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Armstrong Station,

Euphra Orbit

Captain Stanley walked quickly towards the mess hall. Coria was beside him. He only hoped the teams had gotten everything together. The sudden appearance of the Rukpli vessels around Armstrong Station had put everyone on the defensive. All the preparation that had been made, or lack thereof, would now be put to the test. The decision by the Rukpli to target the space station hadn’t come as a surprise. To him, at least. Although Commander Diaz wouldn’t admit it, she had been rattled. The tension on her face had been so evident. Cytak and Coria had taken the whole situation in stride, which was expected. 

The moment Stanley stepped into the mess hall, he noticed the teams scattered around the place.

“Has everyone been briefed?” Stanley asked.

Each team was led by a UFS officer. He had let Diaz assign her staff as leads for each team. Initially, Diaz had been hesitant about letting her officers take charge. She must have been worried ever since the attack by Lieutenant Mills and his group. However, Stanley had been able to convince her otherwise. Diaz’s officers were the ideal officers to be in charge of each team for no other reason than the fact that they knew the station better than anyone else. Each team also consisted of two Rebinto and two to three more humans. It was a daring plan, but Stanley felt it would work. All the members of each team had a rifle blaster while the humans were wearing the trebium armor.

Coria had shared with him how she had been able to detect the explosive seconds before it had detonated. The Rebinto species had enhanced hearing abilities. Stanley had been impressed to discover it. That alone had saved his life. Based on Coria’s sharing, Stanley had requested each team include two Rebinto. Initially, he had been concerned that the Rebinto might not want to help out. However, those fears had been dispelled once Coria updated him on the numbers. Many more Rebinto had volunteered to defend the space station. It was a reassuring sign that the Rebinto wanted to work with humanity. The Rebinto would not only be the ears for the team, but would serve as the front-line attack force for each team. Stanley had been concerned that Coria and Cytak, in particular, might disagree with using their kind as the front-line. Surprisingly, they agreed. The reason was obvious. The Rukpli couldn’t body-jump into the Rebinto. The two Rebinto would serve as a barrier for each team. The trebium armor on the humans would provide one level of protection, but it was limited. Despite all their planning, Stanley didn’t know if the Rukpli had others who could penetrate the trebium armor.

“Yes, sir,” all the team lead officers shouted in unison.

The Rebinto in each team nodded. Stanley presumed Coria’s presence there made them more obedient to what was ahead of everyone. Coria seemed to command a lot of respect from all the Rebinto he had encountered. 

“We must assume the Rukpli know that the Rebinto are on-board,” Stanley admitted. “Whatever happens we must defend this station. It and the other vessels are the only defense against a full assault by the Rukpli on Euphra.”

After the Rukpli vessels had revealed themselves around Armstrong Station, they still hadn’t made any moves. Diaz and her team at the operations center were keeping a close eye on the vessels. The Rukpli vessels out there must have already completed a scan of the space station. Knowing the Rukpli’s strategic prowess, Stanley knew the Rukpli would be ready for the Rebinto.

Stanley opened a private comms to Diaz. “Start the jamming now.”

He hoped the jamming would prevent the Rukpli’s sensors from determining the locations of the teams throughout the space station. 

“Get to your respective locations and be ready,” Stanley ordered. “Once you are in place, I need every lead to check-in with me.”

Stanley and Coria stepped aside as the multiple teams began moving out of the mess hall. Once the mess hall had been emptied, Coria turned to him. “Do you think the jamming will work?”

Stanley shrugged. “I don’t know. But we need to give each team a chance to protect their assigned area.”

“But this station is huge,” Coria interjected. “We don’t have enough people to cover every part of it.”

Stanley nodded, reluctantly. There was no way to cover every section of the space station. The multiple teams had been deployed to critical locations based on Diaz’s recommendations. That would have to do. At least, for now. Stanley had instructed the teams to be ready to improvise on the fly. They couldn’t make any assumptions with the Rukpli. 

Diaz’s shaky voice crackled through the comms. “Captain, you need to come to the operations center now.”
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Operations Center,

Armstrong Station

“What is going on?” Stanley asked, as he stepped into the operations center with Coria beside him.

Diaz pointed at the screen. “See for yourself.”

Stanley narrowed his eyes. Two of the Rukpli vessels directly in front of them had opened their launch tubes. And, a sea of drones were emerging out of them.

“How long has this been going on for?” Stanley asked.

“A few minutes,” Diaz replied. “I called you the moment the first vessel opened its launch tubes.”

It was the first time a Rukpli vessel had opened its launch tubes. Stanley hadn’t even known that the Rukpli vessels had launch tubes. Not until just now. The hull of the Rukpli vessels did not reveal anything. Stanley found it unnerving that there was so much they didn’t know about the Rukpli aliens. 

“We are tracking the drones’ movements,” Diaz added. “For now, they are simply congregating at a position in front of their respective vessels.”

Stanley doubted the drones would remain in that position for too long. The Rukpli already had a plan when those launch tubes were opened.

“What are they waiting for?” Coria asked.

“I don’t know,” Diaz replied. “Our shields are up. The shields should be able to neutralize any impending attack by the drones.”

Diaz was putting a lot of faith in her space station’s shields. Apparently, they had been upgraded recently prior to his return from the fringe of the Vonia system. However, Stanley was skeptical. Since they didn’t know how much firepower the Rukpli actually had, they couldn’t take anything for granted. 

“Has the boarding been completed?” Stanley asked. 

Diaz nodded. “Cytak and the rest of the Rebinto are on the UFS Intrepid. Mendez said they are ready at your command to leave the space station. The undocking process has already been completed.”

Stanley had ordered the rest of the Rebinto to board his vessel so that Mendez could take them away from the space station once the attack began. Initially, Cytak had been resistant to the plan. He wanted more of the Rebinto to stay and fight alongside the humans. Stanley had found his courage admirable, but he had told Coria of his concerns of keeping too many Rebinto on Armstrong Station. Thankfully, Coria had been instrumental in convincing Cytak of the reality and had spared Stanley of the challenge of confronting the Rebinto leader. While some Rebinto had been assigned to the teams, Stanley felt too many Rebinto on the station would become a hindrance to focusing on the Rukpli. The Rebinto species’ chances of survival were greater if the UFS Intrepid took them away from the space station. He had been surprised by Coria’s decision to volunteer and stay on-board the space station with the teams. Stanley had expected her to join Cytak and protect her species. And yet Cytak hadn’t said a word against her decision. It was yet another thing that puzzled Stanley. 

Stanley had also informed Sheldon of his plans and the Admiral had given his approval to proceed. Stanley suspected the Admiral was too preoccupied preparing the cities for the ground invasion. 

Stanley continued to keep his gaze on the drones hovering outside the space station. More of them were streaming out of the two vessels and joining the rest. Then, it dawned on him what the Rukpli were doing.

“I know why they are waiting,” Stanley announced. “We need to fire on those drones now.”
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Bridge,

UFS Intrepid

Commander Mendez looked at the view screen. The order had come from Captain Stanley. They were to leave once the space station’s point defense cannons began firing at the drones. Mendez had been nervous as he had watched the drones amass at one end of the space station. There were so many of them. And, they kept coming out of the Rukpli vessels. What was the Rukpli up to with the drones? It was anyone’s guess. 

With the arrival of the Rukpli ships, he had wanted the Captain to return to the vessel. But as he had expected, Stanley had refused to do so. Mendez knew he didn’t have the authority to force his Captain back. Stanley was always stubborn. Even after the incident at the fringe of the Vonia system, he hadn’t seemed to have learnt his lesson. Despite that, Mendez understood the Captain’s reasons. The defense of the space station was of great importance.

Mendez had been given the responsibility to ferry away the rest of the Rebinto species. He hadn’t warmed up to the idea, but had followed his Captain’s orders. He could only hope that Stanley knew what he was doing. Although Stanley was still a young Captain, Mendez admired him for his grit and determination in facing the Rukpli. He had his crew find sufficient space for Cytak and the rest of the Rebinto on-board the UFS Intrepid. To make space and support the defense of the station, a contingent of his officers had also boarded Armstrong Station.

“Report on the Rukpli vessels?” Mendez asked.

“No movement by the vessels,” the sensor officer reported. 

“Be ready to move on my mark,” Mendez ordered.

“Affirmative,” the navigation officer replied.

Mendez had ordered his crew to plot a route away from the space station. Fortunately, there was a gap in between two Rukpli vessels that would provide safe passage. That was assuming the Rukpli vessels didn’t fire upon them. Even if they did, Mendez felt confident that the UFS Intrepid could make it through without any significant damage or hull breaches.

“Commander, it has started,” the sensor officer announced.

Streaks of red light lit up the darkness of space around the space station. The point defense cannons were relentless in their fire. Explosions began to consume the drones. The drones began to fire back. Red and blue streaks of fire danced against each other. Mendez noticed that none of the blue streaks from the drones appeared to make any headway against the space station’s shield.

“Now,” Mendez ordered. 

He felt the UFS Intrepid lurch forward as it left the space station. Mendez sighed, not knowing if he would be able to return back to the space station anytime soon. Stanley had been firm in his decision despite Mendez’s objections. He was to meet up with the other vessels on the other side of Euphra and prepare to defend the planet. Stanley was expecting more Rukpli vessels to appear. Mendez agreed with him on it. There was no need to concentrate all their vessels around the space station. It was even possible that the Rukpli’s strategy counted on them converging and defending the space station, thereby exposing the rest of the planet. 

“We are clear of the vessels,” the navigation officer said. “They didn’t even power up their weapons.”

Mendez suppressed a sigh of relief. He hadn’t expected it to be that easy. At a minimum, he had expected the two nearest Rukpli vessels to attack them. But they hadn’t, which was strange. Why had the Rukpli vessels let them get away? There had to be a reason. They would have seen them moving. It didn’t seem to make sense. But Mendez had no time to ponder on that. He knew his immediate objective and intended to get it done.

“Keep us moving quickly,” Mendez said. “Let the UFS Winston know we are on the way to their position.”

“Aye, sir,” the navigation officer said.

Captain Stanley and Commander Diaz were on their own. Mendez hoped they would be able to defend the space station. Without proper trebium armor around the space station, it was not going to be easy to hold the Rukpli aliens back. 
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Operations Center,

Armstrong Station

“What’s the status of our shields?” Diaz asked. 

“Our shields are holding,” Lieutenant Sheri replied. 

Diaz continued to stare out the view screen. The Rukpli drones were just firing indiscriminately. The point defense cannons were doing their job. Drones were being destroyed. But for every row of drones that disintegrated, another row took its place. Diaz sighed. She had been nervous following Stanley’s instructions, but the Captain had been able to convince her.

“They seem to have an endless supply of drones,” Sheri admitted. 

Her Lieutenant was nervous. And, she had every right to be. Other than the two Rukpli vessels that were unloading their drones, none of the other ships had moved to counter the point defense cannons. Diaz found it disturbing. Why weren’t the Rukpli vessels reacting? What were they doing? Maybe, they had caught the Rukpli by surprise. Even then Diaz would have expected a reaction. At least, by now.

“The UFS Intrepid has cleared the Rukpli vessels,” Sheri announced. “It is like the Rukpli just let them go.”

Before leaving the operations center, Stanley had shared that the Rukpli vessels were possibly waiting for others to arrive. It did make sense. The Rukpli vessels surrounding the space station were trying to isolate them from whatever was coming later. Firing the point defense cannons had been to elicit a response from the Rukpli. And, the drones had fired back. But the Rukpli vessels hadn’t. It was as if the
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