

Bakuu’Taa was convinced that the Cheeb’Arr Superfreighter that accompanied it would appear within their sensors at any moment, as it was becoming increasingly apparent to him that they now possessed the ability to travel at speeds exceeding light. Which they were not known to have the ability to do, but the evidence was mounting that this no longer held true.

However, no one within Battle Group 117 was reporting an enemy presence, which concerned him because it suggested that the Cheeb’Arr had finally developed their own electronic countermeasures. And if this were the case, it would result in complete chaos within Battle Group 117, as Command lacked a dependable method of monitoring a ship’s trajectory once it entered hyperspace. That meant that all they could do was wait for it to drop out of its jump. Where will they make their appearance next? He asked himself. But just as he had asked, his neural net link broke into his chain of thought.

“Commander, our sensors are detecting a Cheeb’Arr Colony Hive ship emerging from hyperspace at a distance of only thirty light minutes from our current location. The accompanying Superfreighter has dropped out of hyperspace as well and is getting ready to launch all of its fighters.” As the two Cheeb’Arr ships emerged as small red dots within the main holotank of the Turr’Vurr’s command deck, Curr’Taa promptly announced their presence. “Presently, our sensors are detecting a substantial energy surge emanating from the interior of the Cheeb’Arr Superfreighter, which would suggest that they are also activating their primary weapons.”

“Understood,” Bakuu’Taa replied as he examined the holotank. Although their shields were capable of withstanding the Cheeb’Arr beam weapons for a brief period before collapsing, missiles however bypassed energized barriers entirely. Therefore, they were his primary concern at the time. Via his neural net link, he issued a warning, “Get ready for contact and immediate impact of inbound missiles.”

.....

Once the Cheeb’Arr colony Hive ship and the Superfreighter dropped out of hyperspace, the disruption in their tactical view screen quickly dissipated. And within seconds, their proximity alarms commenced to blare immediately upon the reactivation of their sensors.

The Drone Queen abruptly arose from her harness webbing and directed her gaze toward the view screen that was in front of her. Enemy icons began to emerge within it and she was intrigued by the data flowing within it.

Initially, their sensors had detected only one enemy ship within the surrounding space. But as the seconds passed, the tactical view screen before her began to display an increasing number of them. The Drone Queen spoke in a gentle voice, “Drone Sister, prepare to engage the enemy.” She asserted to herself that there was no necessity to express alarm regarding the unexpected enemy presence within their present coordinates. Though she had also been taken aback, particularly since she was aware that their success had been pure coincidence. Given that they were incapable of accurately determining their course with the newly acquired drives, this development was indeed advantageous. “Prepare to launch all fighter craft,” the Drone Queen announced.

Within the Superfreighter, the Sub-Queen responded, “I can launch them immediately, Drone Sister.” She was about to give the order when she was cut off. “Prepare all—”

The Drone Queen’s sensors detected three additional enemy capital ships, prompting her to yell, “Wait!” Her tactical view screen displayed three other ships, but they were on the other side of the system. Therefore, they did not pose an immediate threat to her or her fighters. “Drone Sister, it looks like the enemy has scattered its Fleet.” She expressed her satisfaction with the enemy forces’ dispersion, stating, “We will capitalize on their oversight.”

“Drone Sister, the enemy has fighter craft at their disposal,” the Sub-Queen announced as her sensors detected the presence of additional, smaller ships in addition to the three larger ships in her tactical screen. “Should I direct our fighter craft to intercept them?”

“No. It is unnecessary for us to allocate resources to them, as they are not a substantial threat to our Colony Fleet.” After conducting a more thorough examination of the tactical screen, an idea came to her. “We will instead focus on the single capital ship and the two other ships that are within our weapon’s range,” the Drone Queen stated as she reviewed the most recent report on the enemy ships. She was aware from previous encounters that only two of the current enemy capital ships had fighters of their own, and even then, their numbers were insignificant in comparison to the Hive’s current force. “Fire at will!

“Order our fighter craft to focus their attack on the two smaller ships that are accompanying the third. We, on the other hand, will direct our weapons against the solitary capital ship that is accompanying them.”

Within seconds of the Drone Queen’s new orders, the Sub-Queen on the Superfreighter directed all of her fighters, which numbered one thousand, to advance and enter the breach of battle. The ship also began to launch a salvo of nuclear missiles from its external launchers, while the colony Hive ship’s energy weapons opened fire as well. Although their turrets’ lasers and pure plasma bolts weren’t as powerful as the missiles’, they had an entirely different function.

The Cheeb’Arr energy weapons, in contrast to missiles that disregarded shields, would eventually disable the enemy’s shields. They were also employed to destroy critical electronics and internal systems. Subsequently, the enemy ship’s electronic countermeasures and systems were their primary objectives during any engagement.

.....

Additional ships began to appear near their present coordinates in space, as Bakuu’Taa maintained a close watch on the holotank in front of him. But their electronic signatures were significantly smaller than the initial two they had observed dropping out of hyperspace.

Bakuu’Taa spoke with a calm voice, “It looks like the Superfreighter has deployed all of its fighters, and they are on a trajectory to intercept us.”

“Commander, we have identified numerous missiles that have been launched by the Cheeb’Arr, and they’re headed in our direction.” Mo’Taa exclaimed as the Ko’Da’s proximity alarms blared in the background. He immediately activated their shields and point defense pods. “Shields are up, and PDPs are tracking the inbound missiles.

“Commander, their fighters’ current plot suggests that they are moving toward the Murr’Yrra and Uba’Jaffa,” Mo’Taa declared. He was aware that the research ships were at risk of being destroyed in the absence of the combined support of their four Command ships, so he inquired, “What are your orders?”

Bakuu’Taa closely observed the holotank of the Ko’Da as the Cheeb’Arr fighters and missiles raced toward it. The Cheeb’Arr’s proximity to the Battle Group simply astounded him. Command had not been aware that the Cheeb’Arr possessed any type of space jump capabilities. Yet, they had just emerged from hyperspace and were nearly on top of them with such precision. This is something new, he told himself. It substantiates my previous inquiry. They have achieved the ability to travel at speeds exceeding the speed of light and have enhanced their tracking systems. He watched as the Cheeb’Arr fighters immediately began to make their way toward the unarmed research ships after being launched from the accompanying Superfreighter, as Mo’Taa had stated. He also acknowledged that the Murr’Yrra and Uba’Jaffa would be unable to endure the current conflict without the assistance of all of his accompanying Command ships.

The Cheeb’Arr fighters immediately began to openly target and swarm the defenseless research ships once they were within firing range. Despite the Ko’Da being the largest target in the vicinity, they had engaged the two research ships without giving Bakuu’Taa’s Command ship a second thought.

Bakuu’Taa said calmly, “Move the Ko’Da and the rest of the Battle Line immediately and provide the Murr’Yrra and Uba’Jaffa whatever protection we can offer them. If we want to ensure that they survive this engagement, we will need to use the combined firepower of all of our Command ships.

“In addition, launch all of our remaining heavy-fighters and direct them to engage the Cheeb’Arr that are harassing the Murr’Yrra and Uba’Jaffa. Focus our PDPs on the approaching missiles.

“I comply.”

“I comply, Commander.”

“I comply, Commander.” The accompanying Command ships in Battle Group 117 responded in unison, “We’re maneuvering now.”

The Ree’Darr, Turr’Vurr, and Aurr’Mirr initiated their micro-jumps in a matter of seconds and subsequently reemerged alongside the Ko’Da and the besieged research ships. In the process, their micro-jumps had also positioned them in the midst of the swarming Cheeb’Arr fighters, who were focusing their weapons on the defenseless civilian ships. As a result, they were promptly pounced on and engaged as well. But they, in turn, began to launch their own complement of fighters.

“How long will it take for the heavy-fighter wing that we had on picket duty to arrive?” Bakuu’Taa inquired as he observed the remaining Command ships exerting themselves to repel the agile Cheeb’Arr fighters that were advancing.

Even their seven squadrons of Crra’Tyrr heavy-fighters were struggling to defend their charges. Moreover, the heavy-fighters, which had been on patrol, were unable to be retrieved as a result of the hastily executed micro-jumps. They were compelled to abandon them to defend the research ships against the Cheeb’Arr fighters in response to Bakuu’Taa’s command to redeploy.

“Commander, it will be fifteen light-hours before they can join the fight,” Mo’Taa replied, rapidly retrieving the requisite information. The Ko’Da then began to shake violently as a result of the impact of the Cheeb’Arr missiles on the outer hull. As numerous damage reports were received, alarms began to sound, and some of their systems were impacted by their impact. He declared, “They will not arrive in time to provide us with assistance in our battle against the Cheeb’Arr Hive ship and its accompanying Superfreighter.” The Command ship trembled violently beneath their feet as additional missiles penetrated its shields.

Bakuu’Taa repeated to himself, “Fifteen light-hours,” as he closely examined the holotank with a stern expression. Damage reports from the research ships were starting to come in. “Mo’Taa, place us in close proximity to the Murr’Yrra and Uba’Jaffa. We will form a barrier between the research ships and the enemy, thereby absorbing the majority of the Cheeb’Arr attack.

“I comply.”

The Ko’Da was immediately engaged and swarmed by the Cheeb’Arr fighters upon its reemergence next to the research ships and subsequent micro-jump. Crra’Tyrr heavy-fighters from the Ko’Da were already fully engaged, and the heavy-fighters from the only other Command ship that carried them had finally begun to arrive.

.....

“Drone Sister, the enemy Fleet has redeployed their capital ships, and they have joined the battle,” the Sub-Queen announced. “They have also launched all of their fighter craft.”

As the Drone Queen examined the tactical view screen, she replied, “That was to be anticipated, Drone Sister.” It was ablaze with miniature lights that flickered out of existence as a small number of her and a larger number of enemy fighters died as their individual weapons found their targets. She had one thousand fighters at her disposal, compared to the enemy’s seven hundred. There is no need to worry about the enemy, she told herself. “Disregard their fighter craft and concentrate on their larger vessels.”

“We serve the Hive, Drone Sister,” the Sub-Queen replied as she obeyed her orders.

The Drone Queen didn’t respond. She was mesmerized by the enemy’s vain effort to safeguard the two smaller vessels that were in their vicinity. She recognized that this was their vulnerability, but there was no necessity for her to redirect their primary weapons toward it. The two ships could be effectively eliminated by fighter craft independently, thereby enabling her and her sister to relentlessly attack the primary enemy fleet.

.....

As soon as the other Command ships in Battle Group 117 moved closer to the colony Hive ship and the Superfreighter that was following it, the Cheeb’Arr started to focus their weapons on them too. The shields of the Command ships were capable of withstanding a significant amount of damage before they were rendered inoperable, but they were slowly being shattered by the Cheeb’Arr’s unrelenting laser and plasma bolts. And Bakuu’Taa was skeptical that their defenses could withstand such a concentrated assault. Particularly when they were also confronted with nuclear missiles, which disregarded an energized barrier like their shields.

While Bakuu’Taa continued to examine the holotank in front of him, he observed a substantial explosion emerge from beneath the Ree’Darr. He immediately reached out upon witnessing the pulverization of a portion of the ship’s hull. He asked, “Sub-Commander, what is your status?”

“Not good, Commander,” Hee’Taa replied as sirens began to blare loudly throughout the Ree’Darr’s command deck and the entire ship. Even though their automated repair systems and bots were actively engaged in attempting to mitigate the damage, they were being overwhelmed by the continuous punishment they were receiving. “We have a significant hull breach midship, and shields are starting to fail. Although not catastrophic, the damage has impacted certain primary systems.

“Our weapons are still online, but we don’t know how long. Additionally, the breach has significantly damaged our generators, which increases the likelihood of our shield’s imminent failure, as I have previously indicated.

“Understood,” Bakuu’Taa acknowledged as he considered the other two Command ships and their two unarmed escorts. He was aware that the Turr’Vurr, the Aurr’Mirr, and the Ree’Darr could endure the punishment by the Cheeb’Arr fighters a little longer. However, they were also suffering a substantial amount of hull damage. “Mo’Taa, what is your assessment of our current circumstances?”

“Commander, we do not have the necessary firepower to keep the Cheeb’Arr at bay for much longer. Nor can we defeat them with our present strength,” Mo’Taa replied with no hint of urgency in his voice. His assertions were merely facts, as he was receiving the Battle Group’s status and damage reports in real time via his neural net link. “If we are to survive this engagement, I suggest that the Battle Group immediately jump to a safer location and regroup.”

“We can regroup and request reinforcements to eradicate the Cheeb’Arr presence within these coordinates once we are clear of the enemy.”

Bakuu’Taa was aware that Mo’Taa’s assessment of their circumstances was accurate, but their battle doctrine did not permit such actions regarding any Hee’Umana battle fleet. It necessitated that they persist in their fight until the last Shee’Marr sacrificed themselves in order to safeguard their charges. The warriors within Command were bred specifically for that purpose. Preservation of their species was their sole objective.

“What is the Ko’Da’s current status?” Bakuu’Taa inquired as the reports continued to pour in without interruption. “For how long can we maintain the line while ensuring the safety of the Murr’Yrra and Uba’Jaffa until they can complete their jumps?”

“Commander, the Ree’Darr is venting atmosphere, and the damage they have sustained has significantly impacted their primary systems,” Mo’Taa replied before focusing on their own Command ship. “The Ko’Da is not faring much better.

“Despite the fact that our conventional drives are still operational, our hyperdrive is currently unavailable.”

As Mo’Taa spoke, he utilized his neural net link to acquire further information regarding the Battle Group’s status. He was concerned that their primary systems would soon fail due to the stress they were experiencing. He was not fond of it, but they were either compelled to remain and perish, as dictated by battle doctrine, or they could retreat and continue to fight another day. Something that was considerably more agreeable, as they had been assigned the responsibility of retrieving the data pertaining to their antimatter drive trials.

Those two options, in Mo’Taa’s perspective, were their only remaining possibilities. Although the initial alternative was commendable, it guaranteed their deaths. And he found it difficult to accept the latter, as battle doctrine required them to remain engaged in combat to the last Shee’Marr. Nonetheless, their present directives were to return the data to the Ministry of Science and Command. Therefore, they would live to fight another day. That was their current predicament.

“Commander,” Mo’Taa stated in a curt tone, “the offensive and defensive capabilities of the entire Battle Group are gradually eroding as we speak.

“I am aware that fighting to the death is required by Battle Doctrine, which is an honorable way to die. And it appears that this is the sole alternative available to us, as it is something that all Shee’Marr desired, but this would result in the complete failure of our primary objective, as the data would be lost.” He then proceeded to elaborate on their current mandate. “We are under strict orders to return our accumulated data on the antimatter drives to the Ministry of Science and Command at all costs. Those orders are the sole determining factor, as our objective is to satisfy the latter.”

“Engineer Vas’Taa, what is our current status?” Bakuu’Taa asked as he held out hope. They had to allow the Murr’Yrra and Uba’Jaffa sufficient time to execute their jumps and, ideally, their escape. “Can we maintain our current position until the Murr’Yrra and Uba’Jaffa can make their jumps and reinforcements arrive?”

As Vas’Taa examined the damage reports from the Ko’Da that were streaming into his neural net link, he replied, “Commander, I am uncertain as to how much longer we will be able to continue the fight, given the extent of the damage we have sustained and are still receiving.” Even though their weapons and shields were far more advanced than the Cheeb’Arr’s, it didn’t matter. They were vastly outnumbered in firepower and fighters, and that would ultimately be the deciding factor in this engagement. Moreover, the Command ships that accompanied them were not faring much better, as they were also being overpowered by the vicious Cheeb’Arr missile barrages, energy weapons, and fighters during their strafing runs. “Commander, we must immediately make our jump once the Murr’Yrra and Uba’Jaffa have jumped clear of the engagement.

“We are unable to sustain this engagement for an extended period of time due to a lack of strength and resources. Victory necessitates reinforcements. The Cheeb’Arr currently possess the advantage, and I am skeptical that we will be able to secure a victory without the support of Command. The current configuration of our present Battle Group is incapable of defeating the Cheeb’Arr Colony Hive ship, the Superfreighter that accompanies it, and the larger force of fighters.

“It is important to keep in mind that the mission would be deemed a complete failure by Command if the Murr’Yrra and Uba’Jaffa were lost. As well as all the Command ships, since we were entrusted to return all the research data they have collected.” Vas’Taa underscored his point as he examined the holotank in front of him for a brief period before proposing his final recommendation. “We must make our jump soon.

“I am optimistic that we will be able to relocate to a more secure location and await reinforcements from Command. Before considering the possibility of reengaging the Cheeb’Arr in the near future.”

“What do you mean we must jump away from the current engagement?” Bakuu’Taa inquired in a manner that did not acknowledge defeat. His mind was unwilling to accept such a scenario. “We must remain with the Fleet and continue to fight.”

“What Fleet?” Vas’Taa asked as he shook his head in disbelief. “Battle Group 117 comprises only four Command ships and two research vessels, all of which have sustained substantial damage to their primary systems and hulls.

“The Murr’Yrra and Uba’Jaffa are merely cannon fodder in this confrontation, as they lack weapons to aid in the fight. Aside from that, Commander, there is no Fleet to talk about. Our Battle Group is inadequately equipped in both firepower and ships to defeat the Cheeb’Arr. Furthermore, we are entirely isolated from Command. Therefore, we have a negligible likelihood of prevailing against the enemy.”

“Sub-Commander Hee’Taa has just reported another hull breach, and his situation is far worse than ours,” Mo’Taa interrupted as he cut into their conversation. “The Ree’Darr is unable to remain on station for an extended period of time. They will forfeit the ship and the Shee’Marr that are aboard if they maintain their position.

“We are experiencing substantial damage to our outer hull, weapons, and systems as well. It is imperative that we remain vigilant regarding our heavy-fighters, since they are vastly outnumbered in this battle. Our diminutive Battle Group lacks the requisite number of Command ships or the strength to endure this engagement or remain engaged in the conflict for an extended period.

“Currently, we are the ones who are losing in this conflict, and there is no way to change that.” He once more reviewed all the battle assessments that were being transmitted from all the ships within the Battle Group. “This encounter will be brief unless we can secure reinforcements,” he added. As damage reports continued to flood his neutral net link, Mo’Taa pled for him to make a swift decision to ensure their survival. “We don’t have much time to discuss our current predicament, Commander. A decision must be reached concerning our current dilemma, and quickly, before everything is lost.”

Bakuu’Taa finally conceded to Mo’Taa’s advice and ordered, “Transmit our current situation, our assessment of the Battle Group’s survivability, and our current coordinates to Command.

“Inform them that we are in dire need of assistance and that our current condition is questionable at best. Tell them that we require immediate reinforcements.”

“Commander, we are not receiving a response from Command,” Nee’Taa stated. He was linked into the Ko’Da’s communications terminal. “Although I have made numerous attempts to retransmit, I have not received a response.”

“Try again on all available frequencies. We need to contact Command or any nearby ships that may be able to assist.

“Receiving a reply from Command will be impossible,” Nee’Taa stated. His tone was flat, but firm as he identified the problem as their communications began to degrade further. “Our hyperspace communications array has been destroyed. Therefore, long-range communications are not possible. Our ability to transmit and receive is restricted to a few light-years in distance. Therefore, while we possess some limited form to communicate, it has been significantly diminished.”

Since he had been in a similar situation before, Bakuu’Taa knew their problem better than anyone else on board. However, he was unable to give up so quickly. Before making his decision, he required engineering to provide a final assessment. “Engineer Vas’Taa, report!” he shouted into his neural net link.

Vas’Taa immediately responded, “I comply, Commander,” as he battled to maintain the Ko’Da’s most critical systems operational.

Even though Bakuu’Taa could hear the tension in his voice, he needed additional information before making a decision. “What is our present status?” he asked.

“Commander, our hyperspace capabilities have been entirely disabled, rendering it impossible to execute a jump,” Vas’Taa replied as he reviewed the most recent damage reports transmitted via his neural net link. “At present, the Ko’Da’s hull integrity is at seventy percent and is quickly continuing to deteriorate.”

“The majority of our main systems are starting to malfunction, and the incoming reports from the Ree’Darr are a serious concern. Impending system failures are also being reported by the Turr’Vurr and Aurr’Mirr.

“The Murr’Yrra and Uba’Jaffa are both reporting identical conditions. Despite the fact that our current heavy-fighters are making every effort to safeguard them. It will not be long before they are also destroyed.

“We could stay here and continue to fight the Cheeb’Arr, Commander, but I wouldn’t advise it because the majority of our main systems are seriously damaged and starting to malfunction.” Vas’Taa briefly paused to examine additional reports before proceeding. “I am sure I don’t need to tell you again what would happen to us if we were completely incapable of moving.”

“I understand the ramifications,” Bakuu’Taa growled back. He knew they would not be able to break away from the fight and would ultimately be destroyed if their mobility was completely lost. “I am completely aware of the risks we are facing. Continue with your report!” he ordered.

“Our energy banks are at fifty percent, but we have a problem, Commander. The Ko’Da’s generators are severely damaged, rendering them incapable of properly recharging our energy banks to ensure the continued operation of our weapons or shields.

“Our defenses are starting to wane, and the bots in charge of repairs are finding it challenging to keep up with the damage we have been taking. Although the automated repair bots are endeavoring to repair the damage to the outer hull, they are being intercepted and destroyed by the Cheeb’Arr fighters.

“Commander, I am uncertain as to the extent to which we can maintain the functionality of our conventional drives. Furthermore, as the battle drags on, our predicament steadily gets worse because our main systems are in danger of going offline.”

“Very well,” Bakuu’Taa replied as he digested the information like a bitter pill that was difficult to swallow. We have no other choice in the matter. We have to retreat, he finally told himself. “Do what you can and keep me informed of any other developments.”

“I comply,” Vas’Taa replied as he quickly read through one of the many reports flowing through his neural net link. “Commander, please bear in mind that Battle Group 117 is currently experiencing substantial damage and will soon become combat-ineffective.”

“Understood.” Bakuu’Taa could now issue the necessary orders for their withdrawal in light of the comprehensive assessment of their current circumstances. However, to salvage the entire Battle Group, rather than merely the research ships, he was required to act promptly, as per his current orders. “Head-Scholar, what, if any, conclusions have you reached regarding our experimental antimatter reaction drives?” he inquired. “It is imperative that I ascertain whether they can be employed to disengage from this engagement.”

“We were unable to test the new drives as thoroughly as I would have liked, Commander,” Ser’Voo admitted candidly as he reviewed the most recent data on the drives. At present, they were operational and ready to be utilized, but their calibration process was terminated before its completion. “Since I was asked to stop the trials, I am unable to provide you with an accurate report.

“Theoretically, they should be able to work the way we predicted in our simulations. But I am unable to guarantee the worthiness of the drives if they are used without having had the opportunity to test them in real-time and to their full potential. The only thing I can predict with some degree is that they will function, Commander.”

“Head Scholar, I am not searching for conclusive results.” Bakuu’Taa shot back, saying, “I just want a yes or no.” He was exceedingly impatient with civilian personnel and their rationalizations. “I am primarily interested in determining whether it is possible to use the drives to initiate a jump.”

“It is highly probable that they will function,” Ser’Voo replied with a hint of hesitation. “In other words, they should or will function, but I can’t promise where we will ultimately end up.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I have full and complete confidence in the drives, Commander, but without proper testing...”

“Very well,” Bakuu’Taa said as he understood what the senior scholar was implying. But they were left with no other alternatives, so he was compelled to authorize their use, even if their status was uncertain. “While we await reinforcements, I am approving the use of our new antimatter drives to facilitate our transition to a more secure location.” Bakuu’Taa made a final decision and said, “Mo’Taa, transmit to all ships within the Battle Group to prepare to jump.

“Inform them that I have approved the activation and utilization of our new drive systems. Subsequently, transmit the new coordinates and synchronize our jump with the Ko’Da’s AI computer and the Battle Group.”

“I comply,” Mo’Taa replied as he relayed the new set of commands via neural net link.

Upon receipt of the new orders, all ships in Battle Group 117, initiated the process of activating their antimatter drives. The order to jump was issued after the antimatter drives came online and had been synchronized with the Ko’Da’s AI.

When Battle Group 117 entered hyperspace, their neural net links were inundated with static as they transitioned into warp. However, the interference was promptly replaced by the standard flow of information after the jump was completed, just as it had appeared.
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The Drone Queen and her drone sisters within the Hive had previously observed this type of phenomenon from their current adversary, which was a complete mystery to them. Their adversary was capable of disappearing instantly and reemerging near their ships, albeit at different coordinates. This achievement bore a striking resemblance to the mechanisms involved in the use of their recently acquired hyperspace drives.

However, unlike the Hive, the enemy had the ability to determine the location of their interception in space, in contrast to their propulsion systems. The art of complete control over the drives had been mastered by them, whether it involved great distances or small, as they had recently done.

Occasionally, they would vanish entirely from their sensors, leaving no indication of their whereabouts. She was aware of the fact that these lifeforms possessed this unique quality, despite the fact that the Hive did not fully comprehend it. It was beyond her mental abilities to understand what mechanisms were involved, which allowed their current enemy to disappear and reappear instantly.

One minute they were fighting the enemy fleet, and the next they were firing into empty space. The Drone Queen wondered to herself. How could they accomplish such a feat? Without an explanation or an answer, she was unable to explain how it was feasible. She only knew that they had begun to utilize this type of travel for themselves, but it was nothing compared to the manner in which their enemy was using it. Short, controlled hops were beyond their capabilities for the foreseeable future, as they were unable to comprehend the essential steps necessary to traverse hyperspace in such a manner.

Yet, for all its shortcomings, it still moved them further than anything they had in their possession, so the tradeoff was bearable to the Hive. When they made a jump, these minor movements only equated to approximately two to four light-years. Even so, it took them several weeks to prepare the drives for their upcoming jump, but even so, it was far more effective than the way they currently travel.
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