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Tactical Merge Asset Allocation Center (the MAC), Joint Base Alpha, Karsa, Karis

This was it.

Jason was the only hologram in the room, which held 48 riggers sitting on chairs facing the mission board and receiving a mission briefing in one of the many mission briefing rooms in the MAC.  Forty of these riggers were members of the 151st Marine Exomech Company, known more by their nicknames, the Storm Riders, and the other nine were Karine Marine Reservists rated on a Titan who had been activated for this mission.  Rated Titan riggers were in high demand in the KMS, and anyone with a Titan rating was being activated for this, even Jason.  The Storm Riders were one of the more elite mecha companies in the KMS, not quite as elite as the Banshees or the KBB, but they were highly respected and very dangerous due to the leadership of the company commander, a brilliant career rigger named Major Tara Strovarre.  Tara was a grizzled warhorse, a rigger with thousands of hours under her belt, but was shockingly only 38 years old.  She was so good, so respected, that Kyva had offered her a position in the KBB, then Liira offered a position as the second in command of the Banshees, but Tara had refused both offers.  She had built the 151st the way Navii had built the KMS, and she wasn’t about to leave the unit she hand-picked and trained from the gound up herself.  And in a way, Jason fully supported that decision.  Tara was a scary good rigger, but she was also one of the best company commanders in the Karinne Marines.  She was a much greater asset to the House commanding her own rigger company than being under Kyva’s command.

Jason wasn’t here as the Grand Duke Karinne.  He was here as one of Tara’s reserve assets, one of the riggers under her command, and as such, he was required to attend the briefing so he knew what was going on if she wanted to use him…and she already told him that he was going.  There were ten such reservists in the briefing, ten riggers that would pilot Titans by remote merge if Tara felt she needed the reinforcements.


It was with Tara that he made his deal to act as a reserve reinforcement and fight in the battle if necessary.  Jason was not kidding when he told Siyara that every person matters in this war, and if he could help protect the House and the Confederation from the Syndicate by fighting on the front lines in a rig, or even a Rocker, or even there personally using his talent as a weapon, then that was exactly what he would do.  Jason was a highly skilled rigger thanks to being trained personally by Colonel Kyva Karinne and the KBB, had scores so high that any exomech company commander would snap him up in a heartbeat if they saw the scores without his name, and it would be utterly criminal if he didn’t do something.


He was no tactician or military specialist.  That was what the KMS command echelons were for, to do their jobs and lead in combat.  His status as the leader of the House was more or less of no use to anyone now, since this was now the KMS and CCM’s bachi match.  And he couldn’t just sit in his office and wait for status reports, sit and wait and worry.  He had to do something, and thanks to the development of viable combat capable remote merge technology, now he could.


Tara wasn’t afraid of his title, which was why he made this deal with her.  She knew that out there in a firefight, he knew damn well who was in charge, and he would obey her orders.  And she was confident enough in that to agree to take him as a reservist attached to her unit 


“Knock off the chatter,” she barked in her paradoxical voice as she stormed into the briefing room and took her position at the lectern, a voice as velvety as a professional singer but filled with bursting with adamant command.  “Orders are in, girls and boys. We’re being attached to the CCM for this operation,” she declared, and behind her on the command board, a star system appeared.  “This is R1XC-1493.  It’s an inhabited planet with a civilization that’s reached the planetary colonization phase, but hasn’t left its system yet.  This is one of the systems randomly targeted by the Syndicate.  There are sixteen ships heading for this system, with four of their super-ships, and we’re being attached to the task force assigned to protect the indigenous civilization and destroy the enemy.”  Stock images of Syndicate ship classes appeared in place of the system diagram.  “Four super-ships, six of their medium battleships, and six escorting cruisers.  We’re being attached to a task force of 120 CCM ships to take them out.”

“Please tell us there’ll be a KMS battleship in the task force,” a rigger called plaintively.


“Two, a tactical battleship and a fleet battleship, with four destroyer and eight frigate escorts.  Count yourselves lucky, girls and boys, we pulled the Ori Ai as the fleet battleship, and that tactical battleship is the Abarax,” she replied, which caused quite a few sighs of relief.  Just about everyone in the KMS knew about Sevi Karinne and the legendary Abarax.  “And the fleet battleship is one of the two main pieces of the operation.  We’re on both offense and defense for this one.  C Squad and D Squad are going to be assigned as escort defense for the fleet battleship.  Your job is to make sure it gets in range of the enemy super-ships so it can take them out with its main guns, which means you’ll be engaging with enemy mecha and probably also attacking the escort ships with the super-ships.  A and B Squads are assigned to lander escort.  You’re going to make sure the Marines get onto the hull of the ships alive and give them time to set up and set off Megatron units.”

“They’re gonna try to land on all four ships?  Even ones the fleet battleship takes out?”


“It’s called making sure, Sergeant,” Tara answered, looking at the young Faey woman.  “If the Syndicate escorts block the Ori Ai from targeting the super-ships or take it out somehow, the Megatron units will take them out.  With four of them, the amount of sheer firepower they can unload on our task force will be pretty nasty.  That’s why they’re sending so many ships, to literally be extra targets to give the Ori Ai the chance to close to range.  Optimal range for its main gun to score a kill on a super-ship is 40 kathra, and those enemy ships are designed to fight from a much longer range.  That means the ship has to come in through their fire to get into position to take a shot, and that’s including multiple heavy plasma cannon main guns on each super-ship that are effectively one shot one kill weapons.  We’ll be coming in through a gauntlet to get range on the super-ships.”

“Shit,” the Sergeant grunted.


“This isn’t going to be a walk through Trelle’s garden, girls and boys,” she said bluntly.  “But it won’t be as bad as it sounds.  The vast majority of the enemy’s heavy cannons are Torsion cannons, so they’ll be useless against us, especially the escorting cruisers.   The only real weapons the battleships have to worry about are missiles and those fuckin’ big plasma cannons.  But the battleships and super-ships do have other hot plasma weapons than their main guns, so those will be the primary threat to the line ships once they figure out that their Torsion weapons are useless.  For us, the diffusers in our rigs can’t diffuse a direct hit from a heavy cannon, so don’t get hit by one,” she ordered, which caused a few chuckles.


“What we’ll be up against are enemy rigs,” she continued, bringing up two holograms, one a Syndicate “walker” heavy artillery mecha, and the second a more conventional bipedal combat mecha.  “They deploy the walkers on the surface of their ships the same way we do to act as additional firepower, and it’s gonna be those that primarily shoot at our fighters and rigs.  Heavy cannon mounts have problems tracking fast moving fighters and rigs, so they use their walkers as anti-fighter platforms on those rare instances when they come up against an enemy that uses fighters.  They use their mecha as fighters, so instead of us having to deal with enemy fighters, we’ll be dealing with enemy mecha rigged for space combat.  The info our spies pulled on these units is that they’re a threat,” she warned in a strong voice.  “They’re much faster and more maneuverable in space than they look, and since they use an externally held weapon, it gives them a very wide field of fire and the ability to change weapons quickly.  But, we learned that the only weapons they issue to these mecha are Torsion weapons, they don’t even have other kinds of weaponry, so it doesn’t mean shit how wide their field of fire is against us,” she said, a bit smugly.  “Their Torsion cannons are no threat to us, but their missiles and hand to hand combat weapons are.  So, first rule, girls and boys, diffusers up before we launch, and they stay up until the mission is over.  Second and third rules are, watch for missile barrages, so keep your Wasp systems online at all times, and when the enemy rigs are out of missiles, they’ll try to engage in close combat.  When they get to that point, girls and boys, we’ll be acting as additional protection for the fighters.  They’re not designed to fight that way.  We are.

“A and B Squads, all of that applies to you as well.  Your job is to get the mech jumpers to the super-ships in one piece, and then protect them while the Marines deploy the Megatron units.  It takes them seven minutes from the instant the jumper hits the enemy hull to set up and fire a Megatron unit, girls and boys.  Seven minutes.  For those seven minutes, they’re utterly depending on you to keep them alive and protect the unit.  Remember, all of you, a single Megatron unit has the potential to completely knock an enemy super-ship out of action, if they aim it right and it manages to hit their central energy reactor, so don’t think that you pulled the shit assignment.  That’s why my own squad’s assigned to jumper escort, because it’s absolutely vital we get those Megatron units set up.  The main advantage we’re gonna have, girls and boys, is that central command believes that the enemy’s not gonna see the landing parties as the threat that they are until it’s too late.  I agree with that assessment.  They won’t believe in a million years that a group of infantry can take out their ship from the surface, so they’re not going to respond with heavy defense until after they see the first of their super-ships get knocked out.  That’s when it’s gonna get nasty, so be ready for it.

“There are gonna be 20 different landing parties, five per ship, so naturally we’re not gonna be protecting all of them,” she continued.  “Other rigger companies will be doing that.  Each landing operation is going to have mecha, fighter, gunboat, and corvette escort, which will be acting as defense once the Marine units are out of the jumper and setting up the Megatron.  Infantry units in the jumpers will be acting as additional defense once the landers unload.  Each element from the company will be escorting one landing party, one per ship.  Maka, you’re in command of element B.  Zilvi, element C.  Mol’Vek, element D,” she finished, looking towards the lone Urumi in the briefing room.  “Reservists, you will be activated for this operation, all ten of you are going to be on lander escort duty.  Individual assignments will be coming down once you get in your pods.  Last thing, girls and boys.  We’ll be running this mission by remote, so reservists, report to merge bay 37 and get your Titans online.  My riggers, we’re using the ROC in the Whale, so we’ll be in the theatre.  Any questions?”  When silence greeted her, Tara nodded.  “Alright then.  We bounce in thirty minutes, girls and boys.  Reservists report to bay 37, everyone else to the transport.  Our Whale is in orbit at Terra, fully loaded and waiting for us.”

Whales were the newest addition to the KMS.  They were like miniature carriers, about halfway in size between a destroyer and a frigate.  They served one purpose and one purpose only, and that was to transport a company of Titans to and from a combat theatre.  Titans were too big to transport in large numbers on most KMS ships, they’d fill every landing bay on about anything but the Tianne, so they’d built a rather simplistic hyperspace-capable transport based on the KP-660 freighter whose purpose was to launch and recover Titans, as well as provide a mobile field base for Titan companies to allow them to do simple repairs and maintenance to the units.  Whales were very basic ships, with a crew of 5; the ship’s exo, two navigators, ship’s engineer, and a trained and certified medic.  When on deployment, there would be upwards of 20 crew on board in addition to the 40 riggers, who were select members of the ground crews that maintained the mecha, who came aboard to help prepare the mecha for their missions and do basic repairs and maintenance to and from a deployment zone.  They didn’t have had enough space for individual quarters for the company’s crew and riggers, so they used dorm-style bunk rooms instead.  Only the company commander and exo had their own quarters on a Whale.  A Whale also had a galley, a mission briefing room, a small sickbay for treating minor to moderate injuries, an on-board merge pod op center for remote operation, an engineering bay, and not much else.


The ship’s mecha hangars took up the vast majority of the ship’s internal volume, an upper deck and a lower deck, each deck designed to hold 30 Titans.  Only 24 of the Titans on a deck were considered active, with the other six being reserve or backup units.  While Whales weren’t designed for front-line fighting, they were armed and heavily armored, and had all the usual defensive equipment for a KMS ship; carapace armor, shields, diffuser, and a shockwave generator.  Each Titan company had a Whale, and the crew of the ship was considered part of the company and ultimately under the company commander’s command.  The Captain of a Whale was technically the company commander, but the ship’s exo was a Naval officer, not a rigger, and the one that commanded the ship while the company commander was deployed on a mission.  Most company commnders rarely set foot on the bridge and let the exo handle running the ship.


In the upcoming operation, the Whales would not be fighting, but they could very well be right in the middle of a firefight.  They would launch their mecha and then retreat to the back of the task force, then advance to recover their mecha once the mission was complete.  But, given they may be called upon to enter a fight to launch or pick up their mecha, they were heavily armored, almost ridiculously armored, and with multiple defensive systems designed to protect much bigger ships, which made them exceptionally tough and durable.  Whales could take a major pounding while coming in, launch or recover their mecha, then get out.  In that respect, they were designed similarly to infantry and mech jumpers, designed to come in under heavy fire to deploy or recover troops or mecha.


But, Jason heard what he wanted to hear, even if he already knew it.  He’d be active for this mission.  He’d be fighting shoulder to shoulder with his girls, and that was exactly where he felt he needed to be.  He dissolved his hologram, but he communed with Tara over the network, contacting her interface.  [I’ll merge to my mecha once I get word that the riggers are aboard, Major,] he told her.

[Don’t be late, your Grace.  Grand Duke or not, I’ll kick your ass if you’re not ready on time.]


[That’s why I love you, Tara,] he replied playfully.  [I have a few things I need to catch up on, then I’ll be there.]

He opened his eyes and looked out over his office.  Dera and Rina were sitting on the couch, looking quite relaxed, while Ryn and Suri were in the outer office with several Marine guards.  Aya was behind him, pacing believe it or not, walking back and forth between his chair and the back wall.  He shared her apprehension.  Calm down, Aya, he sent soothingly, turning his his chair and putting a leg out to stop her.


I object to this idea of yours in the strongest possible terms, Jason, she sent, near-outrage bubbling under the surface of her thought.  Jason had finally come clean with Aya about ten minutes ago.


I’m not going to be there in person—


There’s still risk involved! she cut him off.  If you suffer dump shock, that means you won’t be here in case you need to make an important decision!  This is not the time for the house to be without you, Jason!


I’m rated on a Titan, Aya, and we’re so short on Titan riggers that I can’t just sit back and do nothing.  Myri would probably pull you for this war if she thought she could get you.  You’re rated too.  They’re that hard up for Titan riggers.  My girls need me, Aya, and I will be there for them in any way I can..

She gave him a long glare.  I’m about to pull rank on you, Jason.


Not this time, you’re not, he warned.  Don’t fight me over this, Aya.  This is the one fight you do not want to pick, and I mean it.  He stood up and put his hands on her shoulders.  Remember what you told me after they tried to kill Dahnai with those missiles they smuggled in from Makan, when I jumped in Justin’s fighter and went up there myself to shoot them down?  About why I do the things I do?


You weren’t raised as a noble, she admitted.  You came up to your position through the infantry, so you’re not afraid to fight.

That’s right.  I got into this chair literally by fighting for it, Aya, and you know I’m not afraid to pick up a pulse rifle and charge into the battle myself if that’s what I think will best protect the House.  And right here, right now, the House needs me in that Titan far more than it needs me behind this desk.  Can you understand that?

She was silent.


You can be as mad as you want after this is over.  Until then, woman, you’d better get hold of your panties, because you’re going to be on the wildest ride of your life, he warned, which made Dera laugh voicelessly despite herself.


Aya sent a withering cold stare in her direction.  You’re making me regret recommending you for promotion, Dera, she warned.


Sorry, Captain, she replied with an insincere look.  But Jason does make a good point.  At least if he does this from a merge, we minimize the danger to him.  And besides, I’ve seen his scores in a Titan.  I think he’ll be just fine.

Jason gave Dera a beaming smile.  I need to go down to the war room, then I’ll be deploying for the mission, he announced.


I’ll escort you, Aya declared.  You four stay here.

Aya didn’t try to lecture him or berate him as they walked down thee flights of stairs and a long hallway, but he could sense her fury.  But, he’d expected this.  Aya was sometimes too protective, he felt, and she often forgot that Jason Karinne was unlike any other member of the Confederate Council in myriad ways.  He may lead the House of Karinne, but he led from the front, not the back.  He wouldn’t ask anyone in the House to do anything he would not do himself, and his subjects knew it.  It was one of the reasons he suspected that they gave him so much loyalty, because they knew he cared about each and every one of them.  They were the House.  Not Cybi, not the CBIMs, not their technology or reputation.  They were.  And while he may be the patriarch of this 1.2 billion member family, it didn’t excuse him from sharing in their trials and tribulations as much as he shared in their successes and prosperity.

The command center was a frenzy of activity.  Every comm officer was on duty, and they were sending out orders and instructions at a fevered pace as Generals and Admirals and their aides rushed around the large room and its surrounding offices.  All five CBIMs and Coma had holograms present in the room, very small ones hovering above and behind Myri to stay out of the way, who was standing at the main planning console looking at a hologram of a star system with Juma and Navii.  Sioa was at the next table over with some of her Army generals, discussing a hologram showing a large swath of ground terrain.


Where we at, Myri? Jason asked as he reached the table.


We’re at 93 minutes to the task forces jumping out, she answered.  Both CCM and KMS operations are organizing for jump right now.  Terra is a madhouse at the moment as the task forces get into position to jump.  We’ve got our own forces organized and ready, they’re just doing final checks and waiting for the go signal.


Are we going after a super-ship?


We are, Navii answered.   Jenn and Vella are on board the Tianne.  It’s the flag for that operation.  We haven’t changed targets.

How many Marines and Tarks are going in?


Two thousand, Juma answered.  We have two Megatron units calibrated for the shaft breach, and Hadjha Siyhaa and Myleena finished the hack module just two hours ago.


I was about to ask about that.  “Cybi, do you have access to the hack module for the capture mission?” he asked aloud, looking up at her shakra-tall hologram.


“I’ve already downloaded a few patches into it,” she answered.  “If they can get it into their main computer control facility and connect it to their main computer core, I can seize control of the ship.  I’ll then order the ship to open all hatches and airlocks and kill the crew through depressurization.  I will then order the entire ship to shut down and lock out the computer so only we can reactivate it.”

“As much as I hate having to do that, you have my authorization,” Jason said grimly.  “We can’t give them any chance to take back control of the ship or make it self-destruct.  But we won’t be quite that ruthless with other ships we may capture,” he said, a bit more optimistically.  “So, we’re on schedule?”


“Yes we are, so you can get out of here and stop distracting us, Jason,” Myri told him, then she pointed at a simple stool sitting over in the distant corner.  “There’s two choices you can make.”


He laughed.  “I’m too busy to sit in the corner.  Keep Chirk updated on the missions as reports come in.”


“We will.”


Back in his office, Jason met a rather nervous young Doctor Rilvin Delarre, whom had been sent up from the clinic in the building to monitor Jason’s biorhythms while he was merged.  He wasted no time climbing into his merge pod in his bedroom as the doctor sat at a console by the door, with all four of his guards and Aya in the room with them.  Alright, I’m ready, he announced.  Doctor, you won’t have very much to do.  Just watch viddy or something unless the alarm goes off.


I was instructed to monitor your biorhythms, your Grace, and that’s exactly what I’m going to do, he replied.


It’s your boredom, he replied flippantly.  Alright, Aya, I’m going in.


Be careful, your Grace. And good luck, she answered, concern shimmering through her thought.


He took a cleansing breath, then relaxed and closed his eyes.  He merged up into the control computer in the merge pod, allowing it to serve as a bridge through which all his telemetry would flow, then reached across hundreds of light years, all the way to Terra.  He located his Titan and merged to its main computer core, then brought it out of standby mode.  The sensor mesh system activated, flooding him with both sensory and technical data, megastrings and megastrings of pure data flowing through his mind as the 47 individual systems a Titan rigger had to manage came online and reported back to him.  He sorted through that data with practiced skill, organizing it to take advantage of his greatest asset in a Titan, which was his Generation ability to focus his attention on multiple things at a time instead of just one.  It was this aspect of him that made him such a good Titan rigger, since he could divide his attention among the different systems and manage them in harmony, where other riggers had to work through them one at a time.  They worked through them in milliseconds, everything was done with the speed of the mindscape rather than the physical world, but in the world of riggers and fighter pilots, milliseconds could be an eternity.  Jason established his sensor streams, and the silent darkness in which he floated slowly became infused with light, sounds, smells, tactile sensations as his sensor mesh system went active.

[Titan K1 online,] he announced to the Whale’s local commune network as the cameras came into focus, and he found himself standing in a reserve bay slot on the upper hangar deck.  Before him two lines of Titans stood at the active bay slots with dozens of ground crew techs swarming around their feet and hovering in midair on platforms or while wearing hoverpacks, preparing the mecha for deployment..  [All systems online and nominal.  Sensor mesh system online.  Limiters enabled, combat mode on standby.]  He reached back to the control computer in the merge pod, then connected it to his office system and placed a floating 2D holo of his video stream up over the merge pod for the guards and the doctor to see.  [Telemetry online.  I have a 100% merge]


[Confirmed, 100% merge, K1,] one of the deck techs answered.  [All telemetry channels are 100%.]

Jason first ensured there were no techs in his bay area, defined by lines painted on the floor, then he spread his feet a little and raised his arms, made a fist with his left hand, and placed it in the palm of his right hand, starting the practice exercises to “settle in” to his merge, to feel less and less like he was merged to the mecha and more and more like he was the mecha.  The settling process was a critical one for merge operation for mecha and fighters, both remote and PIM, Pilot In Mecha, to the point where both the Army and Marines mandated a minimum 15 minutes of merge time before units entered a combat theater for anything but a scramble response mission.  That made absolutely sure that the riggers and Wolf pilots were fully settled into their mecha and operating at peak combat efficiency.  Some riggers settled faster than others, but the average time to fully settle into a merge was about four minutes.  Jason usually only took about 20 seconds to fully settle into his merge, which was about average for a Generation.  [You guys getting the A/V feed?] he asked back to his office.

[We’ve got a clear view, Jason,] Aya answered.  [But we’re only getting one channel.]


[I’ll enable the other channels once I switch to combat mode and get my spinners up,] he replied, then he connected up to the biogenic network and located Tara.  [Major, I’m online and ready to start PDs.]  PDs were Pre-Mission Diagnostics.


[Go ahead and get a head start, K1,] she answered, making sure to only use his Titan designation now that they were out in the field.  Nobody would refer to him by name or title, either over commune or gravband.  [We’re about five minutes from the Stargate.  We’ll be aboard in about fifteen minutes.]


[Understood.  I should finish my checklist before you arrive.]

With the help of the ground crew, Jason was indeed completely finished with pre-mission diagnostics and inspections by the time the riggers arrived. They came in through the roof doors, their dropship landing in the open area in the bay, and the riggers boiled out and headed straight for the ROC, the Remote Operations Center.  From that room, holding 60 merge pods and overseen by the Whale’s engineer and medic to handle either a technical problem with a merge pod or a medical issue that might pop up during a mission, the riggers would be driving their mecha by remote merge.  Juma had mandated that Marine Titan riggers would operate from remote merge unless the mission required them to run PIM, Pilot In Mecha, to protect the rare and valuable Titan riggers from getting killed in action.  It really made sense, since Titan riggers were too busy with their very complex mecha to worry about telepathic combat.  Riggers in Gladiators and Juggernauts could handle telepathic combat and allow the Titans to wreck face.  Sioa hadn’t instituted the same rules for the Army, but Jason felt she would. It was just a matter of time.


Barely two minutes after Tara rushed into the companionway leading to the crew sections of the ship, giving the personnel dropship time to take off and exit the hangar, her Titan powered up, which indicated she was merged to it.  [Titan A1 online,] her commune swept across the hangar.  [Alright, Heln, let’s get the PD checklist going.]

Jason stayed in his assigned bay space and passed the time catching up on messages from the command center as the Storm Riders and the other nine reservists went through pre-mission, as techs checked systems and did last-minute inspections through maintenance doors whlie the riggers ran through the checklists and diagnostics to ensure the rig was combat ready.  Once that was all done, Tara issued out external equipment to the company, and left it up to the company as to who would carry which weapon.  Jason almost felt lucky that he managed to get himself a CM-120 Vindicator gatling disruptor, a shoulder-mounted PM-60 heavy pulse cannon, and a Falcon missile pod for his right upper shoulder mount, which would give him maximum Rambo-ness.  Like all rigs, his back pod mounts were taken up by flight pods, which weren’t entirely necessary, but were mandatory equipment for any Titan that was going to be operating in space.


In reality, a Titan could run on its internal grav engines, which separated it from all other Karinne mecha when it came to non-ground operation.  Titans had Wolf engines in them, the exact same engines used in Wolf fighters, and if that wasn’t enough, there were two of them in a Titan.  A Titan needed two because the asymmetrical placement of the engines in the mecha, the mecha’s bipedal robot construction, and it required two engines to give it stability when used in aerial and space-based combat theaters.  It was just too unstable with only one engine, even with helper engine pods in the lower arms and legs, so they installed two.  Given it had two of the most powerful engines ever designed for their size, it gave a Titan a fuckton of speed and power when operating in vector-based space combat.  However, it wasn’t anywhere near as agile as a Wolf, it lacked the Wolf’s ability to change its vector quickly, so flight pods were standard eqiupment in space operations to provide a Titan with the agility it needed to defend itself against fighters and other mecha.  The mecha didn’t need flight pods for anything else except controlled descents into atmospheres.  While not absolutely necessary for controlled descents, it took a very skilled rigger to bring a Titan down in a controlled descent without flight pods because of the very un-aerodynamic profile of a Titan when it encountered air resistance.


Since they’d be operating in space for this mission, flight pods were mandatory equipment.

Jason did a systems check on his pod units and found them fully operational…and there was little more to do but wait.  He stowed his shoulder cannon in carry mode, which caused it to retract over and behind his shoulder and rotate up to point at the ceiling, returned to his assigned bay, and had the bay’s anchors reattach to his unit so it was physically locked down for jump.  He again kept an eye on the incoming enemy fleets and CCM deployment through the command center as their task force got underway, heading for the catapult that would get them out to R1XC-1493.  They had to use a catapult because 21 of the ships in their task force lacked real-time jump engines.  When the mission was complete, a tug would jump in a catapult to get them back to Terra.

[Five minutes to jump.  Secure all Titans for jump,] the exo on the bridge announced over local commune.


[All Titans secure and ready for jump, Exo,] Tara reported.


[Aye-aye, Skipper.]  Tara hated to be called Captain by the Whale’s crew, so they did the same thing her company did and called her Skip or Skipper.  [We jump for nineteen minutes, 27 seconds, and we enter the target system hot.]  A hot entrance meant that the enemy would already be in the system, which was what they wanted.  They wanted to come up behind the Syndicate fleet as it came in towards planet 4 under sublight, which would help block their best escape vectors by being physically between them and their shortest path to jump distance.


[All rigs, sync your spinners,] Tara ordered.  [Jumper escort use local B for spinner telemetry, ship defense use C.]  That would feed all spinner data to every Titan, providing the entire company with full coverage.  What one spinner saw, every Titan would also see.  [Command channel is STG local 1.  Green up when you’re set.]  Greening up was sending confirmation back to Tara via computer, without having to verbally acknowledge the command.  After about a minute, she continued.  [Alright, we’re all green and ready. Settle in and relax, girls and boys.  Nothing to do now but wait.]

All the way back at Karis, Jason took a deep, cleansing breath, while his rig rolled its shoulders a little bit.  What was about to happen wasn’t going to be fun.  This would be the real thing.  People were going to die, on both sides, and he was going to be right in the middle of it.  He’d killed in battle before, but that had been while merged to Cybi and reaching out from hundreds of kathra away, and in a way, it was both much more distant but also horrifyingly intimate.  This time, he would be shooting a gun at the enemy, and if he hit them, they were dead.  No distant disassociation from the act of ripping apart battleships, seeing them as things without considering the living crews inside.  Yet, there would also be no requiring him to locate and crush minds, shattering their sanity, to feel their minds snap under the force of his power, and in that fleeting instant while he was still connected to them, to know what true madness was from the inside.  So, in what was coming, he felt like he was getting it better in one way and worse in another.

Either way, he wouldn’t hesitate to pull the trigger.


Jason spent the nineteen minutes in hyperspace sharing a long silence with the other riggers, all of them forced to do nothing but wait.  But these were veteran riggers, riggers who had seen combat before, so the silence wasn’t filled with fearful trepidation.  It was filled instead with quiet resolve…that might be less sober than if they were all personally in their rigs, were personally in danger.  The fact that no rigger in that bay was going to die today filled all of them with unspoken relief.

The ship dropped into normal space exactly on time, and Jason saw through the Whale’s internal telemetry that the enemy fleet was about 200,000 kathra in front of them and making for planet 4 in the system at what was for them full speed.  The task force accelerated to flank to catch up to them, and for nearly four minutes Jason watched those ships on the Whale’s tactical display.  It took them those four minutes to realize they were being followed thanks to sensor jamming, but they eventually noticed their pursuers and turned around.  The cruisers and battleships pulled back in between the super-ships, seeking protection from the numerically superior force, allowing the four super-ships to advance towards them on a very slow acceleration curve that betrayed the ungainliness of something that big.  On their side, Jason saw the Ori Ai and Abarax speed up, taking the lead in the formation, and the rest of the ships fell in behind them in an arrow formation with the Whale directly behind the Ori Ai, using it as a shield.

[It’s go time, kids,] Tara ordered over local commune.  [A and B Squads, join your assigned lander teams and stay behind the Ori Ai until the lander deploy signal is given by flag command.  C and D squads, deploy into ship defense formation alpha around the Ori Ai.  Open bay doors!]

[Bay doors opening, Skipper,] the exo acknowledged.


[C Squad, D Squad up!] Tara boomed.  On the lower hangar deck, the 20 members of C and D squads squared up in front of their open doors.  [Launch!]  In unison, the 20 Titans lunged through the airskin shield and vanished into the darkness of space.  [Reserves on the line!]  Jason disegaged the anchors holding his Titan in place and moved up along the center line.  He was the first reserve in the line, so he moved all the way up to the front of the landing bay and took up a position directly behind Tara.  The other reserves took up positions behind the other Titans on both sides of the bay.  They would follow them out the doors when the go signal was given, and since Jason was assigned to Tara and her wingwoman, he’d stay close to them.  [A Squad, B Squad up!]  All anchors were released, and the 20 mecha with the 10 reserves behind half of them prepared.  [Launch!]

Jason followed Tara out of her bay door, and he went from the artificial gravity of the Whale out into weightless space.  He engaged his engines and quickly moved into his assigned position in their formation, a loose staggered line sitting about a quarter kathra behind the stern of the gigantic Ori Ai, using it as physical cover.  The Whale pulled back, receding in the distance to take up a matching course well behind the warships, for it wasn’t a line vessel and its job was to keep itself undamaged until it was called in to pick up its mecha.  Jason was the second rank behind Tara and her wingwoman, Harin, his disruptor held in his Titan’s hands.  Behind them, the jumpers holding the landing teams started to line up, also using the battleship as a shield, and they were quickly surrounded by 20 Wolf fighters, four corvettes, four gunboats, and Gladiator and Juggernaut mecha equipped with flight pods, until there were nearly 50 naval craft and exomechs in the formation.

None of the units were manned.  Not even the jumpers had crew members in them.  The jumpers were filled with remote-piloted Gladiators that would get the Megatron units set up and Rocker units to serve as additional infantry protection while the Gladiators did their job.  Since the telepathic abilities of the Benga were a wild card, it was decided that lander crews would be remote operated to remove that variable from the equation.

[Lander escort leaders sound off,] came an order from command.


[Lander Alpha ready and standing by,] the mech jumper holding the Megatron unit Jason’s element was assigned to defend responded.


[Lander Alpha-Beta standing by.] the other mech jumper responded.

[Alpha One, all Titans standing by,] Tara answered.

[Alpha Two, all exomechs standing by,] another company commander called.  He wasn’t sure who, he didn’t recognize the voice.

[Alpha Three, all fighters standing by,] the fighter wing leader answered, Commander Dreanne from the 235th Naval Fighter Squadron.

[Alpha Four, all corvettes and gunboats standing by.]

And so it went, until every element of the Alpha team replied, and that process was being repeated on different command channels for each of the lander teams.


[Alpha team, stand by for orders,] command called.  [Alpha Team, prepare to deploy.  Target and landing point unchanged.  Target and landing point unchanged.]  Jason saw several missiles hurtle by the stern of the Ori Ai…the Syndicate had opened fire.  Several faint flashes of light illuminated the dark space over the top of the hull.  [Approach vector being loaded.]  Jason checked the data coming into his mecha, and saw that they were instructing them to go under the belly of the Ori Ai, including no-go vectors indicating firing arcs from the battleship’s weapons.  The entire formation started to descend, to get into position.


[Deploy ECDs,] Tara ordered.  Jason launched all six of his spinners, then deployed his two gun drones, small automated drones carrying rail cannons that would follow the Titan and assist either in attack or defense.  The feeds of every spinner in the company was flowing into his computer, and in his mind, he had a large and comprehensive tactical map of the entire area as each spinner contributed a piece of the puzzle.  He pulled his heavy pulse cannon down into a firing position over his left shoulder and began charging it, then swung his disruptor into a firing position.  All around him, the other Titans were making similar preparations.


[Deploy in thirty seconds,] command relayed to them.


[Tighten up, kids,] Tara ordered.  [And keep sharp.  This is gonna be a rough ride.]


[Target data uploding to your combat computers.]  In his mind’s eye, target locations on the super-ship they were ordered to attack appeared, pointing out weapon battery locations they both had to keep in mind as they started shooting at them and also targets to destroy as they came in.  Most of the gun batteries on the super-ships were pillbox constructs on the hull, built on top of the armor, that gave the guns a wide range of fire.  The heavier weapons were built into recessed bunkers hollowed out of the armor with only the end of the weapon barrel protruding from the surface.  That gave the bigger weapons a more limited field of fire, but protected them from attack much more effectively.  The super-ship didn’t have shields that protected the entire ship, it was far too big for that with Syndicate technology, but each gun emplacement had its own shield to further protect it from incoming fire.


Too bad most of the KMS’ weapons were shield-piercing.


Most of those gun batteries were Torsion weapons, which they were effectively told to ignore.  After all, they posed absolutely no threat whatsoever to their line vessels.  The gun batteries that were being fed into his targeting computer were hot plasma cannon batteries.

[Diffusers on standby until we clear the diffusion field of the Ori Ai, then switch to active,] Tara ordered.  [Missile defenses active.  Save your Swarm packs for missile defense, Falcon missiles only for offense..]

[Alpha team, deploy deploy deploy!]

Jason followed Tara as they surged down and forward, clearing the edge of the stern, and the enemy fleet came into view.  Explosions and lances of energy of different colors were flying back and forth between the distant ships and the CCM task force, as each side opened up with their long-range weaponry, and thus far it looked like the exchange was mainly one-sided.  Jason counted two Syndicate ships out of action, one completely destroyed and one on fire with a gigantic hole blown out of its bow section, venting atmosphere into space. The CCM was pounding the Syndicate with rail cannons, which had effectively unlimited range, and the Syndicate could only answer with missiles.  The streaks of light he was seeing were rail slugs flying at the enemy, the slugs lit up by static electric charge induced into the iron that then streaked across space at relativistic speed, making it look like a line of faint, ghostly light going from the firing ship to its target.


He had to note that those were being fired by other ships, not KMS ships.  KMS rail cannons didn’t do that, they didn’t electrically charge the slug when firing, because KMS rail cannons were more efficient and just plain-out built better.


[Heads up small movers, we’re almost in their Torsion range!] command warned.  [Hold inside line vessel diffusion fields until after the first volley!]

Jason focused some of his attention on the super-ship, and just seconds later, his sensors showed them lowering their diffuser.  A split second later, it fired a concentrated barrage of reddish Torsion bolts at the incoming enemy.  That red wave of angry energy all but filled the entire sky in ftont of the enemy task force, lashed out at every ship in the CCM formation, and not a single ship made any move to dodge or evade those blasts.  A second later, the reason why became obvious to the enemy, as their searing red Torsion bolts dimmed rapidly once they entered the diffusion fields of the CCM ships, and then faded completely before they came anywhere near the hull of any vessel.


Jason almost wished he could see the looks on the faces of the Syndicate officers on those ships.  Thanks to sensor jamming, the Syndicate had no idea their Torsion weapons were useless until they tried to use them.


[Punch it while their cannons are recharging!] Tara barked, and the entire formation surged forward in unison.


It was a harrowing approach, but also enlightening.  Navii was right, they didn’t see the landers as a threat, so they weren’t launching their own exomechs to respond.  But, they didn’t ignore the landing teams enough not to do anything about them.  An almost uncountable number of missiles launched up from the surface of their target ship, much smaller ones than the volley launched at the line vessels.  Jason knew that they’d switch to shockwave generators, but they’d wait until the last possible second, destroy as many missiles as they could in a short window, then bring the diffusers back up.  [Shockwaves!] Tara  barked, and Jason switched from diffuser to shockwave generator, then the five Titans, corvettes, and gunboats took the lead, shielding the mecha and landers behind them that weren’t equipped with Torsion shockwave generators.  Jason spiked power to both his shields and shockwave generator when the missiles nearly reached them, then the missiles hit the shockwave effect.  His optics kicked in the filters to tone down the searing light from multiple explosions, then the formation moved right into the hellstorm of those explosions, spiking the surface temperature of his Titan’s hull.  But, as quickly as the firestorm flared up, it died down, and the landing team came through the cloud of boiling fire.  Jason saw no other missiles on his tactical, so he switched back to the diffuser unit as missile launch platforms and plasma cannon batteries on the surface of the ship ahead of them started to explode, struck by rail cannon fire.

[Rail cannons on the ground batteries!  Falcon missiles when they get in range!] the landing party commander ordered.  [We have range with heavy pulse cannons, open fire!]

Jason didn’t have to be told twice.  He already had the priority targets selected, and his shoulder-mounted heavy pulse cannon blazed with white light as it unleased a powerful pulse blast, assisted by his two rail drones, which were firing at the same target.  It hurtled away from him with sizzling speed, then 2.1 seconds later struck the plasma cannon battery he’d targeted.  The blast went through its shield and tore through the emplacement, penetrated through its armored hull, then exploded inside, sending twisted pieces of fiery debris blooming up from the surface of the ship.  He fired again, and again, and again, as the other mecha carrying heavy pulse cannons joined in, sending a rain of blazing white bundles of explosive Teryon energy down onto the hull, wiping out a large swath of host plasma cannon batteries.  When he ran out of batteries to shoot, he started targeting and destroying their heavy Torsion emplacements.

In barely 20 seconds, the Titans had cleared a large enough area of the hull of plasma batteries that it created a safe landing zone for them…exactly as planned.  The universal mount design of the plasma batteries gave them the ability to fire on mecha that landed on the hull, but they’d cleared out every battery that could line up a shot at them.  The rest were blocked by the curvature of the spherical ship’s hull.


[Contact!  Contact at four o’clock!] a Wolf pilot called, and Jason focused his sensors in that direction.  Syndicate mecha were coming up, lifted up on an elevator, some 30 of them, all the same size as a Titan and carrying external Torsion cannons.


[Open up on ‘em!] Tara barked.  He watched as Tara shot down four of those enemy mecha in quick succession with her rail cannon, the others scrambling in every direction, clearly not expecting to come under fire from an enemy that far away.  Jason’s rail drones added to the fire raining down on the enemy mecha, but they scored no hits.  They didn’t return fire, not even with missiles, they all retreated away from the elevator, then regathered behind a burned-out plasma cannon battery.  [Form up, 20 seconds to touchdown,] Tara barked.  [And the enemy will reach us almost at the same time.  Jumper Beta, you better have that diffuser unit and shield generator ready to deploy!]


[The diffuser’s already active, Major.  The shield generator will be as soon as we land on the hull of the ship.  It requires a surface anchor, it’s a ground-based unit.]

They came all the way in with almost no incoming fire, and Jason landed his Titan on the armored hull of the super-ship, his focus on the surviving 26 enemy mecha, who were charging towards them.  He immediately raised his disruptor and unleashed a volley of angry white-blue lances of energy at the closest enemy mecha, who had just come within range.  The enemy mecha danced to the side with surprising agility, staying just ahead of Jason’s fire as he tried to lead the target and walk the disruptor’s fire across it, then the enemy returned fire with a hand-held Torsion weapon.  The angry red beam lashed towards them, then dimmed and fizzled out as it entered the diffuser field being generated by the infantry diffuser unit on the second jumper.  A column rose up from the top of the second jumper, and a hard shield shimmered into existence around them, extending out in a half-sphere nearly 200 shakra in radius. Tara gave a grim chuckle over local commune.  [They know they can’t fight us at range now, at least once they find out their missiles won’t penetrate the shield.  Get ready for close combat!] she warned over local STG, even as ten Gladiators and 30 Rockers boiled out of the jumper.  Four Gladiators were hauling the Megatron unit with them, which had hoverpods attached.


[Seven minutes, ladies, the clock is ticking!] the landing party commander declared.


[We are on the clock, girls!  Phase one go!]

The Gladiators set the unit down barely a shakra from the lander’s ramp, and then the unit shuddered when it annealed itself to the hull, anchoring.  [Unit startup!] the lead Gladiator called.  [Bai, get us a lock on their reactor and aim the unit!  Gravity, Melza?]


[Not strong enough, but we can cover with the onboards,] came the answer.  [I’m adjusting the compensators right now.]

Jason looked up and saw a large complement of enemy mecha rushing towards them, another wave that must have come up from another elevator and flown over.  Instead of diving at them from above, they landed on the hull about 500 shakra away, joining the other mecha behind the burned-out plasma cannon battery, then they used it as cover, firing their Torsion weapons at them…which were completely useless.  [Return fire, piercing weapons only!] Tara snapped as she raised her arm and extended her nested pulse cannons and then opened fire.  The white bundles of Teryon energy went right through the burned-out emplacement, and the other mecha scrambled in every direction even as an explosion from behind the emplacement told Jason that Tara hit one of the enemy mecha’s power plant.  She was using spinner telemetry and MV scope data to aim through the solid object, which was what the spinners were designed to do, let them see more than just from their own position.  Spinners were target spotters and down-pointing sensors, giving them more information to use, and that was always a good thing.  Jason was carrying two piercing weapons, so he opened up again with the Vindicator, sending a blitz of bluish-white lances of energy in that direction.  Explosions from the matter the disruptor beam hit and destabized bloomed in the burned-out emplacement.  White blazing bundles of pulse energy and other blue-white disruptor bolts unloaded on the emplacement, peppering it, and the heavy volume of fire that was going right through the charred, twisted metal and hitting the enemy mecha behind it chased the rest of the enemy mecha out of their cover.  The enemy mecha were running to the sides, strafing to be a harder target since they now knew that a small bit of cover was useless against weapons that went right through solid matter, still firing their Torsion weapons.  The landing party ignored those weapons completely, sending pulse, MPAC, rail, and disruptor fire back at them, even as the fighters hovering above opened on them as well, adding heavy pulse cannon fire to the mix.

The firepower was too much.  The enemy mecha retreated in unison, turning and using their engines to glide over the hull of the ship upon which they all stood, trying to get out of range.  Several of them were shot down as they tried to flee, and several more crumpled to the deck when they were targeted by the exomechs carrying rail weaponry.  Navii proved she was right yet again, she predicted the enemy mecha would pull back, retreat in the face of that firepower and the fact that their own weapons were ineffective, no doubt calling in a heavy hitter to strike the lander’s position.  But that just bought the lander team time, and seconds ticked by, and more seconds, and more seconds as the Megatron’s power plant started charging the rail cannon inside, preparing it to fire.  Again, the enemy didn’t understand the danger of the landing party, no doubt thought that they were trying to board the ship and the unit was trying to cut through the hull.  Jason spared a second to look back towards the CCM task force, and saw that they were engaged in a savage firefight with the super-ships and now their escorting ships.  The four super-ships had advanced to form a semicircle, and they were trying to get the task force in the center of it so they could rake the ships with fire from multiple directions.  There were explosions and some fire up there, and he saw the Abarax slice one of the enemy cruisers into about 20 pieces as it charged right at a formation of smaller ships.  The Abarax chopped two more of them to pieces with its nine particle beam projectors, then banked away to chase one of their big battleships, which was now retreating from the tactical battleship.

The enemy’s answer was exactly what Navii predicted it would be.  One of their cruisers came up over the horizon, coming in low and fast, and it was coming right at them.  [Heavy hitter!] Tara boomed, even as the fighters, corvettes, and gunboats raced away from them to intercept it.  But Jason saw two frigates decloak directly over the enemy ship, and both of them unleashed their particle beams at it.  One cut completely through the bow section of the ship as the other cut deeply into the stern, not cutting all the way through, but it clearly did more than enough damage.  The cruiser shuddered, its running lights went off, and fire and smoke gouted from the two ghastly wounds as the ship suddenly veered off its vector.  It was caught in the super-ship’s gravity well, and the ground party watched as the huge ship turned to port and descended, then plowed into the hull of the super-ship.  They felt the armored hull under them buckle and shudder, knocking the Rockers off their feet and nearly knocking the Gladiators and Juggernauts down.  Molten slag and sparks fountained up into space as the battleship scraped across the hull, wiping out undestroyed Torsion batteries and the burned-out hulks of plasma cannon batteries, as well as some of the other constructions on the hull, like sensor towers and comm units.  The battleship rumbled by only about 600 shakra to Jason’s right as he watched, the group turning to watch it grind by, then it slowed to a stop with fire and atmosphere venting out into space.


[Fuck, that knocked the Megatron out of alignment!] one of the techs fretted.  [Re-acquiring!]


[Is the unit damaged?] Jason asked.


[We’re not sure, we’re checking it now,] the lead tech answered.  [It’s still in charging sequence.  I’m getting no errors back on the board.  I think it’s still good.]


[We’ve gotta move it, the hull’s buckled under the unit!  It can’t hit the reactor!]


[Get it done, ladies!  Three minutes!] Tara ordered.


[Get it unannealed!] the lead tech called quickly.  [One of you Titans, pick it up and set it down on a flat hull section!]


[I got it,] Jason called as the techs quickly unannealed the unit, letting go of his disruptor, which caused it to hover using its gyro pods and move out of his way, but stay close by so he could grab it again.  Jason picked it up and took about five steps to the right, then set it back down on an unbuckled section of the armored hull.  [Anchor it, anchor it fast before the power plant diverts!  It’s designed not to allow the cannon to charge past 80% if the unit’s not anchored!]

The sun exploded.  That was what it seemed like, as everything suddenly went incadescent with light.  Jason looked up as his optics filtered out the saturation of light, and he saw that the Ori Ai had made its run at the most distant super-ship from their location, and clearly, its Teryon rail cannon had done the job.  Jason saw the armored hull of the super-ship distort and inflate like a balloon, then the entire ship detonated in a cataclysm of released plasma energy.  The Teryon burst fired from the fleet battleship’s rail cannon had hit the main power reactor in the ship, which was virtually a tiny captive star, and that star unleashed all of its energy when the chains the reactor put on it were removed.  It was almost like the Chesapeake explosion on a titanic scale, when the power plant in the exomech was intentionally overloaded, showing just how dangerous and powerful plasma-generating power plants could be when they were directly attacked.


[Holy Trelle,] Valda communed reverently.


[The Ori Ai scored a kill,] Tara declared to the landing team.  [Shockwave incoming!  Shield to max!]
[Shield at max.]


[All units brace, all units brace!] Tara ordered as the shockwave of that explosion raced towards them.  Titans, surround the Megatron unit!  Shield it!]  Jason moved his mecha between the approaching shockwave and the Megatron unit, kneeling down and physically shielding it with his metal body.  The shield protecting them flared to brilliant visibility when the shockwave roared over them, making the hull under them vibrate violently.  A piece of twisted debris the size of a KMS destroyer, a piece of the super-ship’s armored hull, slammed into the hull barely a hundred shakra from them, then bounced off and hurtled out into deep space.  The cyclone of released energy and surviving metal passed over them seconds later, leaving a tremendous amount of damage in its wake.  Many of the sensor towers, comm nodes, and gun batteries they hadn’t bothered to attack had been scoured off the armored hull of the ship, and the battleship that had crashed onto the hull had been blown back out into space.  There were multiple deep gouges in the armor of the hull, and even a few pieces of smoking wreckage sticking out of the armor, driven into it by the force of the explosion.  Jason focused on the enemy cruiser that had crashed on the hull and saw that it had been ripped to pieces by the shockwave, and the debris was spinning out into deep space behind the traveling shockwave.

[This is gonna get really ugly really fast,] Tara predicted as Jason saw the three surviving super-ships change course. They started to spread out, and everything was being fired at the Ori Ai, which was retreating away from them in a wide loop that would allow it to come back around and make another run at another enemy ship.  Jason zoomed in and saw that the Generation aboard was doing her job, as bolts of hot plasma veered away from the hull, bending away from it as the Generation inside warped space around the ship, which sent those shots harmlessly off into empty space.  The enemy now knew that their gigantic moon-sized ships could be destroyed by what they saw as a medium-sized battleship, a ship with some kind of defense that turned shots at it away, and he had no doubt that there were some nearly panicked orders being thrown around from the bridges of the three surviving ships.  They’d do anything they possibly could to keep the Ori Ai away from them—

And Navii was right yet again.  The enemy mecha that had retreated away from them took off from the hull and started into space.  Hundreds of other enemy mecha were also rising up from the ship they were on, launching from the landing bays, and they weren’t coming after the landing party.  They were all going after the Ori Ai.  All of them.  Every single one.  There were thousands of them, Jason saw, once the mecha from the other two surviving ships also started to ascend, some having to come around the ships to chase down the fleet battleship.  The Abarax veered in as the fleet battleship continued its wide, looping turn to line up for another run, acting as a physical shield against the incoming enemy mecha, while the surviving ships in the task force swooped in and started shooting at the armada of enemy exomechs.  The first groups of them that survived that gauntlet looked to try to go over or under the Abarax to get at the ship behind it, and they were summarily ripped apart by the Abarax’s Torsion shockwave generator.  Torsion bolts lashed out from the super-ships—they must have figured out that the ships couldn’t run both at the same time—but those shots bent away from the hull of the tactical battleship and sizzled out into empty space.

And that was why Navii had rallied so hard to get Generations into the battleships.  Not just for their ability to telepathically attack, but their ability to telekinetically warp space as a defense.  Just as Saelle once saved Dahnai by warping space to divert the path of MPAC blasts, the Generations aboard the two battleships were warping space to divert plasma and Torsion bolts to protect their ships from attack.  With a Generation on board, those ships were all but untouchable so long as the gestalts could stay online.

[They’re completely ignoring us,] the landing party commander chuckled.  [Let’s make ‘em pay for it.  Status?]


[94 seconds,] the lead tech reported.  [Megatron is aligned and at 86%.  All Megatrons are synced to fire simulateously.  All five Megatrons are showing ready to fire.]


[Techs on the jumper.  Get ready to evacuate!]


[We bug out at 32 seconds,] the lead called.  [Bring the shield down at 35 seconds.]

[Recall all ECD’s, pull telemetry from command,] Tara ordered.

It was a smooth process.  At 35 seconds to fire, the shield on the second jumper deactivated, and three seconds later, the exomechs and jumpers launched from the surface.  The fighters and larger escorts followed them as they punched their engines to full throttle, because they’d seen what happened when a super-ship’s reactor was breached.  They screamed away from the ship, several heavy Torsion cannon shots coming up at them.  Jason evaded one that was aimed at him, then flinched when one of the escorting corvettes was hit, the ship twisting to the side as its stern exploded when its engines were breached.  The carapace of the corvette contained most of the explosion, so about three quarters of the corvette spun away from the retreating formation, fire and plasma gouting from its ruined stern.  At five seconds, Tara barked over local, [Brace for shockwave!  All shields at max!]

Five seconds later, the super-ship upon which they landed ceased to exist.  All five Megatron units on the hull fired simultaneously, and at least one of them managed to hit the reactor.  There was a nova-bright eruption of light behind them, triggering his optics to filter the light, then he was tossed around like a stuffed animal in a dryer when the shockwave hit.  Something struck his left arm, and he saw almost clinically that his Titan’s left hand was sheared off by a piece of debris from the exploded ship that penetrated his shields, sending a jag of sudden sensory disruption through him that could almost be called pain for a merged rigger.  The ships and mecha tumbled about for a few more seconds, then they started to recover.  Several of them were damaged by shrapnel, a few so severely they were offline, and the lead jumper had a big hole in its port stern that was venting metaphased plasma into space.  Jason felt the psychosomatic reaction Songa warned him about when a rigger was merged to a damaged rig, a feel almost like his real left hand was taken off, and sorted though the sensation and managed to quell it.

[Grab the damaged, set course to rendezvous with the fleet.  Exo, bring up the Whale,] Tara ordered.


[We’re incoming, Skipper.]

Jason checked telemetry and saw that of their group, minus the corvette that was hit while they evacuated, four Juggernauts, two Gladiators, a Wolf, and a gunboat were severely damaged and had to be towed back., with two Juggernauts and the gunboat offline, damaged enough to knock out their power, thus causing the controlling pilot to lose merge…and no doubt suffer dump shock.  The Titans of the Storm Riders hadn’t come out of it unscathed.  Including Jason’s missing left hand, all but two of their Titans had some kind of damage from the shockwave and the shrapnel carried with it, mainly to external equipment like their pods and pits and gouges on their carapace hulls.  Tara had a smoking hole in the upper left back shoulder of her mecha, which had blown off her missile pod and penetrated deeply enough to damage the motor control systems of her left arm.  A piece of red-hot armor from the hull of the super-ship was sticking out of her back, lodged into her carapace.


Holy fuck, that explosion had to be utterly insane to put enough energy into the debris to penetrate a Titan’s carapace.


Behind them, Jason watched as the two remaining super-ships, the last ships left in the Syndicate fleet, looked to be turning to retreat.  He got a view of the Ori Ai making a run at the one on the right.  It came right in at it, all but on a collision course, and it came in right down the throat of their heavy plasma cannons, the big ones that could one-shot most any ship.  A massive bar of hot plasma erupted from the surface of the super-ship and raged right at the fleet battleship, but it bent away harmlessly just before it hit the hull.  The Generation inside turned that attack aside.  The battleship charged in after that plasma bolt lanced out into deep space, then it fired its Teryon rail cannons when it reached optimal range.  A blazing bar of incadescent light ripped away from the fleet battleship and went into and through the Syndicate vessel, and just as the fleet battleship started to veer to port, the super-ship simply shattered.  Jason got a perfect view of it, its armored hull rupturing as if someone put a firecracker in an orange, then the entire thing went up like a nova.  The Ori Ai vanished in the blast for a moment, then emerged from the blast wave trailing smoke as it accelerated to flank, outrunning the shockwave.  Jason checked telemetry and saw that the lander teams had evacuated before the attack, no doubt warned to get off the ship by Marayi before it made its run.

The damage was utterly devastating for the Syndicate, and not just to their super-ships.  Virtually all of their surviving mecha were destroyed in the shockwave when the super-ship exploded, torn to pieces by the blast, given how close they’d been to the ship when it exploded.  They’d been chasing the Ori Ai, trying to stop it from attacking, and they followed the fleet battleship to their own doom.

The last ship had no chance.  Just as it finished its maneuver to turn to run, it too exploded into a miniature nova as the Megatron units set up on its hull did their jobs.


[The theater is secure, the theater is secure,] Marayi’s voice came over command once they weathered the shockwave.  [All ships stand down from battle stations and begin recovery and damage control operations.  Well done, ladies and gentlemen.  Well done.]

Jason pulled command telemetry from Karis, something the company couldn’t access, and saw that this battle had gone very well for the Confederation.   They’d only lost 12 CCM ships out of a task force of 120, none of them Karinne vessels, with very few casualties thanks to the Confederation’s mimicking of the KMS practice of supplying self-contained armor systems for Naval personnel.  Those personal armor systems saved a lot of lives among the Confederation crews on the destroyed ships.  There was some damage to a couple of KMS destroyers and one frigate was pretty roughed up, but it still had power and was able to maneuver.  As Jason expected, the Abarax just absolutely kicked the Syndicate’s ass, taking out six of their 12 escorting battleships and cruisers, and the Ori Ai had scored two super-ship kills with its Teryon heavy rail cannon.

Navii had been right.  She’d been right about like everything.  She accurately predicted how the Syndicate would react to KMS tactics, and accurately predicted just what kind of an effect the Ori Ai would have in the battle.  He was going to kiss that woman when he delinked from his Titan and got down to the command center.

The only downside was they had no enemy ship wreckage to salvage and inspect.  The destroyed Syndicate ships had been eradicated by the explosions of the super-ships.


[Wake up, K1,] Tara called.


[Sorry, I was accessing command telemetry, seeing how things stand.]


[And?] one of the other Storm Riders asked expectantly.


[Twelve destroyed CCM ships, very light casualties.  Umm, we lost three lander teams, they didn’t get to minimum safe distance in time.  Wait.  They’re pcking up some Syndicate survivors in exomechs.  I guess some of them survived that hellstorm, they followed the Ori Ai right into it.]


[Good Trelle, K1, you need to give a promotion to whoever came up with the idea of the Megatron units.  I still can’t believe we blew up something the size of a moon with a piece of equipment the size of a racing skimmer.]


[The Megatron unit was initially General Sioa’s idea,] he told them as the Whale approached.  [So you’ll have to suck it up and pay a complement to an Army bitch.]

[Hey, even an Army bitch can have a good idea once in a while,] Tara noted lightly.


[They’re pulling the Ori Ai and Abarax to another mission.  Not all of them are going as well as ours did,] Jason told them as the Whale started to decelerate.  [A bunch of our task forces are getting their asses kicked, but we’re stomping the shit out of them with others.]


[What’s going on?  Can you see why?] Tara asked.


[Yeah.  It’s us,] he answered.  [Any task force where the KMS has a strong presence is winning, particularly the ones that have our battleships or Megatron landing teams in them.  But the CCM task forces with no KMS heavy ships or lander teams in them are getting pounded.  Our ships are taking out the Syndicate super-ships, but the rest of the CCM is having a hell of a time doing it without us.  A single super-ship just forced Task Force 36 to retreat, and it has 73 ships in it.  They couldn’t take it out, and it destroyed over half of them, even with their diffusers.  They just couldn’t do enough damage to it, it shot down the CCM ships one at a time with its main gun.]

[Well, we’re available,] Tara declared strongly.  [Get us to Task Force 36, Jayce, and we’ll take that fucker out.]


[They’re diverting us to Task Force 119, at R1DB-39,] he informed them.  [So we’re gonna see more action, guys.]


[What about 36?] someone asked.


[It already retreated, so no use sending us there now,] Jason answered.


[Bull shit.  Get us to where 36 was, Jayce.  We’ll take out that fuckin’ ship,] Tara growled.


[Woman, you’re about to get me in serious fuckin’ trouble,] Jason complained, getting more reports in over telemetry.  [Well, fuck me,] he added.


[What?]


[I hate being right.  They’re reporting that the Benga telepaths are seriously fuckin’ hardcore,] he answered.  [The Benga talents are overwhelming many of our non-Faey telepathic defenders, but they’re not beating the Faey quite so easily.  The Army units are stalemating them.  And they’re no match for the Imperial Marines.  Any engagement where they’re coming up against the Imperial Marines, they’re getting their asses kicked.]


[That’s not a shock, the Imperial Marines are like some of the strongest talents we have,] someone injected.


[I  know, I’m married to one.  Trust me, the Imperial Marines are everything you’ve heard of them,] he said proudly.


The Whale slowed to a stop, and the escorting fighters and landers headed for the Ori Ai as the Titans entered the ship.  Techs boiled out onto the hangar deck as the mecha got into their bay spaces and partially powered down, and Jason did the same, having the ship anchor his mecha as two techs went over his damaged left arm.  [What’s the prognosis, guys?  Quick fix?] he asked.


[Afraid not, K1,] one of them answered.  [The hand unit’s anchor socket is damaged, so we can’t do a hand unit swap.  The fastest we could possibly fix it would be to take the arm off at the elbow, but that’s a four hour job.  And we have no backup units for you to take over, so I’m afraid you’re out of action for now.]


[There’s six backup mecha on board!]


[And they’re being taken by Storm Riders with damaged rigs.  You’re a reservist, K1.  They have priority.]


[I’m tempted to pull rank.]


[You try that and Major Tara will rip your ears off,] one of the techs warned with a grin.


[Well, maybe I’ll start a new fad, the no ears look.]

Both of them laughed.  [She’ll also give you a reprimand, and that’ll ground you,] one of them added.


[Well…fuck.  Alright then.  Major Tara, the techs just told me I’m down for four hours minimum, so with your permission I’m gonna delink and go back to my day job.]

[Permission granted.  Good work, K1.]


[Thanks, Major.  Good luck out there.]

With an exhale, Jason delinked from his Titan and opened his eyes.  He was greeted with the status board on the inside facing wall of his merge pod, and then the doctor, Rilvin, poked his head into the open-walled pod.  “How are you feeling, your Grace?” he asked professionally, taking hold of Jason’s armored left hand.  “Close your hand into a fist for me.  Any lingering pain?”

“I’m just fine, I’ve dealt with that in training,” he replied, flexing his hand in the doctor’s grip, closing his armored fingers over the doctor’s supple, long-fingered hands.  He passed his right hand over his face.  “Just the usual effects after a prolonged full merge.”


“Stay in the pod for at least two minutes, your Grace,” the young doctor ordered.  “Give your brain a chance to sort itself out.”


“I’ve done this before, Doctor,” he said patiently as he sat up.  “See, Aya?  No dump shock,” he said as she looked in over the doctor’s shoulder.


It was still reckless and completely irresponsible, she fumed.


And what the Captain won’t tell you is that she was fairly impressed, Jason.  You’re a pretty damn good rigger, Dera added impishly, which earned her a short glare from Aya.

Thank Kyva, Tara, and Liira for that,they trained me, he answered, feeling the pins and needles fade from his legs.  I’m good to stand.  Move, Doctor.


You will stay in that pod for two minutes, your Grace, the young doctor retorted, trying his best to flood his thought with authority.


Yeah, I don’t play by the rules, Doc, Jason told him, then picked him up with his telekinesis and moved him back, then set him back on the floor gently.  He swung his legs out and climbed out of the pod confidently


[Jason, now that you’re out and available, the council is in session in the Hall of Peace,] Cybi informed him.  [They would seriously like you to attend.]

He sighed, then brought up a hologram that showed the Hall of Peace.  All the members were present in their bionoids, sitting at their desks and watching a series of flat holograms hanging in the air showing CCM missions and fleet status.  “I’m a bit busy at the moment, friends,” he said over the hologram.  “I just finished a combat mission, and I’ll be going out again as soon as they get my Titan repaired.”


“I can’t believe you’re fighting, babes,” Dahnai said accusingly.


“I have no reason not to fight, Dahnai,” he told her bluntly.  “We need every Titan rigger we can get our hands on, and I’m rated for combat operations.  And on this planet, my title doesn’t excuse me from doing my duty to the House.”


“We watched you fight, Jason, the KMS was kind enough to send us a feed of your mecha sensory telemetry.  That was quite impressive,” Shakizarr said with a nod.  “You are formidable.”


“I’ve been training for this for years, Shakizarr,” he answered evenly.  “Now if you all will excuse me, I’m gonna go down and see if we can’t get some KMS fleet battleships and lander teams out to the task forces that need reinforcement.”


“That was exactly what we wanted to discuss with you, Jason, so we’ll leave you to it,” Sk’Vrae declared.


Jason rushed down to the command center, where it was even more busy than it was earlier that morning.  The new additions were holograms of Lorna and Jarik Furystorm from the CCM command staff standing with Myri and Juma by an asset allocation board.  “What’s the current situation, Myri?” Jason asked as he strode quickly across the room, Aya behind him.


“We’re already stretched to the limit, Jayce,” she answered, pointing at the board.  “Every fleet battleship and command class ship has a waiting list of task forces to visit to assist in taking down those super-ships, and we’re breaking up the Megatron teams and spreading them out.  Instead of sending five per ship, we’re sending two.  The units are proving effective, so we don’t need quintuple redundancy..”


“We underestimated how tough those ships are,” Lorna admitted.  “Our ships are doing damage, just not enough.  They’re forcing our task forces to retreat by simply outlasting them, destroying our ships one at a time and slowly wearing us down.  The only task forces that are beating the super-ships are ones with your ships, INS command ships, or Coalition command ships in them. The Faey and the Coalition are the only ones with enough raw firepower in a command ship to take out a super-ship, thanks to MPACs and heavy disruptor cannons.”


“It’s an entirely different scenario when your ships are put into the mix,” Jarik continued.  “Your ships can kill those super-ships with one shot, and those Megatron units are proving to be amazingly effective on the super-ships small enough for them to hit the ship’s reactor.  Every task force with those elements in them has destroyed the opposing enemy fleet.”


“We need the Tianne, Myri,” Lorna said sternly.


“You’ll get it in about an hour,” she replied.  “It’s about to begin its mission, and if it’s successful, we’ll have one of their super-ships to study.”


“You sent the Tianne with the capture mission?” Jason asked in surprise.


“Yes, the Tianne is the only single ship we have with sufficient firepower to clear the hull of a super-ship in a matter of seconds to give the boarding team a safe landing zone,” Juma answered.  “The GRAF cannon in the Tianne is nearly twice as powerful as the ones we have in the command ships, and that includes a much wider field of fire.”


“I don’t see how that matters,” Lorna protested.


“The cannon in the Tianne can fire in a much wider field by changing the focusing algorithms, widening its beam.  They’ll fire a cone of energy at the ship at 5% power, and at their planned range, that cone will be nearly 250 kathra across.  That’ll allow the burst to carry just enough power to destroy the gun batteries on the hull, but not enough to penetrate the super-ship’s armor.  With one shot, they can clear a landing area for the boarding team to get down and in safely.”

“They’ll strike the super-ship from range with the GRAF cannon and then come in within a half kathra of its hull to launch the boarding operation,” Lorna added.  “The Tianne will use its particle beams to cut open the hangar we’ve targeted as our entry point, then launch the boarding operation.  Once the boarders get inside, the Tianne will withdraw from the theatre.  Its part of the mission will be accomplished.”


“That’s when you can have it, Lorna,” Juma finished.


“That sounds like a pretty solid plan,” Jarik said approvingly.


“Thank you, Jarik,” Juma said with a smile.


“Then it sounds like you have everything under control,” Jason said, looking at the board.  “Lorna, I suggest you explain this to the council, they’re a bit impatient at the moment.”


“I’ll send someone to mollify them,” she nodded.


“Don’t overwork our crews, Myri.  Give them some downtime after running them around the galaxy.”


“We have everything under control, Jason.  Why are you here instead of with the Storm Riders?”


“My Titan’s hand got sheared off by shrapnel when we blew up our target ship,” he replied.  “Came right through my shields.  The techs are working on it right now, they said it’s a four hour repair.”

“Then go back to your office and wait where you’re not driving us crazy,” Myri ordered with a smile.


“Actually, I suppose I should join the council,” he sighed.  “Much as I don’t want to, they might start getting pouty if I blow them off.”


“Good, go,” Myri said, pushing his shoulder.  “Or get in your corner, either one works for me.”


He returned to his office, and instead of getting into his merge pod, he instead sat at his desk and leaned back in the chair.  He closed his eyes and merged up into the biogenic network, then located the bionoid he kept in the Hall of Peace, which was literally in a small chamber underneath his desk in the hall.  When he activated the bionoid, the seat upon which it sat rose up from the storage cell and into the Hall of Peace, joining the other bionoids attending the conference…all of them.


“You could have come over in person, babes,” Dahnai noted as the bionoids in the room were alerted via commune that Jason had joined the conference.


“Aya won’t let me wander.  Besides, I have to stay close to my merge pod in case they get my Titan repaired early,” he replied.  “Lorna was in conference with Myri when I got down there, she said she’d have someone from the CCM command staff brief the council.”


“Well, what did you find out?  I’m not waiting for them.”


“They’re working on it,” he answered.  “The main thing they’re doing is spreading out the Megatron units to more task forces.  They’re reducing the number of attacking lander groups from five per ship to two per ship.  That’ll let more units spread out to more task forces.”


“Are there sufficient units built to keep them supplied?” Grran said, in his bionoid-induced voice.  Unlike his normal body which was incapable of articulating most speech, they’d built his bionoid with the ability to speak…and he liked it.  He’d been using his interface to speak for him since getting jacked, but he liked the fact that his bionoid could speak even more than the interface.


“We’ve got 400 units built and ready not counting what was sent out in the task forces, and they’re building 15 of them an hour in factories on the planet as we speak, repleneshing the reserves as they’re used.  So we’re not gonna run out.”


“That’s encouraging news,” Grran nodded.


A hologram manifested in the audience well, and Jason saw it was Emperor’s Admiral Hezivarr, the Verutan commander of their Navy and a member of the CCM command staff.  “August member of the council, I have a status report,” he declared.


Jason listened as intently as everyone else as Hezivarr gave them a complete overview of the various battles being fought all over the galaxy, and he was very honest about it.  He explained why certain task forces lost their battles and had to retreat, and explained the tactics the enemy was using in addition to the tactics they were using.  As Lorna had told him, the CCM task forces that lacked KMS assets just couldn’t do enough damage to those moon-sized ships.  They’d deal a great deal of damage to them, for sure, but their sheer size and redundancy allowed them to stay in the fight long enough to force the CCM to retreat, slowly whittling down the number of CCM ships until they no longer had sufficient firepower to kill the neemy super-ship.  The CCM was faring much better against the enemy’s smaller ships, able to take them on and take them out, and it was a curious reversal of the very problem they were having with the super-ships.  Unable to use Torsion weaponry, the Syndicate’s battleships and cruisers just couldn’t do enough damage to CCM ships to knock them out, where the CCM ships had more than enough firepower to take down Syndicate line vessels.


“It’s obvious at this point that the key to repelling the Syndicate invasion is going to be the Imperium’s command ships, the Coalition’s command ships, and the KMS flag vessels and their Megatron shipkiller units,” Hezivarr summarized after he finished the briefing.  “Their weapons can destroy the enemy’s super-ships, sometimes with one shot.  General Lorna is altering our overall battle plan as we speak so that no CCM task force engages Syndicate super-ships without those assets assigned to it.  This is going to pull us back from the front lines significantly and allow the Syndicate to more or less roam free within the galaxy until we have a new plan ready to put into action, but there’s little to be done about it.  If we send ships against their super-ships without KMS, INS, or CSN support, we lose those ships.  It’s just that simple.  We’ll be reorganizing asset allocation so CCM task forces without sufficient support will primarily be responsbile for attacking Syndicate fleets that don’t have super-ships.  Your Grace, your Imperial Majesty, High Chancellor, I have to ask.  Do you have any ships in reserve that you can add to the CCM?  Anything?”

“We have several command ships we were holding in reserve we can assign to the CCM to assist,” Holikk declared.  “I can get them to Terra within four hours.”


“I can pull the command ships we have assigned to Imperium territorial defense and get them to Terra,” Dahnai answered.

Jason leaned his chin on his hand and drummed his fingers.  “We don’t have any active ships in reserve, we committed everything to the CCM.  We do have fifteen newly built fleet battleships not assigned to the CCM, but they don’t have properly trained crews ready to take them yet.  That’s why we didn’t commit them,” he replied.  “Myri was going to hold them in mothball in case our active ships got too damaged to continue fighting, then transfer the crews to the reserve ships and send them back out.  I’ll talk to Juma and see if there’s any possible way we can activate those ships.  But given we have plenty of spare Megatron units, I’ll have Sioa and Juma form new lander companies.  It only takes a few hours of training to get a company of Marines or Army soldiers to where they can deploy a Megatron, the unit’s not complicated at all.  I’ll have them prioritize getting more infantry units sufficiently trained to deploy the device and get them out there.”


“That would help immensely, your Grace,” Hezivarr nodded.  “What about the Tianne?  It’s not on the CCM active roster.”

“It’s currently on a KMS mission to try to capture one of the enemy’s super-ships.  It should finish its part in that mission in about an hour, and it’ll be made available for assignment by the CCM command staff.”


“The Karinnes are trying to capture one of those ships?” Ethikk asked.


“Yes we are,” he replied.  “Actually, we want to capture a bunch of them, as many as we can, both to study Syndicate technology and so we can use those ships.  Why waste all those resources building them when we can just take them from the enemy?”


Ethikk chuckled.  “Why indeed?” he agreed mildly.  “I do hope that what you learn from the ship will be shared?”


“We intend to park one of them at Terra and let the Academy study it, so yes, we’re sharing that information,” he replied.  “And if our plans work out, each member of the Confederation will be receiving some of them for their own use.  How many each empire receives is gonna depend on how many we capture.”

He could almost hear Dahnai’s mind working.  He had no doubt she was going to try to talk him into giving her the lion’s share of those ships.


“And how do you intend to get that many?” Overmaster Birn asked.  It was a bit strange seeing him in person without his breather unit, but he didn’t need it when he was using his bionoid.


“Simple.  We make them surrender,” he answered.  “We have a plan in place to force all the reserve Syndicate forces still at Oasis to surrender.  All of them.  And that means all those ships become ours.”

“How many are there?” Sk’Vrae asked.


“Slightly over eleven thousand ships total, your Majesty, with some 4,895 super-ships and their command vessel, which we think deserves its own designation as a planetoid-class vessel,” Hezivarr supplied.  “That ship is considerable larger than the other super-ships.”

“How are you going to pull that off, Jayce?” Kreel asked.


“They can surrender, or they can spend the rest of their natural lives trying to get home,” he replied with a dark smile.  “Or maybe their great-great-great-great-great-great grandkids might make it back to Andromeda.  I’m not sure how many greats I need to tack on to get it right..”


“The interdictors!” Dahnai laughed.


“Now you’re thinking like a Karinne, love,” Jason told her with a nod.  “We already know they don’t have FTL capability in any of their ships, so they’re vulnerable to interdiction.  That puts them more or less at our mercy.”

[Jason, the capture mission just started,] Cybi informed him.  [The Tianne just jumped into the system and it’s on course to intercept the target ship.]


[Thanks, Cybi,] he answered.  He decided that monitoring that mission was more important than sitting around listening to the others talk.  “Afraid I’ll have to bow out, friends,” Jason said.  “There are some important things I have to take care of.  I’ll rejoin when I can.”

“Don’t take too long,” Dahnai told him.


He delinked from his bionoid, which caused it to be retracted back into the floor, into its storage unit, then opened his eyes and brought up several holograms, telemetry feed from the Tianne and from several key members of the boarding party, including both Jenn and Vella’s Juggernauts.  They were the Generations who were going in with the boarding party to assist them, piloting Juggernauts that had been converted into walking tactical gestalts.  The mecha had only the necessary systems to allow the mecha to operate, power system, motor control system, computer core, and sensor mesh system.  The only “non-essential” systems left in the Juggernauts were its defense systems, to protect the mecha and the Generation, so it had its shields, anti-missile missile packs, and carapace armor.  Everything else had been removed to make room for the gestalt system.  Even the internal nested pulse weapons and the monomolecular blades had been removed.  Every cubic tikra of space inside the chassis cleared by removing the other systems was filled with amplifier stacks to boost the tactical gestalt, turning the Juggernauts into extremely powerful walking gestalts with its merged Generation inside of it.  The Juggernauts didn’t even have internal glide drives, they’d be relying on external pods for their grav engines.  So, while the two mecha were defenseless from a combat point of view, they were the two most powerful weapons they were sending in.

Jason focused on Jenn’s Juggernaut, which had been painted to match the other mecha in the exomech company that was going in with them…none other than the Banshees.  The KBB was also going in, and Vella’s mecha had been painted to resemble one of them.  And intermingled with those two elite units were the red mecha of the Red Warriors.  Myri had sent their best on this critical mission, and Jason was almost sorry for any Syndicate security that would be called in to repel those boarders.


And all of them would be running PIM, would be there in person.  Jason thought that they’d run the boarding party by remote to prevent the Benga mindstrikers from breaking one of the boarding party, but that was kinda a silly worry given they’d have Jenn and Vella there to act as defense against Benga mindstrikers.  If they wanted to tangle telepathically with a Generation riding in a walking gestalt, they were more than welcome to try.  Jenn and Vella would eat them for breakfast.

Kyva hated remote anyway, she said it dulled her edge.  If there was no danger of death, then there was no reason to fight like it mattered, she often said.


He wasn’t going to intervene.  He wasn’t even going to wish them luck.  He was just going to watch and listen.

