Chapter 9

Koira, 6 Shiaa, 4404, Faey Orthodox Calendar


Thursday, 23 August 2018 Terran Standard Calendar


Koira, 6 Shiaa, year 1329 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


Star System 7945-8365-8466,  Sector R4RB (Karinne Astrocartographic Designation)

Leaning back in her chair, Staff Admiral Palla Karinne, commander of the Tianne, steepled her fingers before her as she looked at the tactical hologram projected in front of the bridge crew.  Their target was showing on that hovering viewscreen, the largest of the super-ships sent into the galaxy that was sent in alone, and sent to a remote section of the galaxy.  That combination of facts had been the reason they selected it for capture, and that plan was about to be carried out.  Sitting beside her and to her right was her exo, Admiral Sam Kerry, and to her left was the ship’s second officer, Captain Moa Karinne.  And beside Sam hovered the hologram of Coma, using that hologram mode where her legs trailed off into nothingness, who had her hands behind her back and was looking at the viewscreen with everyone else.


“We are back in normal space and on course, sir,” her primary navigator called.  “We will intercept the target in eight minutes.”


“Very good, Lieutenant.  Task force status?”


“All ships reporting ready, sir,” one of her comm officers answered.


“Very good.  Tactical, begin GRAF cannon ignition sequence.”


“Aye sir, beginning GRAF cannon startup sequence,” the tawny-haired Jalla Karinne called from behind her left shoulder, standing at the tactical station.  “GRAF power plants are online and beginning charging cycle.  I have green lights across the board.  T minus six minutes until primary couplers are engaged.”


“GRAF systems status?” Palla called.


“Recoil absorption systems on standby.”


“Engine compensator system on standby.”


“Power distribution system is in GRAF ignition mode.”


“GRAF systems are showing all nominal.”


“The enemy target is changing course, sir,” navigation called.  “It’s turning to intercept.”


“Reduce speed so we intercept in eight minutes,” Palla commanded.  “Comm four, send to task force to take up formation Alpha Three.”


“Aye sir, reducing to one quarter.”


“Aye sir, formation Alpha Three.  Sending it out.”


“Generations are on active standby, Captain,” Coma informed her.  “Both Primary and Secondary are merged and ready.  Both have 100% merge.”

“Thank you, Coma,” Palla answered her.  “Activate gestalt system.”


“Gestalt system activating.  Gestalt power system shifting to GRAF standby mode.  All amplifier stacks should be fully charged and ready in 47 seconds.”  Two more holograms appeared beside Coma, representing the two Generations on board the ship, the primary Kaili and the secondary Melliken.  If there were any CCM staff on board, they wouldn’t be using holograms that depicted their actual faces.  Kaili would be doing most of the actual work with Melliken serving as support, but also there to take over if for some reason Kaili became incapacitated during action.  From what Palla was told, the two of them couldn’t work independently without one operating at vastly reduced power compared to the other.  But, he could do some things without drawing on the ship’s main gestalt, drawing power from the non-gestalt biogenic systems in the ship itself, and that was what he’d be doing as long as Kaili didn’t need that extra power for her own assignment.  Even those systems could boost a Generation’s power, even if they weren’t specifically designed to do so, but by no means anywhere near as much as a gestalt could.  Why, Palla didn’t know, and it wasn’t her business to know.  That was Generation business.  She knew what she needed to know, and that was what Kaili and Melliken could do while merged and how Palla could use it to accomplish the mission.  Kaili would be using her merge with Coma and the gestalt system installed in the ship to amplify that power, Melliken drawing on the ship’s biogenic systems, and he’d be ready to take over for Kaili if she couldn’t continue.


“Primary, Secondary, are you ready?”


“We’re ready, Captain,” the hologram of Kaili answered with a nod and a smile.  “Just waiting for your orders.”

“Primary, you will operate as point defense during approach,” she answered.  “Bend their shots away from the ship, just make sure not to bend them into other ships in the task force.  Secondary, you will back up Primary with the specific mission of protecting the GRAF cannon once the outer doors are open.  Do not let anything hit it while it’s charged, or there won’t be enough left of this ship to put in a juice cup.”

“Understood, sir,” Kaili answered.


“Yes sir,” Melliken added.  “We won’t let you down.”

“Very good,” Palla said, crossing her legs demurely in her chair.


There wasn’t much to do but wait.  Palla watched the tactical map beside the main view that showed the enemy ship in relation to the task force of KMS ships sent to chase it down, 14 ships, though the enemy could only see eight of them.  Six frigates were stealthed and already well away from the task force, which was their role in Alpha Three, moving into a position where they could attack main plasma cannon batteries on the hull of the super-ship that were a threat to the Tianne.  Those were the only weapons on the enemy ship that Palla feared enough to knock out, since they fired such a tremendous blast of hot plasma that they could conceivably destroy the Tianne with one shot.  The frigates would move into position to attack those main gun positions, and there were plenty of them on that ship.  It had 378 different heavy plasma cannon batteries, laid out along the ship’s equatorial plane and halfway between that plane and the polar axis in both the north and south hemispheres in such a way that the ship could bring one to bear on any target in about 16 seconds by rotating the ship to line up a cannon with the target.  Those batteries were one reason why the task force would get so close to the ship, to make it impossible for the enemy ship to rotate to align an undamaged cannon with its targets.  They would destroy all gun batteries in a large area and then get nose to nose with the super-ship to stay in that “dead zone” where the ship’s own curvature protected it from working gun batteries.


Size could be a weakness, if one knew how to exploit it.


“GRAF cannon ignition,” Jalla called loudly.  “Primary couplers are engaged.”


“Charge to 5% and hold,” Palla ordered as the enemy super-ship approached.  “Target planned coordinates.  Maximum dispersion.”


“Aye sir, charging to five percent, adjusting targeting system for maximum beam dispersion,” Jalla answered.  “We have a target lock.  We have a target lock.  T minus 41 seconds until we have optimum range.”


“Fire at countdown zero,” Palla ordered.  “Activate GRAF systems.”


“Recoil absorption system online.”


“Engine compensators online.”


“Power distribution set for GRAF cycling.”


“All weapons on GRAF standby.”


“Aye sir, all weapons on GRAF standby,” Jalla called.


“Open the outer doors,” she commanded.


“Enemy missile launch!  Enemy missile launch!” Jalla warned.


“Keep the diffuser system up!” Palla ordered.  “Primary, Secondary, point defense!  Task force, Phalanx systems!”


“Aye sir, point defense,” Kaili replied.  “Gestalt is at maximum.  Point defense initiated.”

“Phalanx systems activated,” Jalla added.  “Missile defense mode.”

Outside the gigantic ship, a cloud of missiles were screaming at them, fired from hundreds of battery emplacements on the hull of the super-ship.  Tactical placed the number at nearly 2,000 missiles, and they were all aimed at the Tianne.  No doubt they’d detected the surging energy signature of the ship, a sure indication that it was powering up a weapon, and responded by using their only extreme range weapon to try to destroy it.  But the Karinnes had an even longer reach, and they started to prove it with their Phalanx systems.  Every ship started firing barrages of small rail slugs, the targeting computers locking onto incoming missiles and firing a small-arms rail slug in response to strike the missile and destroy it.  The system was based on something from the Terran Navy before they were brought into the Imperium, which was a system that fired a heavy volume of small arms projectiles at incoming missiles to make them explode before they reached the ship.  Paired with railgun technology, it created a highly effective missile defense system, able to switch between long distance “missile sniping” and short range “curtain of iron” when it fired a heavy volume of rail slugs in an area to create a veritable shield of fire through which a missile had to travel to hit the ship.  The computers in the Phalanx arrays wouldn’t allow them to hit friendly ships and targets, utilizing sophisticated Friend or Foe targeting algorithms, which made them safe to use in tight formations and with fighters and ECDs in the area..


Shockwave generators were the preferred method of missile defense, but since they couldn’t be used with a diffuser active, Phalanx systems had a definite role in ship defense.


The Phalanx systems did their jobs, vastly reducing the number of missiles that made it through the fiery hellstorm created when the missiles were struck and exploded, exploding with tremendous force.  Those were missiles with massive warheads, the kind that could take out a cruiser or battleship with one hit!  “Shields to maximum, redirect power from the stern arcs to the frontal arcs!  Brace for impact!” Palla said strongly.


It was enough to even make the Tianne shake.  Only one missile managed to penetrate both the Phalanx system and get past Kaili, and Melliken picked that one up, warping space to make it veer away just before it hit the ship’s shields.  But it exploded close enough to the ship to cause the ship’s shields to bloom into visibility as they absorbed a tremendous amount of explosive energy.  What kind of warheads were those?  Antimatter?  They were nearly as powerful as antimatter bombs!


“Damage control!” Palla barked, jumping to her feet.  “Did we lose any ships?”


“No sir, all ships still in formation,” someone answered.  “Three are reporting minor damage.  Their shockwaves caused the enemy missiles to explode at sufficient distance for their shields to absorb the force.”


“Trelle’s garland, I love Teryon shields,” her secondary navigation officer murmured.

“Outer doors are opening, sir!” Jalla boomed.

“Secondary, point defense on the GRAF barrel!” Palla barked.


“Aye sir.”

“Captain, frigates are destroying the enemy heavy plasma batteries,” Jalla called, bringing up a tactical holo beside the main view showing the heavy battery emplacements on the enemy ship.  They began turning red and winking out one by one as the frigates decloaked and attacked, then raced across the surface of the enemy ship to strike the next emplacement on their kill order list.  “They’ve cleared a safety zone!”


“Navigator, keep us inside that safe arc!” Pall ordered.


“Twenty seconds to fire,” Coma supplied.


“All missiles cleared, the incoming will be destroyed by the GRAF blast,” Jalla added.


Palla watched as three more enemy plasma cannon emplacements were destroyed, but not without a cost.  She saw one of the frigates suddenly crash into the surface of the enemy ship, it must have been struck by something on the surface.  The sleek, small ship slid across the surface of the super-ship, tumbling and rolling after it slid sideways and caught on a sensor tower, but its carapace armor withstood that crushing impact and continued stress, demonstrating the incredible strength of compressed Neutronium armor.  The ship slid to a stop intact, with multiple nasty burn marks and scratches along the hull from tearing through multiple sensor towers and Torsion battery emplacements, and then, almost miraculously, the ship’s running lights came back on and the ship’s engines restarted.  The frigate lifted up off the surface of the super-ship and hobbled away, moving very slowly and on a shifting vector that made it clear that its engines were seriously damaged, but not so damaged that they couldn’t get the ship moving..

“Holy Trelle, those little ships are nasty and tough!” Jalla blurted as she watched along with Palla.


“What made that ship crash?” Palla asked, looking at Coma.


“Ion burst, it temporarily disrupted the ship’s power,” she answered.  “Fired from the surface of the ship by a mecha squadron.  They’re learning, Captain.”

“Warn the landing teams about that,” she answered.  “Will the frigate clear the GRAF firing zone?”


“It’s just outside the firing vector, sir,” Jalla answered.


Just seven seconds later, the GRAF cannon fired.  An incandescent blast of brilliant white energy lashed out from the bow of the Tianne and raged across the blackness of space, but unlike other GRAF blasts, this one widened steadily as it traveled away from the cannon’s muzzle.  The blast was 250 kathra across by the time it plowed into the hull of the super-ship, the immense energy tearing apart anything that wasn’t armored on the hull.  Sensor towers, comm towers, gun batteries, the doors of recessed gun emplacements, missile launchers, they were all shredded by the GRAF blast, flattened into the hull’s armor and then melted by the GRAF’s intense energy or ripped off the hull and sent flying off into space as tiny pieces of twisted, nearly molten shrapnel.  The kinetic energy of the cannon blast induced heat into the metal and the hull of the super-ship, since it was fired at such a low power setting that it didn’t shatter all matter it struck into molecules in an instant.  Palla knew that inside that ship, possibly thousands of enemy sailors and soldiers stationed near the armored hull were being incinerated at that very instant, killed by the heat quickly conducting through the hull, heat induced into metal that withstood the impact of the GRAF blast.

What the GRAF could not reduce to molecular dust, it heated to thousands of shuki in the blink of an eye as the pure kinetic energy of the blast was absorbed by the super-ship’s hull and transformed into thermal energy, into heat.


That was part of the plan.  By killing the crew around their targeted insertion point, it vastly increased the enemy’s reaction time to the boarding party.  The enemy crew that could respond at the point of attack were all dead, forcing the enemy to bring Marines in from other sections of the ship, on a ship so big that it might take those Marines twenty minutes to reach the invaded ship section.  And that would give the boarding parties time to secure their entry point and begin the operation.


“Begin phase two!  Increase to flank, get us into position over the target hangar!” Palla shouted, standing up in front of her chair.  “Close the outer doors!  Take the GRAF cannon offline!”


“Aye, sir, increasing to flank,” her primary navigator replied.


“Outer doors are closing,” Jalla answered.  “Beginning GRAF power-down sequence.  All systems are off GRAF standby.”


“Begin phase two, begin phase two,” one of her comm officers called over primary command commune channel.


“Jalla, target the hangar doors and fire the instant we’re in position!”


“Aye, sir.  Particle beams are ready.”


“Boarding teams are standing by to deploy, Captain,” Coma informed her as the super-ship zoomed up on them on the primary display, as they hurtled towards it at flank speed.  The super-ship was trying to rotate to bring one of its undamaged heavy plasma cannons into alignment so it could fire on them, but the navigator changed course to keep the target hangar doors in sight, moving in an arcing curve that nearly looked like an orbital insertion vector.  The hangar doors had been literally the aiming point of the GRAF cannon, had been the exact center of the cone’s blast, but the doors had not been staved in by the blast.  That was something of a testament to the quality of the armor alloys the Syndicate utilized, to build armored doors capable of withstanding a 5% blast from the GRAF cannon.  Palla rather doubted that the doors were operational, but they had withstood the force of the GRAF blast.

“They launch the instant we have the hangar doors cut open,” she answered.  “Are the 3D toys ready for deployment?”

“Aye sir,” Jalla answered.  “I’ll release them to drop onto the hull of the enemy ship when we get into position.”


“Very good,” she replied, staying on her feet, stepping down to the deck in the space between her chair and the three navigation positions in front of her.  Coma drifted her hologram down to hover beside her, her holographic hands still behind her back.


It only took them about 28 seconds to roar up to the enemy ship, then the navigator skillfully brought them to a stop in a relative position about half a kathra from the hull of the super-ship, the bow of the ship directly over the target hangar.  Palla watched on a side holo as the particle beam projectors flared to life, sending two searing white beams down into the hull, expertly and precisely cutting away the hangar doors right at the edge of the armored hull.  A towing beam yanked them out, then a different pair of particle beam projectors cut away the inner doors nearly 70 shakra below, down a tunnel of pure armor, and those doors were blown out by the hangar depressurizing.  Several dozen charred bodies and small pieces of debris were blown out with the doors, a white puff issuing from the rectangular hole as quite a bit of atmosphere vented into space.  Given how much atmosphere vented, more than just the hangar had depressurized.  The entire ship section may have been depressurized.


“Launch boarders!”


[Go go go!]

From his position in the forward port landing bay, Jenn Karinne launched behind Major Liira Karinne of the famous Banshees, hurtling out of the landing bay and screaming down towards the shimmering surface of the enemy super-ship.  The shimmer was caused by the rapid cooling of the enemy ship’s hull after being flash-heated by the GRAF cannon, all that heat radiating out into the bitter cold of deep space.  The opened hangar bay was right in the center of his camera optic, a crosshair hovering over it to show his destination, but his other camera angles showed thousands of mecha launching from the Tianne and the escorting ships.  Jenn was one of 5,106 boarders for this operation, in both mecha and infantry in Crusader armor, but he and Vella were pretty important members of the boarding party.


[You stay right on my six, Jenn,] Liira ordered as he followed her black-painted Juggernaut down.  [If I let you get hit, Jayce is gonna kill me.]


[Right after I kill you,] he added lightly as they screamed towards the entrance.  Six of Liira’s Banshees surged forward and disappeared into the hangar entrance, the point units, as Colonel Kyva Karinne of the KBB escorted Vella down right behind them.  But, Jenn and Vella were already doing what they were here to do.  They were both scanning for enemy minds, and much to his surprise, he found 20 of them inside the hangar below.  With practiced ease, not even needing to tap into his gestalt, he and Vella dominated all 20 of them in a matter of seconds, causing them to blank out and drop to their knees, a signal to the other boarders that they were no threat.

[Get those fat whales moving,] Kyva teased.


[Push off, bitch, I won the coin toss, the Banshees get point,] Liira retorted.


Jenn entered the tunnel down to the hangar formed by the armor, though it didn’t feel like a tunnel given how huge the opening was, then he and Liira landed inside the massive, huge hangar deck.  The interior of the hangar was a giant maintenance bay, an open space large enough for a KMS cruiser to land inside, which was exactly what this hangar was designed to do.  This was a maintenance hangar for escort ships, a gigantic hangar built so their smallest ship class could come into the ship into a pressurized area so it could be repaired or refitted.  The hangar was empty, but it was nearly 700 degrees shuki inside, more than hot enough to melt lead and hot enough to cook any enemy sailors that had been in the hangar deck.  Twenty enemy mecha were operational inside the hangar, the twenty minds that Jenn and Vella had sensed and attacked.  They were riggers that had gotten into their mecha before the GRAF blast had hit, and they were not supposed to be in this maintenance hangar.  This wasn’t a maintenance hangar for mecha, nor were any mecha stationed in here, so it was a bit odd that they would be here..  The twenty Titan-sized mecha were on their knees, their pilots dominated and completely under Jenn and Vella’s control.  [These are the only active enemy minds within 2,000 shakra in any direction,] Jenn declared.  [What do you want us to do with them? Put them out?] he added.


[Don’t put them out,] Liira answered.  [Jenn, keep an eye out for any enemy minds coming up from the deeper sections that weren’t cooked.  Vella, probe them, see if they know anything we might want to know before we begin the operation.]

[You got it, Major,] Vella replied as she landed behind them.


[Move it, ladies, there’s a ton of people coming down behind you!] Kyva called over local command as she started moving out from under the gaping hole that was the hangar doors, making room for the other boarders.

[Tianne command, we have 20 enemy mecha with live pilots down here, all dominated by the point team.  Want us to send them up to you for debrief and to study the mecha?] Liira called.


[Only if you can get them up here before the fleet withdraws,] came the answer.


Pft, I’ll have this done in 20 seconds, Vella sent in a bit of disgust as she approached one of the kneeling mecha.  Even with it kneeling, the mecha’s head was more than twice as high off the deck as Vella’s Juggernaut’s head.

[They’ll be on the way in 30 seconds.  We’ll send them to the Tianne’s  port main landing bay.  Have a mindstriker or mindbender there to receive them.  And mind that they’re the size of Titan rigs, so be ready for them to fill the landing bay.]


[Understood.  Sending a corvette to the hangar opening to guide them. Have your mindstriker tell them to follow that corvette.]


[Understood.  Vella, program the puppets to obey the corvette telepath. And have them disable their comms and telemetry so they can’t get remote overridden.]


[Sure thing.]

In exactly 30 seconds, the enemy mecha were ascending towards the opening while more Gladiators, Juggernauts, and infantry in Crusader armor entered the landing bay.  Jenn knew that others had landed on the hull outside and were setting up automated defenses built by 3D around the hangar opening, while the entirety of the boarding party would be inside the hangar, chosen because it was big enough to accommodate 5,000 rigs, infantry, and their cargo dropships holding their equipment.  

 [Move it, ladies, move it!] Kyva barked over local commune, waving the arm of her Juggernaut.  [You’re directly under that personnel jumper!]

The boarding party commander landed on a jumper, and Line General Vei Karinne strode out in her Crusader armor, carrying a rail cannon in her armored hands.  She was a Marine, and one of the most respected combat commander Generals in the Marines for her tactical brilliance.  She was a Line General, whose main role in the officer corps was to command major operations from inside the units performing the mission, putting her right there so she could see what was going on and make fast decisions.  The only indication that she was the commander was the single gold diamond on her armor, denoting her rank as the lowest rung of the General ladder and her membership in the House of Karinne as a noble.  Jenn recalled that she’d been inducted into the house just last takir, which meant that just a few days ago, that diamond was silver. Only nobles had gold heraldry on their uniforms.  [Get those jumpers on the deck!] Vei boomed over local commune, sweeping an arm towards the descending jumpers.  [Why are the companionway doors into the hangar not being annealed shut?  Get the perimeter secured, you fuckin’ slackers!  And get the Megatron units unloaded!  Move, move, move!]

[That’s Vei alright, all meys and oye wine,] Liira noted impishly over rig to rig, talking only to her Banshees, the KBB, and the Red Warriors.


[G1, G2, what is enemy action status?] Vei ordered of Jenn and Vella.


[The closest enemy minds are about four decks down, directly under us, ma’am,] Vella responded.  [From the feel of it, they’re either in or in the companionway connecting to the shaft we’re going to use.]

[Sensor officer?]


[Six  decks under us and the adjoining sections in all four directions are all depressurized,] came the answer.  [The particle beam strike severed the power conduits controlling the blast doors in this section and opened the six decks under us to depressurization,] the sensor officer added, revealing herself by pointing at the surgical slashes in the floor caused by the particle beam, which had cut two decks deep into the ship.  Those gashes in the floor had caused the decks under them to depressurize, allowing the atmosphere to escape through those six shakra wide lines in the hangar deck.  Those slashes in the deck were the exact width of a particle beam.


[Good, that gives us plenty of time to secure the hangar against counterattack,] Vei replied.  [But if there are enemy minds four decks down, they already have people in life support gear moving into the vacuum area.  Odds are, those are enemy Tarks or Marines, moving to repel us.]


[Aye, ma’am,] the sensor officer agreed.


In a matter of minutes, the giant hangar was secured, and five thousand rigs and infantry were on the hangar’s deck with twenty jumpers, infantry and rigs unloading their supplies and equipment for the operation.  When the last jumper landed, Vei twirled her hand over her head.  [That’s it, let’s get our operation teams organized!  Comm officer, call the fleet and tell them to set the cap!]

Jenn saw that they were already working on that.  Above them, two cruisers were lowering what looked like a gigantic flat pyramidal metal wedge with a rectangular base of the exact dimensions of the hole above, made of hardened, armor-quality Carbidium.  It was the plug for the hangar opening that they’d manufactured, something so huge that the Syndicate wasn’t going to easily move it, especially after it was annealed to the armor from the inside and by combat engineering teams on the outside.  It was a huge solid mass, but it also had multiple small holes in it, like a Terran cheese grater, holes large enough to prevent it from pressurizing the hangar if the Benga tried yet too small for the Benga to send troops into the hangar through the holes.  The super-ship had no escorting ships with it, so they weren’t going to be able to pull out the cap with a ship using a towing beam.  And since the entire thing was made out of hardened Carbidium, it was going to take the Syndicate time and effort to cut through it.  The entire hangar shuddered when the wedge was gently lowered into place and allowed to seat inside the rectangular door space, sealing them inside, but also sealed Syndicate forces out from their easiest way to get at them, from the same hangar entry they used to get in.  With that giant cap over the entry, their mecha couldn’t attack them in the hangar without clearing it first, since their mecha were too big to be moved inside the ship.


Amazing how something as simple as a bottle cork—just at a titanic scale—was going to save them from a lot of fighting.


[Cap’s down, get it annealed!] Vei ordered, pointing up.  Members of the 377th Navy Combat Engineering Squadron moved to respond, women and a few men in armor rising up with military-grade annealers.  And Jenn knew that on the outside, other combat engineers were annealing the cap to the armored hull of the ship on the outside, further securing it.

[Where’s my 3D operative?] Vei barked.


[Right here, General,] someone responded.  An armored figure glided up to her, and Jenn saw a hint of red hair.  Maggie!  [Maggie MacCleod, General.]


[Do you have all your equipment ready to go?]


[I’ve already released the spiders, and our other toys are about to be deployed.  We’ll be ready by the time you begin the operation.]


[That’s what I needed to hear,] Vei nodded.  [Get the Megatron onto the shaft doors!  Let’s get this operation moving!] she ordered.

“The cap’s in place, they should have it annealed down in three minutes,” Janna informed Palla from her station.


“Very good,” Palla said calmly, crossing her legs.  “Comm six, order the fleet into defensive position while the CE teams anneal the cap.”

“Aye, sir.”


“Enemy response, Jalla?”


“I’m reading some concentrations of enemy combat mecha about a hundred kathra away, bearing 270,” she answered.  “They’ve stopped trying to rotate the ship to align their main plasma cannons to get a shot at us, so they’re preparing a mecha counter-attack.  I expect them to launch another missile salvo just before their mecha move to engage.”

Palla nodded.  “Automated weapon status?”


“All cap defense automated weapon batteries are anchored to the hull and online.  The diffuser built into the cap is online.  The broadcast power node inside the hangar is up and feeding them power.  The spiders seeded onto the hull are starting to work their way into the ship through the data and power conduit pipes running through the armored hull, they’ll be able to go nearly 400 kathra before they’re out of the broadcast power node’s range.  All mines and skippers we set on the hull are reporting active, and the boomjacks we released once we took position have drifted about 20 kathra from the inner perimeter and are armed.”


“Very good,” Palla said calmly.


With Coma hovering in front of and beside her chair, Palla watched on a holo as the combat engineers rapidly annealed down the cap that would protect the boarding party from being attacked from behind by enemy mecha, so they only had to worry about the ones that would be in front of them.  Those shafts were large enough for their Titan-sized mecha to move around, and Navii predicted that they would bring mecha into the ship from other locations, fly them all the way down to the core, then send them up the shaft the boarding party was going to use to penetrate into the ship.  They’d also be dealing with enemy Marines and Tarks that would oppose them as they moved into the ship…but the boarding party had plans for dealing with that, and they also had two Generations there to assist them.

But it wasn’t going to be quick, even if Palla felt that it was going to be easier than the command staff believed.  That ship was nearly 3,500 kathra in radius, so it was going to take the boarding party hours to reach the computer core, which was located very nearly in the exact center of the ship.  And that was if they simply rushed straight to it.  They weren’t going to do that, they were going to move in stages as the spiders they brought with them moved ahead of them and seized control of parts of the ship’s systems to prevent the Benga from self-destructing the ship to deny it to them.  They’d be in there for about 20 hours if everything went according to plan.


“CE teams are done and returning to the ship, sir,” Jalla relayed.


“Very good.  Recall all external assets back to their ships.  Comm one, order the fleet to retreat once all assets are back on board.  Navigation, plot course for Karis in mode one, speed twenty. Hold at twenty for exactly five seconds, then come to a full stop and then execute a jump back to Karis in mode three.”


“Aye sir, setting course 343 mark 29, mode one, speed twenty, five second duration.”

“Plotting hyperspace jump from planned origin point to Karis,” her secondary navigator added.  “We’ll have to hold at full stop in normal space for about thirty seconds for the nav computer to finalize the calculations, sir.”


“Understood, nav two.  Navigation, orient the ship to execute course on my command.”


“Aye sir, turning the ship,” she answered.  On her tactical view, she saw the massive Tianne slowly start to turn on an invisible axis, rotating to turn its nose away from the hull of the enemy ship.  The other ships of the task force began to do the same, which caused the jumpers and individual sailors outside in their armor to change course to reach their destination landing bays.


They didn’t have to wait very long.  Barely two minutes later, her tactical officer spoke up.  “That’s it, Captain, all crew and ships are on board and secured.”


“Navigation, execute course,” she ordered in a measured voice.


“Aye sir,” she answered.  The starfield of their forward view stretched and then snapped, and then five seconds later, it did so again.  “We are back in normal space.  Finalizing calculations and plotting a jump solution for Karis in mode three.”


“Are they pursuing?”


“No sir, the enemy ship is still at full stop.”


“They are going to ignore us to deal with the boarders,” Coma predicted.


“I believe so,” Palla nodded.  “Comm sixteen, relay to General Vei, good luck.”


“Aye sir,” the comm officer replied.  “Reply, sir.  We don’t need luck.”


Palla gave a soft chuckle.  “That’s Vei, alright,” she mused.


“Jump solution plotted, sir.  Secondary and tertiary nav computers agree, the solution is good.”


“Execute jump,” Palla ordered.  “And good luck, Vei,” she added to herself.


Jenn stood beside Vella in their Juggernauts as they watched a team of combat engineers move one of the ten Megatron units they’d brought with them into position over the giant shaft that served as both a ventilation shaft and elevator shaft for the moon-sized ship.  The fleet had jumped out, leaving them there to fend for themselves…which was all part of the plan.  The 5,000 boarders were ready for this, they were well equipped and they had a solid plan to take over the ship, they just had to be careful and not get too antsy.  The huge shaft’s blast doors were closed, the doors about five shakra below the level of the hangar deck, and Jenn could sense enemy minds directly under them, within the shaft.  They were most likely trying to blockade the shaft to keep the boarders trapped in the section adjoining the outer hull.

They had no idea what a Megatron unit could do.


[Be careful with that!] Maggie barked as two infantry women dropped a large case.  Jenn had no idea what was in it, but given it was Maggie, no doubt it was highly explosive and very, very sneaky.

[Where are we on the Megatron?] Vei ordered as she pointed a squad of infantry to the far hangar doors.


[Getting it set into place now, ma’am,] one of the operators answered.  That wasn’t the only thing getting set into place.  Maggie’s helpers were trapping the hangar doors leading into the ship with what looked like mines, no doubt to give them a nasty shock if they tried to cut through the annealed doors, as another team annealed down four different automated Phalanx rail guns that were pointed up, which were defense against any enemy that managed to cut through the cap.  In addition to the toys, a complement of 1,000 infantry and Gladiators would be staying in the hangar to defend it, and they were building their fortifications around the elevator shaft and at three other locations within the hangar that would give each hardened position a clear line of fire on the other three, letting the defenders catch attackers in nasty crossfires.  Armored wall sections they annealed to the deck would be behind a mobile infantry hard shield and a diffuser unit, in addition to more Phalanx guns, these inside their makeshift fortress and pointing out, to defend the bunkers.  Three of the fixed positions were on the floor, but the fourth was on the ceiling, and that unit was using annealers and 3D units that liquefied the metal without heating it to literally burrow up into the armor overhead and use it to protect the position.  The plan was for that overhead unit to melt out tunnels through the armor that would let them fire down on the hangar below from different angles, which would make trying to retake the hangar a bloody nightmare for the Benga.

Jenn watched as the melted armor from above was pulled out and used to further fortify the other positions, as well as further physically blockade the doors leading into the hangar from the other sections.  Makati and two Kizzik in modified armor took the pliable metal and slathered it over the doors like an old fashioned mason mortaring stones, then combat engineers annealed the metal to the doors after it resolidified.


[That’s a cute little trick, liquefying the metal,] Jenn told Maggie as she rushed past.  [Who invented whatever’s letting you do that?]

[Jason did,] she replied as she stopped right in the middle of the huge hangar and knelt down, holding some kind of detector in her armored hand.  [Right here, it’s right here!  I need a cutting team!]


[You found the main data conduit?] Vei asked.


[Yes ma’am, we’re about to cut down to it and hook in,] she answered. [Bring over module number one!]

Jenn watched as the smallest of the four bunkers was finished, and the hard shield winked into visibility with two doors into it, areas where the shield was left soft through which personnel were carrying supplies and equipment.


[Megatron unit in place and ready to activate, General,] one of the operators declared.


[Very good, Sergeant.  G1, keep an eye on those enemy minds four decks under us.  G2, conduct sweeps at your maximum range, look for any activity you think might be aimed at us.]

[Yes ma’am,] they replied almost in perfect unison.


This stage of the operation, Jenn remembered, was both the longest and also the most important—well, except for assaulting the computer core.  If they didn’t secure the hangar, the enemy could very well get their thousands of mecha into the shaft, or come up behind them as they moved down with things like bombs and missiles, and then things would get ugly.  They’d be moving slowly and carefully down the shaft, securing the shaft’s doorways and vents as they moved to prevent the enemy from coming into the shaft behind them, and their main weapon would be the vacuum of space.  They’d be depressurizing the far side of every door and bulkhead on their way down to force the enemy to have to take extra steps to try to stop them, force them into armor or pressure suits and stress both their Tarks and their engineers that would be trying to repair things so the Tarks could get at the boarders.  There was no doubt that the enemy would try to slow them down from the front while they worked to get soldiers into the shaft behind them, so they could wipe them out in a crossfire.

For nearly an hour, the boarders finished their preparations and their fortifications, turning the hangar into a fortress that would take significant enemy action to dislodge them.  Toys, traps, automated weapons platforms, shields, physical walls built of armor, the hangar had three heavily fortified bunkers, the largest of which was around the shaft, with a fourth built into the ceiling, into the cap and the surrounding armor.  Automated weapons were mounted all over the place, on the floor, walls, ceiling, and 3D toys and traps were also liberally spread all over the hangar.  Meanwhile, the enemy was still in the shaft about four decks down, and one of Maggie’s toys managed to get an image of what they were doing.  As Jenn suspected, they were fortifying the elevator shaft, putting traps in it, physically sealing the doors, and building fortification for their infantry as more and more enemy soldiers arrived from other sections of the ship. From what Maggie and Vei could figure, they were going to try to take the hangar and take prisoners, as well as try to capture as much intact equipment as they could, by bringing in enough soldiers to overwhelm the boarders with sheer numbers.  There were nearly ten thousand of them in the shaft and the sections adjoining it by the time Vei ordered them to start the next phase of the operation.

Standing by the edge of the shaft, Vei looked up at the ceiling, at a piece of equipment that had been annealed to the ceiling, an ominous muzzle pointing down.  Maggie was hovering close to the muzzle, a small door open in the casing which looked to be a maintenance door.  [Is that thing ready to go?] she asked.


[It will be in about two minutes, General,] she answered.  [It’s almost finished its charging cycle.]


[Forty minutes to charge, it had better be spectacular.]

Maggie laughed, which translated over local commune as a burst of amusement.  [Oh, it’s gonna be,] she promised.  [We’ve been waiting to use this thing.]


[And what exactly is it?] Jenn asked.


[This?  Oh, it’s gonna sweep that shaft clear of all enemy and enemy equipment,] she answered.  [This, my dear Jenn, is an ionic differential emitter.]


[And what is that in plain Faey?]


[A lightning gun,] she replied easily.  [Specifically designed and tuned to overload and destroy Syndicate phase interlocked plasma power systems.  Once the Megatron unit fires, this baby will fire down the hole it creates, and it’s gonna fry all Syndicate equipment in the shaft, as well as fry any people in the shaft to boot.  The Syndicate doesn’t shield their power systems deeper in the ship.  A cost-cutting measure to be sure, and one we’re gonna exploit like nobody’s business.  Once this pretty girl fires, she’ll overload and blow out the power in every section adjoining the shaft about four hundred kathra down.  And anything in the shaft is going to get electrocuted and incinerated by the ionic burst.]

[Clever.]


[That’s what we do in 3D Jenn,] she replied grandly, closing the small door.  [Alright, she’s ready to go, General.  She can fire at your command.]


[Then let’s get this bachi ball moving,] she answered.  [Get ready to move out!  Expedition companies assemble on the deck!] she boomed.  [I want the Megatron unit to fire in exactly five minutes,] she ordered.  [Lady Maggie, you fire the lightning gun immediately afterwards.  And then we begin our advance to the core.]

The techs operating the Megatron unit set it, then they evacuated from the shaft.  A hard shield winked into existed around the shaft, a column of energy from the cap above on which the lightning gun was mounted down to the floor.  [Megatron unit on automatic countdown, General, and distance calibrated and set.  If we did the math right, the Teryon burst will peter out about 1,000 shakra from the computer core deck.]


[You better be right, cause if you overshoot, you’ll blow up the ship and kill us all,] Vei replied dryly.


[I’m betting my own life on my math, General,] the tech said with light amusement.  [The unit will be ready to fire at countdown zero, General.]


[Very good.  We should have our teams ready by then.]

It took only three minutes for the invasion teams to get organized and get their gear ready, and they stood in formations of both infantry and exomechs around the cylindrical hard shield, and Jenn felt proud that he stood with the exomechs of the KBB, the Banshees, and the Red Warriors, with Vella standing just beside him  They were going to be point in this operation, both finding and overwhelming active enemy minds and defending the exomechs behind them from enemy fire.  Liira and Kyva, two of the best riggers alive, stood with them, both their partners and their primary protectors for this operation.

[Ebri, Kanri, you handle our babies’ six,] Kyva ordered.


[I’m combat rated on a Juggernaut, Kyva,] Jenn retorted, a bit indignantly.


[Compared to us, you are babies, Jenn,] Liira told him impishly.


Without order from Vei, since she’s already ordered the weapons to fire on a timetable, the Megatron unit went off.  It made no sound in the vacuum, but there was a brilliant flash of light, and then an explosion as the Megatron unit overloaded and detonated, which was what the hard shield was for.  Barely a second later, the lightning gun fired, sending an incandescent bar of pure white light down into the shaft, some of it muted by the roiling flame and smoke from the Megatron unit exploding.  That explosive flame was drawn down into the shaft, then the hard shield winked out.  [Hold positions, the shaft is about to decompress!] Vei called.  [Brace for it!]

About five seconds later,  Vei’s warning came to pass.  A howling gale of vapor-laden atmosphere roared out of the shaft and up towards the cap, which had multiple small holes in it to maintain the vacuum in the hangar.  Some debris came out of the tunnel, including some charred bodies, and they were literally torn into tiny pieces and sucked out of the hangar when they hit the cap overhead, ripped apart from the force of the evacuating air.  The howling gale continued for nearly five minutes, a continuous raging blast of air, air filling the shaft almost all the way down to the core.  Several times, the hangar defense units had to clear the debris off the top of the cap, pieces of metal and other hardened materials that weren’t being torn apart and blown out into space, to prevent the ventilation shafts from clogging and slowing the decompression.

That atmosphere wouldn’t go far, Jenn remembered from the briefings.  It would evacuate the shaft, but so long as the ship wasn’t moving, it would be captured by its gravity get pulled back to the hull, and become an ultra-thin atmosphere surrounding the hull.


The raging hurricane diminished to a steady powerful gust, and when it reached a certain point, Vei stood up and lowered the metal shield she was carrying to protect herself from flying debris.  [That’s it!  Point team, go go go!  Everyone else get ready to deploy in the planned rotation!]

[Let’s go, girls.  Deploy ECDs and get the drone scouts down there,] Kyva ordered.  With not a second’s hesitation, Jenn and Vella jumped off the edge of the shaft and through the ragged hole made by the Megatron unit in the shaft blast door, the armored metal showing no bending or effect from the escaping atmosphere, as ten drones raced ahead, drones filled with sensor units to scan the shaft ahead of them, hunting for anomalies or traps the enemy laid in the shaft.  .  As they’d already agreed, Vella would be the primary Generation hunting for and taking out enemy minds, while Jenn would act as telekinetic point defense, protecting against incoming plasma bolts and missiles.  The diffuser behind them, following them into the shaft with the cargo pods holding their equipment, removed the need for him to defend against Torsion bolts.


[Put your shield to max, Jenn,] Liira ordered as they started down the wide shaft, spreading out after getting through the small hole formed in the blast door by the Megatron unit.


[It is, it has to be a telemetry bug,] he replied as he tuned his sensors to maximum range.  [I’m reading zero energy output under us.  The lightning gun did its job.]  A flash of light from above heralded the firing of pulse weapons, as elements of the point team fired into the doors of the decks opening to the shaft.  They did that for one simple reason, to put physical holes in the doors that would decompress the section beyond if enemy sailors tried to enter those sections without using an airlock…and there were no airlocks this deep in the ship, just blast doors and emergency hard shields to maintain pressurization.  The infantry units at the tail end of the point team, pulling large containers with them, annealed the doors leading out of the shaft at each deck and set a 3D unit on one of the doors as they passed, which would explode if any of the doors leading into the shaft on that deck were tampered with. [Vella, anything?]

[No minds within 1600 shakra of us,] she answered.  [From the thoughts I’m picking up, they’re maintenance teams trying to seal off the depressurized sections.]

[Warn us if you sense any Tarks,] Kyva called, her mecha ghosting down the shaft beside them.  Her mecha was carrying a very nasty-looking disruptor gatling gun.


[Getting some readings from the drone,] their primary sensor tech called from the rear of the point formation.  [I think it’s ambient ionic charge still in the superstructure.  Also picking up traces of chemical explosive compounds.  It’s scattered through the shaft, I think the lightning gun destroyed the piece of equipment that was holding it.]


[Chemical?  As in not an energy burst explosive like a plasma grenade?]


[Exactly that, Colonel,] the sensor tech replied.


[Alright, girls, keep that in mind. They’re using old-fashioned chemical reaction explosives, those aren’t going to show up on most energy sensors,] Kyva warned.  [Tech, keep scanning for that compound, warn us if you detect it in any quantity that might explode with enough force to penetrate our shields.]


[Got it, Colonel.]

[Booby traps?] Jenn speculated.


[Effective ones,] Liira agreed, her mecha’s head nodding.  [Some chemical compounds can explode with the force of a plasma grenade.]

They descended nearly thirty minutes into the shaft, passing 36 decks, having to traverse the twenty shakra wide holes that the Megatron unit made in nearly 120 armored blast doors, going through the hole one by one, before anything of note happened.  [I have contact!] Vella barked suddenly, pointing down the shaft.  [Nearly two hundred enemy minds, four decks down, they’re an assault team getting ready to hit us!]


[Dominate them.  Order them to go back into the ship and attack the ship’s crew and blow stuff up.  Have them create chaos,] Kyva ordered.


[Yes ma’am,] Vella answered.  [I’ll just take out the enemy telepaths, they may break the domination.]

[Do it,] Kyva agreed.

[Need help?] Jenn offered.


[Nope, stick to your job, I’ll do mine.]  Jenn did reach out with his mind to assense the situation, so he was able to mentally observe as those minds were suddenly thrown into chaos, as Vella spiked the power in her gestalt and struck at them from nearly 3500 shakra away, well outside the enemy telepaths’ ability to attack them.  About twenty of the minds in the formation were talented, but they were crushed by the sheer power of Vella’s gestalt-boosted attack, even after the remaining telepaths raised their defenses after Vella took out the first few of them. She put them into a temporary coma-like state, then quickly swept through the remaining non-talented Benga Marines, dominating them in a matter of seconds.  She then used her talent to dominate them, to convince them that they were the boarders and that the ship and its crew were their enemies, then she set them loose.  Once the enemy Marines charged back down the companionway to attack the interior section of the deck, she came back to the telepaths, and one by one, dominated them and had them commit suicide by shooting each other with their weapons.  Then the last one shot himself, removing the threat they posed.

[Nice and neat,] Jenn told her appreciatively.


[I paid attention in training,] she answered him lightly.  [Done, Colonel.  The enemy Marines are attacking the adjoining section and the enemy telepaths are dead.  They’ll go until Benga telepaths can subdue them, and in their state, that’s going to take some time.  I made sure to really whip them up.]


[Good job,] Kyva congratulated.  [You two are gonna make this easy.]


[That’s why we’re here,] Jenn told her grandly.


That became the routine for nearly four hours.  They slowly worked their way down the shaft, Vella rooting out and crushing twelve different attempts by the enemy to get soldiers into a position to attack them, until they reached the first of their planned stopping points 300 kathra down the shaft, about a quarter of the way to their destination.  They took up defensive positions and waited for the main force behind them to reach them, then Maggie and her techs built a bunker at that location, a heavily fortified and heavily armed fixed position that would prevent any enemy movement through the shaft, and she then mounted the lightning gun on the base of the bunker and pointed it down the shaft.  They were reaching the edge of the gun’s effect the first time it was fired, so they were going to fire it again to blow out all power systems in the shaft below them, which would disable any defensive weapons or energy shields the enemy had managed to install ahead of them.  Maggie activated the hard shield and pressurized the bunker so they could take off their helmets or open their mecha cockpits and get something to eat and drink while they waited for the lightning gun to charge.

After the scheduled mess break, the bunker was depressurized again, and they all had to retreat behind the bunker position so the lightning gun could fire without harming any of their own.  [Weapon’s ready, General,] Maggie called.


[Fire it, my Lady.]


[Yes ma’am.  Lightning gun firing in ten seconds, everyone stay away from the walls of the shaft!]

[Report from the hangar, General.  The enemy has broken through one of the companionway doors.  There’s a battle in the hangar.]


[Are they handling it?]


[Colonel Moi reports she has the situation under control.  Their Torsion weapons are useless, and that’s mostly what they have.  The only problem they’re having is with Tarks carrying rocket launchers, and a very few of them have ion rifles they must have dug out of one of their deepest cargo bays.  She reports they have some powerful mindstrikers, but our mindstrikers are keeping them stalemated.]


[Keep me advised.]


[Yes ma’am.]


[Hmm.  Maybe I should have left one of you two in the hangar.  It seems that just one of you is doing the job,] Vei mused, looking at Jenn and Vella.


[I can be up there in twenty minutes, General, We’ll clear them out, then I’ll return. I shouldn’t be too far behind the point team once we get started again.] Jenn offered.


She pondered for a moment, then nodded.  [Go.  Liira, send four Banshees with him to protect him.]


[Mae, Lera, you and your wings take him up,] Liira ordered.


[Let’s get up there!] Jenn communed, almost eagerly, then he quickly flew back up the shaft to get through the invasion force.  His four protectors caught up with him, and once they cleared it, they opened the throttle and screamed back up the shaft.  They passed several manned chokepoints that Vei had left in the shaft to defend it, small bunker positions holding fifty infantry each, there to slow down any enemy breach into the shaft behind the invasion team.


Twenty minutes at full speed later, Jenn and his four protectors burst out of the shaft and entered a wild, chaotic scrum in the hangar.  Nearly a thousand enemy Tarks had pushed into the hangar through a gaping hole where a companionway door had been, blowing it out and storming in behind mobile, hand-held energy shields that almost looked like the shields a medieval knight would carry.  They were trying to advance up to the nearest bunker so they could attack the defenders hand to hand.  Jenn’s arrival immediately caught their attention, the only enemy they could see not in the hardened bunker position, so a blitz of ion fire came flying towards him and his protectors.  Jenn raised the arms of his Juggernaut in a nearly defensive posture, and those multitude of shots bent away from him, driving into the floor in front of him.  The diffuser in the hangar prevented their Torsion weapons from working, but the ion rifles they had seemed to be pretty powerful.  Jenn swept the nearly thousand enemy forces with his talent and found nearly a hundred enemy telepaths, which was how the force had gotten so far into the hangar.  Those telepaths were powerful, and they were very well trained, he could sense, and they’d stalemated the Karinne Marine mindstrikers enough to get their forces into the hangar, which were some of the strongest mindstrikers in the invasion force.  With Jenn and Vella escorting the point team, they’d put their strongest non-Generation telepaths in the hangar to defend it.  Those hundred telepaths were protecting the entire formation from the Faey mindstrikers, and giving them enough hell on the telepathic mindscape to force the mindstrikers to protect the weaker talents among the defenders, to prevent them from being dominated the way Vella dominated the Benga Tarks and sent them into the ship to attack their own.  With both sides stalemated on a telepathic level, the two sides were shooting it out the old fashioned way.

Now he saw that those reports he heard were right, that only the Imperial Marines were really beating these Benga telepaths.  They were impressive.


But they were also no match for a Generation sitting in a walking gestalt.  Jenn was almost dragged into the bunker position by his Banshee escorts, where Colonel Moi was taking shots at the enemy from behind an armored plate in her Juggernaut.  [What are you five doing up here?] she snapped.


[General Vei sent me to help you clear out the enemy, ma’am, I’m G2,] Jenn answered.


[Alright then, if you’re here, go sic ‘em,] she replied briskly, lunging out and taking several shots with her nested pulse autocannon, then retreating behind the armored plate as a thick cloud of ion bolts came flying in their direction.  [Take out their telepaths, we’ll handle the rest.]

[On it, Colonel,] he replied.  From behind the armored position, Jenn swept out and found the closest telepath, brought his gestalt up to full power, and then he struck like a hammer.  The Benga across the hangar shuddered and crumpled to the deck when Jenn hit him, hit him with all the power his gestalt gave him, sending him into a coma.  He quickly located the next telepath and struck again, and again, and again, systematically taking out the enemy telepaths one by one.  They were too well trained for Jenn to use a multiple attack, so he was forced to attack them telepath by telepath and focus his entire power on them to take them down.  But even though he was only attacking one at a time, he was doing so at the speed of the mind, which allowed him to strike and defeat several telepaths in a matter of seconds.


And as Jenn whittled away their numbers, the other Faey telepaths in the hangar started to gain the upper hand.  Mindstrikers devoting their whole attention to defending the others were able to turn around and attack the enemy telepaths themselves, adding to Jenn’s assault.  The enemy started to pull back as their telepaths went down, and when about half of them were laying unconscious on the deck, the enemy ordered a full retreat, firing rockets at the four fixed positions as they retreated back towards the jagged hole they’d blown in the wall to get into the hangar.  Dozens of the enemy fell to the deck, struck by pulse, disruptor, tetryon wave, and rail fire, the atmosphere contained in their enviro-suits and armor bleeding out into the vacuum as they decompressed.

The casualties weren’t one-sided.  A number of still forms of Karinne Marines were laying in the center of the bunker positions, inside the hard shield, which allowed them to pressurize the area so a medic could treat the injured.  Ion weapons were particularly dangerous to them because they could deal damage through their armor, causing electrocution and severe burns as the ion charge conducted through the armor metal.  The gel backing in Crusader armor was designed to dampen ion attacks, acting as an insulator, to the point that many of the injured inside the hard shield would be dead if not for that dampening gel.

[Well done, G2,] Moi told him.  [Get that hole sealed!  Put out more automated weapon units!  Are they still trying to cut into the hangar from above?]


[Yes ma’am,] someone answered.


[Want me to do something about that while I’m up here, Colonel?] he asked confidently.


[They’re using robotic units, nothing to dominate,] Moi told him.  [They’re some kind of automated laser drill, they must use them for taking planetary core samples.]

[How close are they?  Within four hundred shakra?]


[The units are nearly ten kathra above the cap, they’re keeping them where they think they’re out of our range.  From what our spy drones can see, the lasers they’re using are having a rough go of it drilling through the Carbidium.  I don’t think they have the kind of power it takes to melt armor-quality metals.  The drills have only managed to get about thirty shakra through the cap over the last five hours.]

[Do you want me to stay here to help with that?]


[We have a plan, G2, I’m just having them keep me apprised of the enemy’s progress,] she answered mildly, with malicious amusement shimmering through her commune.


[Uh oh,] Jenn communed with amusement.


[3D gave us some extra toys,] she told him liltingly, which made him laugh inside his Juggernaut.  [We have the situation under control here, G2.  Get back down to the invasion force.]


[Yes ma’am.]

It took them nearly a half an hour to get back down to the invading force, mainly because they’d begun to move again while Jenn was up in the hangar.  They had to work their way through the hundreds of infantry, exomechs, and the containers carrying their equipment and supplies, but they eventually worked their way all the way back to the vanguard of the formation.  Jenn drifted back into place beside Vella at the very tip of the spear.  [Any excitement while I was topside?] he asked.


[Just a few sweeps to dominate and neutralize enemy Tarks,] Vella answered.  [Nothing exciting.]


[Let’s hope it stays that way,] Jenn conveyed.


[This much silence isn’t good.  It means they’re setting a pretty big trap further down the shaft,] Kyva warned.


About an hour of routine later, Kyva’s warning turned out to be fairly prophetic.  One of the sensor jockeys at the rear of the point formation barked out a sudden alarm.  [I’m getting massive thermal and plasma readings moving at high speed up the shaft!  I think they’re venting unphased reactor plasma up the shaft!] she barked.


[What?  What kind of readings?]


[Thermals are at two thousand shuki!]


[ETA?]


[Four minutes!]

General Vei cut in.  [They’re nuking the shaft!  Get a hard shield over the hole the blast doors in the section above us to protect our defensive bunkers!  Combat engineers, seal the blast doors in the section below us and get a hard shield over it.  You have three minutes or we all cook!  Move move move!]

Maggie MacCleod and her team of engineers rushed forward, and several sheets of Adamantium metal were hastily rushed down to the next set of blast doors they had to traverse, which had a 30 shakra wide hole burned through the middle of it from the Megatron burst.  The techs, Maggie herself working with them, quickly annealed the Adamantium plates over the hole as another set of techs mounted the emitters for a hard shield that would cover the entire shaft.  They moved with incredible speed, but also with deft skill and cool certainty.  After just two minutes, they evacuated from the door and the hard shield was activated.  [Blast door is secured, General,] Maggie called.

[Good work,] she replied.  [Is the shaft wall metal and the blast door metal going to melt being exposed to two thousand shuki?]


[No, General, its melting point is nearly four thousand shuki.  We’ll be safe enough.]


[Good.  We have any automated units that can survive two thousand degrees?]


[Actually, yeah, I have something that can handle that,] Maggie answered.  [It’s a monkey drone rigged with a layer of hyper-endothermic material.  We brought it to send it into the reactor core.]


[Think you can put a pulse weapon on it that won’t melt?]


[Hmm….yes.  Yes, I can do it,] she answered.


[Then do it.]


[Yes ma’am.  Give us about thirty minutes.]


[You have it,] she answered.


Jenn got lucky enough to get into the throng of officers surrounding General Vei as she studied a schematic of the ship, looming over her in his exomech as they hovered in the shaft.  [Them nuking the shaft means we move to our alternate plan,] she told her officers.  [We just cleared that thick layer of bulkhead between the crew sections and the engine cells, and that bulkhead is only pierced by the elevator shafts, there’s no other way through.  I’ll bet that’s most likely why they waited until we got to this point before flooding the shaft with hot plasma.  They think they have us trapped in the shaft with a long trip back up to the crew sections, and I’ll bet my left tit they’re amassing a very large force on the crew deck on the other side of the bulkhead to come in here after us.  Colonel Malai, send it up the shaft for our defensive bunkers to evacuate their positions and return to the hangar.  Have them set up the plasma bombs two decks above the lowest deck, in the shaft, and seal the shaft over it so all the explosive force comes this way.  Once the enemy enters the shaft to come down here after us, we detonate them and kill them all.]

[I’m liking this plan,] Major Fera noted lightly.


[We’re going to cut into the bulkhead of the engine cell right there,] she told them, pointing at the metal wall of the shaft, [and seal it behind us.  I don’t think the enemy realizes that these walls and bulkheads aren’t barriers to us.  Our annealers can cut them.  So, we’re going to follow this route, going through these hyperspace jump engine cells down to the operations decks between the cells and the reactor,] she informed them, putting up a hologram in the center of their group and tracing a path through nearly 400 kathra of jump engine cells.  The path wasn’t a straight line, it was a zigzagging, roundabout route that would swing them out wide and then bring them back close to the computer core.  [What we’ll be doing is a diversionary tactic, ladies, making the enemy think our plan is to get down to the cell section and disable enough engine cells to cripple the ship, hiding our true objective.  We’ll be moving through these cells, but also cutting our way into the adjoining cells, killing any techs in them, and cutting the power feeds to the cells to disable them.  Lady MacCleod, your little monkey drone is gonna reinforce that belief.  You’re gonna send it into the shaft after we clear the cell on the other side of that wall, and it’s going to go down the shaft and breach the access doors and bulkhead walls of the shaft for the adjoining jump engine cells.  If our research on the engines they use is right, two thousand shuki on their outer casings is going to make them fail, and fail spectacularly, if they try to use them.  They’re not designed to operate at those temperatures.]

[Clever,] Kyva communed in appreciation.


[Navii came up with this plan, there’s no doubt it’s clever,] Vei answered with admiration rippling through her commune.  [This is just one of six alternate plans she sent with me for consideration.  The other five are just as damn clever as this one.  Moari, plot our exact route through the cells to swing us out and then get us onto the operations deck within one kathra of the computer core.  Kyva, Liira, you and your girls are going to be handling the initial breach of each cell we cut into along our route.  Break in, eliminate all resistance, then secure the cell for the rest of the invasion force.  G1, G2, you’ll be attached to the KBB and Banshees for this operation, same as the shaft.  Bai, your girls are responsible for securing the cell we invade, annealing all doors and sealing all ventilation and access ducts.  Fera, organize six teams to cut into adjoining cells and disable them, then seal the breach hole behind you when you pull out.  Kalrani, your girls are going to be handling rear defense.  Anneal the breaches behind us to keep the enemy from chasing us and set traps and other surprises in the cells we evacuate to make them coming up behind us or sending in techs to repair the damage we cause an exciting experience.  Everyone know what to do?]  When everyone communed their affirmation, she nodded and took up her railgun from where it was hovering beside her using its gyro pods.  [Alright, let’s get this moving.]
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Star System Q3XD-19 (Karinne Astrocartographic Designation)

In the vacuum of space, there was no sound of tearing metal or the shriek of the rigger that Jason Karinne had just killed as he yanked his monomolecular blade free of the enemy exomech he’d just impaled through the chest, driving the blade right through the enemy mecha’s cockpit, then in a fluid motion extended the pulse autocannons from their nested forearm emplacements on his other arm and fired a blast at another enemy mecha at virtual point blank range.  The enemy mecha shuddered and then collapsed to the hull of the super-ship in a heap.  But while there was no sound, there was plenty of chatter as the riggers of the Storm Riders beat back a furious assault from enemy mecha, who had charged the hard shield enclosing the Megatron unit his lander team was setting up on the hull of the ship.  Unable to do any damage to them with their Torsion cannons, the enemy had attacked the position with hand to hand weapons, extended blades and a few pike-like weapons, blades affixed to poles that were being carried by some of the enemy units.


The entire sky turned searing white as another enemy super-ship was destroyed by the fleet battleship Alaia on the far side of the ship they were on from them, which meant that the super-ship they were one would shield them from the blast wave, it would rake across the far side of the ship’s hull.  And almost immediately afterward, an incandescent blast of pure kinetic energy from the GRAF cannon of the Tianne rampaged across the sky over them, striking another super-ship squarely in the center.  The incredible armor of the super-ship was no match for the overwhelming power of that GRAF cannon fired at full power, the blast shattering kathras of armor and tearing directly through the ship.  Jason had no idea how deeply the blast penetrated, but it was enough to drive the super-ship backwards and start spinning like a rotating moon, and it did not correct.  The moon-sized ship spun out of the enemy’s formation and started drifting out into open deep space.  Most likely, the incredible kinetic energy the GRAF cannon transferred into the ship killed the entire ship’s crew when the ship.  It was simple physics, for those unlucky crew, it was like being inside a golf ball when it was hit by a club.  Inertia meant the ball was moving and they weren’t, so they’d be slammed into the side of the ball with all the force the golfer had invested into hitting the ball.  The crew in the super-ship were slammed into the bulkheads, doors, and other secured objects inside the ship when the GRAF blast hit them, far more inertia than any inertial damper ever designed could absorb, and most likely it killed them all.


That scenario was one reason why KMS ships had hardcore inertial dampers in them, to prevent those kinds of injuries if a ship was physically struck or rammed…but those were mainly for the ship’s own engines.  Increasing from all stop to flank without inertial dampers in an average KMS ship would put about 170Gs on the crew inside, which was invariably fatal..

But that was what was going on up there.  Down here, Jason had much more on his mind.  He slipped to the side when one of the enemy mecha swung one of those pikes at his Titan’s head in an overhanded chop, the blade hitting the hull under their feet, and Jason reacted by grabbing the mecha by the wrist, twisting to the side, and hurling it over his shoulder in an Aikido throw.  The mecha was hit by a tetryon wave blast in midair and was violently knocked to the side, then it rolled across the hull and did not move when it came to a stop.  His proximity alarm went off, and he reacted quickly, leaning to the side just as a missile lanced towards him.  The missile just barely missed him, spiraling off and hitting one of the comm towers on the hull, exploding and bringing the tower down. He watched two Juggernauts ventilate an enemy mecha with disruptor miniguns, which had just cut a Gladiator in half with its extended blade.

Thank God there was no pilot in that mecha, it would have cut her in half too.


[Port, incoming port!] Tara barked over commune, and she and Jason turned to square off against nearly fifteen more mecha that had reached them, gliding in at high speed along the hull of the super-ship.  Jason opened his shoulder-mounted external missile pack, and a blitz of missiles rampaged towards the advancing enemy even as he sicced his drones on them.  They scattered even more when a corvette overhead opened fire on them with heavy pulse autocannons, trying to get in melee range to attack the formation.


It was all they could really do, and they’d figured that out. They’d also figured out that the lander teams were just as dangerous as the fleet battleship and flagship up above them, so they weren’t ignoring them.  They’d already seen two super-ships destroyed by Megatron units, so they were doing their best to make sure this super-ship wasn’t number three.  They were throwing hundreds of mecha at their landing site, trying to stop them from setting off the Megatron.


Ejecting his empty missile pack, Jason extended the arm shield from his left forearm, a rather nifty device that Tim had thought up, or at least it was Tim that had given Jason the idea for it long ago.  Tim had once asked if they could make a hand-held shield of magnetic flux that could reflect an MPAC blast, and while that idea had never panned out, it did lead to this, a projected energy hard shield attached to the forearm that was like a medieval warrior’s shield.  Only Titans were big enough to equip the unit, but it was certainly useful by adding an additional layer of protection.  The enemy’s blade would have to penetrate both his mecha’s Teryon shield if it was up and its forearm-mounted shield to get at the mecha behind them.  And since most likely the Teryon shield would be down for engaging in hand to hand combat, the arm shield was the only shield available.

The manipulation of the Teryon shield in hand to hand combat was one of the many skills a Titan rigger had to learn, since if the shield was up and in hard shield mode, Jason couldn’t hit enemy mecha with his monomolecular blades, the enemy mecha would bounce off his shield.  Jason had to lower the shield to attack the enemy—Teryon shields were hard shields by design, it took special shield generators to make a “soft” Teryon shield—to use any weapon except energy weapons tuned to go through his own shield.  That was one reason why they’d installed the forearm shields onto the Titans.  While the Teryon shield was down to fire rail cannons, missiles, or engage in hand to hand combat, his forearm shield would provide protection if something attacked him before he could raise the shield again.  The Teryon shield didn’t raise or lower instantly, it took 130 milliseconds to form after he activated it…and in rigger combat, 130 milliseconds could be an eternity.  Because of that, most Titan riggers switched their shield from hard shield to soft shield in melee combat

One thing was for sure.  This scrum had proved that all the money and time Jason had invested in the Titan program had paid off, and paid off big time.  The Titans were outmatching the enemy mecha in both strength and speed, had superior armor and shielding, were equipped with weapons that could take out the enemy with one well-aimed shot, and were just generally tougher and meaner than the enemy mecha.  There were windrows of enemy mecha laying on the hull around the Megatron’s hard shield, but there were only four Titan mecha laying among them.


Jason heard Palla’s voice over local command.  [That’s it, all enemy battleships and cruisers destroyed.  All line vessels, support lander teams on the remaining super-ships and protect the Alaia as it makes its next attack run.]

That had taken a while, but that was because there had been a lot of enemy ships for them to destroy.  Jason and the Storm Riders were with a task force of 260 Confederation ships attacking one of the largest of the Syndicate invasion squadrons, which had 12 super-ships and 108 support vessels.  Well, there were only six super-ships left, and that announcement told him that all the cruisers and battleships had been destroyed.

Five super-ships.  The Tianne’s GRAF cannon unleashed once again, and while Jason couldn’t see its target, it was on the far side of the super-ship he was on, he had no doubt that it had disabled or destroyed the enemy super-ship.


Three super-ships.  There were two massive detonations almost simultaneously as Megatron units on those ships fired, breaching their main reactors and causing the ships to explode in miniature novas.


In a matter of seconds, a Verutan heavy battle cruiser swung low over them, narrowly avoiding the shockwave from the two near-simultaneous explosions as it raged through space well above the ship, and its weapons started unloading on any Syndicate exomech that wasn’t mixed up with the Karinne Marine forces on the hull.  That withered the reinforcements attacking the position, but it didn’t stop them from trying, because they already knew what would happen if they failed to take the Megatron unit before it fired.  [Hold the line!] Tara barked as she leaned lithely to the side and back as she avoided a diagonal slash from an enemy mecha’s blade, then turned and slashed her monomolecular blade across the enemy unit’s stomach.  Sparks, plasma, and fluids that didn’t flash-boil after exposure to vacuum sputtered from the damage, and the enemy mecha pitched over backwards and jerked spasmodically, then it stopped moving.

[Two minutes!] the lead tech on the Megatron announced.


[Verutan battle cruiser, lock towing beams on the damaged Titans and get them off the hull! Leave the smaller mechs, they’ll get vaporized by the blast,] Tara ordered over local command.  Seconds later, four towing beams sizzled down from the battle cruiser, and they picked up the offline Titans.  Jason parried a blade slash from an enemy mecha, but it suddenly dropped its pike, took a step back, and knelt down.


[What the fuck?] Tara barked as the other enemy rigs did the same.  Were they surrendering?


[Jason,] Coma called, directly communing with him.  [Jason, the three remaining Syndicate ships are broadcasting a surrender!  What do we do?]


[Why are you asking me?  Palla’s in command of this theater!]


[Because she told me to,] she answered.  [She’s not about to accept their surrender unless a member of the council gives her direct orders to do so, and you’re right here.]

Jason thought furiously as Tara’s Titan looked at him.  [Tell the Syndicate if they don’t power down their primary reactors and everything but life support in 90 seconds, we take them out.  Call in a tackler and have it activate its interdictor.  And have Palla pull the fleet back away from the remaining ships when the tackler arrives.]


[What’s going on, K1?] Tara asked.


[The three remaining ships are surrendering,] he told her.  [I’m pulling rank here, ladies!] Jason called over local.  [Cease fire!  All units cease fire!  Stop the countdown on the Megatron, but don’t power it down!  Set it for firing on command rather than on countdown.  Major Tara, send that order to lander team B, tell them they don’t fire that Megatron without direct authorization from Admiral Palla.]


[On it,] she nodded.

[I’ll mirror that order out to all other lander teams,] Coma added.


[Jason, the ships are starting to power down.  They’ve already powered down their weapons,] Palla told him.  [I don’t think they’re buying time.  I think they’re serious about surrendering.]


[They want to live,] Jason told her with grim amusement.  [Are lander teams on the other two ships?]


[There are.  Megatron units are set on all of them, but your ship’s units are the ones closest to firing.]


[Alright.  Coma, are there any habitable planets in this system?  It’s classified as terrestrial.]

[Yes, Jason.  Planet four is habitable, within Faey tolerances.  As I recall, the KES was scheduled to send a survey team here next takir.]


[Palla, how long will it take them to get there at their maximum sublight speed?]


[Nine hours is our best guess,] she answered.

[Get a scout ship over there and look it over.  I want to know if there are any sentient species on it.  If there aren’t, we can order them to the planet and to disembark the ships.  For right now, warn them if we see anything but life support power up on any of the ships, we’ll blow all of them.] Jason saw a shimmering flash in the distance, and after zooming in, he saw the tackler ship enter the system.  It was the Strategem.  [Coma, send it back to Karis, I want one of my standard bionoids, five generic macro bionoids, three super-ship hack modules, and the macro bionoid I used when we went to Oasis out here as fast as they can load them on a ship.]


[I’m telling Cybi right now.  I’ll make sure the macro unit’s self destruct system is still armed.]


[Jayce, I have a scout ship on the way out there right now,] Myra communed from Karis.  [It’s the Broadway if you need to talk to the captain.]


[Rudy?]


[Yup.]


[Okay, good to know.]  He looked at the enemy mecha, still kneeling in front of them.  [Palla, order the enemy to recall all mecha to their hangars.]  Almost immediately, the enemy mecha stood up, leaving their rifles and melee weapons on the hull, then turned and started walking away from the position, very slowly.  [Leave the hard shield up, and set up some drones to act as sentries to watch the Megatron,] Jason ordered.  [Program them to call it in if any enemy comes within a thousand shakra of the unit.  The rest of us will evacuate the hull once the drones are set and the Megatron is ready,] he ordered.

[Exo, bring in the Whale,] Tara ordered.


[On the way, Skipper.]


[Tara, I’m gonna delink so I can get over to the command center and watch things from a better vantage point.  Coma, take over my Titan and get it back onto the Whale and in its bay.]


[I’ll take it over after you delink,] she affirmed.  She was more than capable over taking control of the mecha and getting it back to the Whale.  He wouldn’t ask that of any of the CBIMs, because he maintained a strict line of morality when it came to them. They were more than capable of assuming control of merge-capable units from Karis and fighting.  For that matter, Cybi could assume control of an entire army of Rockers and merge-capable mecha and fight using them, but Jason wouldn’t permit it, because they were not weapons.  He was not about to ask the CBIMs to kill in any situation but the defense of Karis itself, not even Cybi, that was morally repugnant to him.  Coma was the only high-level biogenic AI he would ask to do something like assume control of a mecha in a hostile theater, because, in a way, she was more or less designed to fight.  It didn’t define her existence, but as the CBMOM on the Tianne, she fully understood that she would be required to take military action from time to time. 

[Sorry for pulling rank,] he told Tara.

[No problem, I know why you did it,] she assured him.


With a sigh, Jason opened his eyes back on Karis after delinking, then sat up.  Doctor Delarre immediately put his head into the merge pod.  “How are you feeling, your Grace?” he asked.


“Just fine, Rivlin, stop worrying so much,” he replied, “but I’m not getting out of the pod.  Just go back to the board, or even better, flirt with Aya a little bit.  She’s been lonely lately.”


You stay out of my love life, Jason, Aya retorted frostily, which made him grin past Rivlin at her.  He then leaned back in the pod again and closed his eyes, and effortlessly merged up into the biogenic network through the pod.  He merged to the holographic system in the command center, and caused it to display a hologram of himself in the manner of the CBIMs, a pseudo-nude representation of himself that trailed away to nothingness just below his thighs.


“I hope none of you have any problems with my decision,” Jason told the assembled staff, including Lorna, who was there as a hologram.


“You did say you wanted to capture super-ships.  We can’t do that if we blow them up,” Lorna noted lightly.

“You took proper precautions, Jason,” Navii told him.  “From what I’ve seen so far, the surrender was sincere.  They were looking at certain destruction in a matter of minutes, and I can’t really blame them for not wanting to die.”


“Speaking of capturing ships, our last report from the invasion team was pretty good,” Juma told him  “They’ve penetrated all the way down to the engine cell blocks.   Vei estimates they’ll reach the computer core in about five hours.”

“We may beat her to it,” Myri chuckled.


“Did you warn the council of this development?” Jason asked Lorna.


“Jarik is doing it right now.”

Jason looked over the battlefield on a hologram in front of them.  There were only three intact super-ships left, but there were also six super-ships that were in various stages of damage from the Tianne’s GRAF cannon, all of them slowly spinning away from the theater, given momentum both from the GRAF blast and the explosion of the other super-ships that had been blown up by the Alaia, the Ori Ai, or Megatron units.  “Send out some ships to tug those damaged super-ships back to the task force, we can salvage them,” Jason ordered.


“Good idea,” Navii agreed.


“Jason, your bionoids are in the theater,” Cybi said aloud from a speaker.  “The council sends a decision.  They give you authorization to negotiate the enemy’s surrender.”


“I’m not gonna do it, Palla is,” Jason snorted.  “That tackler reminds me.  Is the interdiction bubble at Oasis in logarithmic mode yet?”

“It has been for nearly six hours,” Myri answered.  “I guess you’ve been too busy playing in your Titan to keep track of time.”


“Trust me, Myri, this isn’t a game,” he replied bluntly.  “How long until all possible routes out of the effect are sealed off?”

“One day, fourteen hours,” Myri answered.


“So, here’s hoping that that Benga woman doesn’t try to send out reinforcements for forty-three hours,” Juma said dryly.


“She has no reason to, not yet, it doesn’t fit in with her overall plan,” Navii said calmly.  “The ships she’s sent into the galaxy haven’t had sufficient time to spread out our forces, cause chaos, weaken our fleet for her second wave, and get us frustrated yet.  She won’t try to dispatch reinforcements for three to four days, and by then it will be far too late,” she finished with a malicious smile.  “She believes she’s unassailable at her location.  She has no idea we can get ships out there in a matter of minutes, and that we can hide the trap from her sensors with Kimdori SCM.  Trelle’s garland, she doesn’t even know about the interdictors.”


“Aye, while Miss Arrogant Bitch sits at Oasis thinking we’re a week away from her, we’re just about to completely remove her and all her reserves from the war,” Sioa chuckled evilly.  “And the only way she gets out is if she surrenders.”

 “Palla has ordered the captains to gather in the hangar bay of the largest of the three super-ships to negotiate their formal surrender,” Navii relayed.  “Given the sheer size of the ships they have to travel through to reach the surface, it’s going to take them nearly two hours to get there.  In those two hours, I suggest we further secure the area, redeploy the fleet battleships and a portion of the task force to other theaters where they are needed, but leave the Tianne there as an overwhelming threat should the enemy suddenly decide that they aren’t surrendering.  Have Palla pull the Tianne back out of their range, and keep the GRAF cannon online and ready to charge and fire at a moment’s notice.  They’ve seen that the Tianne can destroy them in one shot, and that with the charged Megatron units sitting on the hulls of their ships will keep them well-behaved.”

“Sounds good to me,” Lorna agreed.


“Send it down,” Myri said, looking over at Shey.


“We can get Rudy’s assessment of the planet in the system within two hours,” Jason mused.  “If the planet pans out, I’m going to have the enemy crews disembark the ships and send them to the surface until we figure out what to do with them.  We’ll send in some of those modular habitat units and let them set up camp on the planet while we inspect their ships from orbit.”

“That’ll work,” Myri agreed.


[Cybi, get in touch with Denmother and have her get some of her best interrogators to the Tianne, we’re going to need them,] Jason ordered.


[Of course.]


“Alright, ladies, I’m going to go over to the Tianne and keep an eye on things from the bridge.”

Nearly two hours later, Jason was landing in the landing bay of the largest of the three enemy ships with Palla, Coma, Lorna, and Myri linked to generic macro bionoids, descending down through their version of an airskin shield into one of the smaller bays on the ship.  Three Benga were standing beside a table that had been carried out, a woman and two men, wearing white uniforms with silver buttons and tassels, different ones from the ones worn by the Benga they’d negotiated with…perhaps those were formal uniforms and these were duty uniforms?  Possible.  The woman was the shortest of the three, with ghost charcoal black hair and ruby eyes.  The taller male to her left had black hair in a military buzz cut and golden eyes, which clashed a bit with his green skin, and the youngest-looking Benga on her right had almost ridiculously long dark blue hair that he had over his shoulders to dangle down to his waist and dark blue eyes.  As ordered, the rest of the landing bay was empty.  Jason stepped out of the converted dropship first, his bionoid wearing formal robes, and the others came out, linked to generic macro bionoids.  The three Benga saluted in their fashion as they approached.  “I am Captain Sa Mi Ra Lu,” the lone female declared.  “Senior officer in this task force.  Captain Pa Ki Mel Vo and Captain Fen Ru Zi Ju.”


“I am Admiral Palla Karinne, ranking officer in this Confederation task force,” Palla’s bionoid, which looked nothing like her, announced.  “These others are witnesses to this meeting.  And this is an observing representative of our government to witness this meeting.”


“Grand Duke Karinne,” the woman said with a bow.  That didn’t surprise Jason much, since he had the same face as before, and no doubt all their ship captains were privy to recordings of the initial meeting.  “We are here to formally offer our surrender.  I have nearly three hundred thousand crew on our remaining vessels, and I don’t want to see them lost,” she said in a strong voice.  “The only condition I seek to guarantee is the survival and safe passage of my crew to a safe location, where they will be treated well, and their eventual return back to the Syndicate fleet at a future time.”

“After today, I have little doubt that the Fleet Commander will eventually sue for peace,” the pretty-boy captain said, his voice wavering.  “I have never seen our fleet destroyed so…so easily.  Not even the Consortium’s strongest weapons ever did that to us.”


“I warned your Fleet Commander at the initial meeting that she had no idea what she was about to get into,” Jason said, a bit pugnaciously.  “If she’d only have listened, we could have avoided all this foolishness.”


Palla put a quelling hand on his wrist, and he fell silent.  “Your terms are reasonable, but our skepticism is going to be ruling our decisions in this matter,” Palla told them.  “There are certain demands that will be met before your crew will be guaranteed safety.  First, you will permit two technicians to enter your main computer core and install a device into it that will allow us to monitor all computer activity within the vessels,” Palla began.  “If the device sees any indication that the orders we send down are not being followed, your ships will be destroyed.  Second, you three will submit yourself to debriefing once we arrive at our destination, and once it is complete, you will be returned to your crew.  Fail to do so, and your ships will be destroyed.  Third, you will formally surrender your ships to the Confederation as captured assets, surrendering all control codes and operational logs and data to the Confederation.  When you are returned to the Syndicate, Captains, it will be without your vessels.  Fail to comply, attempt to sabotage the ships after your crews are disembarked, and you will not be returned to your fleet.  You will be put on a remote planet with no technology or resources, that barely meets your environmental standards for survival, and left to live out the remainder of your natural lives subsistence farming as you shiver in your thatch-roofed hovels.  We of the Confederation have come to learn that death is far less a punishment than a life of misery and hardship, and that is what awaits you if you violate the terms of your surrender.  Do you accede to these demands?”

The three were silent a moment, no doubt sending between themselves, and then the woman sighed and patted her chest.  “We accede,” she answered.


“Very well,” Palla said in a calm voice.  “Your ships will remain at this position and with all systems down except life support until our monitoring devices are installed.  Each of you will personally escort our technicians to your computer cores to ensure they reach their destination.  Once that is done, you will be given further orders.  In the meantime, send it out to your crews that they should pack their personal belongings and prepare to disembark their ships sometime within the next three rotations.  They should include in their personal gear what equipment they may need to make modular habitat modules comfortable.  Blankets and pillows, cooking utensils and whatnot.  There will be no restriction on such items being removed from the ship.  We have such things, but they are not sized for you.  You are best served bringing your own.”


“I understand,” the woman said reservedly.


“Very well, then.  Captain, you will accompany these technicians to your computer core and allow them to install their device,” Palla said, motioning as two Gladiators carried out a hack module.  “The captains of the other two ships will board our transport and be taken to their ships to do the same.  When those modules are installed, you will be given further orders.”


“Captain Mel Vo, Captain Zi Ju, do as the Admiral orders,” the woman said, standing up.  “I am ready.  Admiral,” she said, saluting again.


And just like that, the conference was over.  They got back on the transport with the two male Benga captains, who sat rather nervously in the very back of the transport with four Gladiators hemming them in.  Jason, who was sitting directly in front of them, rotated his chair and regarded the two Benga males with a calm, critical eye.  “Since you’re going to tell us everything you know anyway, I may as well find out the one thing that I’ve been most curious about since you arrived,” Jason told them.  “Exactly what is the Oracle system?”


They both looked shocked, almost stunned, that he would know that word.  “It…it is a prediction unit that calculates the odds of success for a mission or undertaking,” the buzz cut Captain Pa Ki answered.  “It analyzes all pertinent data to predict a probability of success.”


“And every ship is equipped with an Oracle?”


“Only the fleet command vessel carries an Oracle,” Captain Fen Ru answered. 

“I would be most curious to understand your naming convention,” Palla said conversationally, changing tacks on them.  “Why do you have four names?”

“We are named for our clan, our house, our family, and ourselves,” Pa Ki answered.  “I am Pa, of the family Ki, the tribe Mel, and the clan Vo.  Among family, I am called Pa.  In informal settings, I would be called Pa Ki by my friends.  In official settings, I am called Mel Vo, to honor my tribe and clan.  The use of my full name is only for initial introductions and the most formal settings.”


“It’s a tradition that predates the Syndicate,” Fen Ru added.


“So, it’s some kind of giant analytical computer?” Jason pressed.


“Of a sort,” Mel Vo answered.  Jason didn’t have to work very hard to realize that he was being deliberately evasive…which was why he had Zaa send some of her best interrogators, ones with the most practice and experience picking up information from targets with a single touch.  That was a skill as much as it was a natural ability, so only the ones with the greatest training in acquiring and retaining important information in a single touch were sent.


The transport slowed, descended through a tunnel through the next ship’s armor, then set down gently.  When the hatch opened, Palla looked to the pilot.  “Which ship is this, pilot?”


“The smaller of the two ships, Admiral,” she answered.


“My ship,” Zi Ju declared, standing up.  “I am ready to escort your people to the computer core.”


After the long-haired captain disembarked, the pilot got them back out into space.  The lone captain remaining as quiet, looked almost stonily stoic.  “Relax, Captain,” Palla told him in a calm voice.  “As long as your task force commander does nothing foolish, you and your crew will be alright.”


“You’ll excuse my trepidation.  The Consortium does not take prisoners.”


“Then why did you surrender?”


“Because you are not the Consortium,” he replied.  “And I’m still a little overwhelmed.  I’ve never seen ships so small with such weapons.  They make the main plasma cannons on my ship look like…like a thrown rock.”


“Size is not strength, Captain,” Palla told him sagely.  “A lesson we learned in this galaxy long ago.”


He grunted in vague assent, crossing his arms over his lower chest and stomach.  “I must know.  What are those small devices you set on the hull?”


“They are called Megatron units,” Jason cut in.  “They are shipkiller weapons.”


“But they’re so small!”


“Size means nothing,” Jason told him forcefully.  “Forgive my bluntness, but your Syndicate is vastly inferior in technology compared to us.  You may have massive navies and ships the size of moons, but we can destroy them with a piece of equipment the size of a hovercar.  As we demonstrated today.”

“That I cannot protest,” he replied grimly.  “I begin to think that the Oracle system was wrong about our odds of success for this campaign.”

The rest of the short trip passed in relative silence, and then the final captain was sent with two techs to the computer core.  Jason and the others delinked from the bionoids and discussed the situation on the bridge of the Tianne, Jason moving from the macro bionoid to the normal one he’d had shipped there so he could talk with the bridge crew face to face.  They watched and waited in silence as the Tianne loomed outside of their cannon range and well far enough back to be able to thwart any missile barrage, until they received the first update.  Cybi delivered it, manifesting a hologram into the Tianne’s bridge.  “The hack module has been installed.  I have effective control over the enemy vessel,” she declared to the bridge.

“Alright, thanks, Cybi.  Let’s wait for them to call it in before we make any moves,” Jason answered.

About twenty minutes later, the other two hack modules came online, and that prompted Palla to hail the three ships.  When she had all three captains on holo, she addressed them from her chair.  “I am Admiral Palla Karinne, captain of the Karinne Military Starship Tianne,” she declared.  “And yes, I know I don’t look the same as I did in our conference.  You were speaking to a generic-use bionoid that doesn’t look like me.  I’m afraid I don’t have a personal bionoid sized for Benga,” she explained.  “You will make for planet four in this system at your full sublight speed.  Once you arrive, you will prepare your crews for ship evacuation to this point,” she said, sending data about the planet and coordinates, which was a fairly large island near the equator of the planet.  “Our research indicates that the environmental conditions on this island are the most comfortable conditions for your people.  We are bringing in temporary habitat modules to make your crews comfortable.  They’re not fancy, but they will give your crews shelter from any rain.  Feel free to remove from your vessels any equipment or supplies you feel will make your stay on the planet comfortable, with two exceptions.  You will not take anything that you have to have maintenance crews disconnect from your ships, nor will you take any of your exomechs or any other transport vehicles.  Hand-held and mobile equipment only will be permitted.  You will be staying on this planet until such time that hostilities between our two governments are over and we arrange to have you sent back to your fleet.”

“Any equipment?” the female captain asked.


“Simply put, Captain, you will have no way to contact your fleet.  The planet will be both quarantined and covered by active jammers to hide it from your fleet and prevent any sort of long distance communications.  So feel free to take communications equipment if you wish, you’ll find that it won’t work,” Palla answered.  “So yes, almost any equipment, including personal weaponry for your protection in case you are harassed by local wildlife.  You will effectively be left to your own devices on the planet’s surface with only minimal contact from us, so ensure that you have everything you need to make your stay there comfortable and safe.  While it is most definitely a prisoner of war camp, there will be no guards, no sentries, no overseers, you will be left a communication device to contact us in case of emergency and we will leave orbital platforms to monitor your activity and respond in case there is some sort of emergency or natural disaster that threatens your people.  The planet itself will serve as all the prison we need to keep you contained and unable to cause any mischief.  I would also suggest you take as much of your food stores as you can, so you are eating something familiar while we get some compatible foodstocks delivered.”

The three captains all looked quite surprised by what they no doubt saw as almost ridiculously generous conditions, allowing them to bring literally anything that wasn’t bolted down in their ships.


“Once we arrive at the planet, you three will submit to debriefing, a process that should only take about three hours.  You will then be returned to your ships so you may oversee the evacuation to the planet’s surface.”  She crossed her legs demurely.  “Now understand very closely these warnings, Captains.  While we are en route to our destination, any ship that breaks formation or tries to change course or speed will be immediately destroyed,” she said bluntly.  “There will be no warning, and why it happens will not matter.  Any deviation from course, speed, and formation whatsoever will be seen as a violation of the terms of surrender, and the offending ship will be immediately destroyed with no warning.  If your ship suffers engine malfunction, it will be destroyed.  So I suggest in the highest possible terms that you keep your engines online and stable during the journey,” she said with a slight hint of ruthlessness. “If our computer detection module goes offline during the journey, your ship will be destroyed.  If our detection module detects any abnormal settings or activity that might suggest sabotage, the ship will be immediately destroyed.  Once we arrive at planet four, you will insert your ships into a high orbit in a way that doesn’t alter the planet’s orbit or the orbital tracks of its moons and immediately deactivate your primary reactors and all secondary and emergency power reactors, leaving only the emergency life support system in your ships online.  Three hours after we achieve orbit, after you three are returned to your vessels, you will have exactly one rotation to evacuate your crews to the planet surface.  Anyone left on the ship after one rotation will be considered a hostile combatant, and will be killed without warning or quarter.”

“I have one hundred and four thousand crew on this ship, Admiral, one rotation may not be enough!” the female captain protested.


“Then you had better find a way, Captain,” Palla said calmly, but with a slight edge in her voice.  “If you feel that your transports are insufficient to transport your people to the surface, we will bring in transports to assist you.  But know that the one rotation deadline is non-negotiable, and will be enforced.  After one rotation, anyone left on the ships will be considered a hostile combatant and will be killed.”


“We are going to need assistance,” she said, a bit darkly.  “We don’t have enough personnel transports aboard to evacuate the entire crew and all the equipment we’ll need to set up a temporary habitat in just one rotation.  I could barely get a third of them off in that time.”


“Your Grace?” Palla asked, looking at him.


“I’ll send over sixty freighters and a Kizzik logistics officer to organize and carry out the evacuation.  Each of them could carry a good ten thousand Benga, so that should be more than enough to get all of them and their equipment off the ships in one rotation.”

“I would suggest that you spend the time en route to planet four preparing for the evacuation,” Palla added.  “And finally, I would make note, Captains, that if you do sabotage your ships, you will be violating the terms of your surrender, and your crews on the planet will be considered a hostile enemy from that point on.  At which point a single bomb dropped from orbit will eliminate the threat you pose.  So think very, very carefully about in what condition you will leave your ships.” She let that sink in for a moment.  “Now then, Captains, you may bring your ship systems back up.  When all three of you report readiness, we’ll begin our sublight cruise to planet four.”

When their holograms winked out, Jason nodded.  “I think you have everything under control, Palla,” he complemented her.  “I think I’ll stow this bionoid and delink and let you handle it.  No doubt the council will want to talk about this for three or four days,” he grunted.


“The Storm Riders are about to be deployed again, Jason,” Myri told him lightly.  “Maybe you should just go with them.”


“No, Dahnai will bitch for a solid month if I don’t come back and tell them what’s going on,” he sighed, which made Myri chuckle.


A few minutes later, Jason was linked to his bionoid in the Hall of Peace, and as he expected, the council immediately dropped everything and had him brief them on what was going on.  While he did that, he had Cybi brief him on what was going on…and it was about even.  Across the entire galaxy, the Confederation had defeated the enemy or caused them to retreat after taking significant losses 51% of the time.   A further 116 enemy task forces were trapped by 3D toys or interdictors, totaling 414 enemy ships…but those ships weren’t completely trapped, they were merely being delayed from redeploying, slowing down the enemy’s scatter and spread strategy so they could converge on a main objective with a large force.  By keeping the ships from being able to move freely, it prevented them from joining together into huge, formidable formations.  No Confederate task force engaged enemy formations without KMS ships, INS command ships, or Coalition command ships to destroy enemy super-ships, and that change of tactics had reduced the number of Confederate ships

That was all relative, however, since the Confederation had only engaged 58% of the enemy’s scattered task forces, leaving 42% of them to move about the galaxy at will.  Those unchallenged task forces were for the most part staying where they’d arrived, no doubt waiting for some pre-arranged condition or signal to make their move.  However, the task forces that arrived at terrestrial systems were surveying the planets they found, and all of them were attempting to take long-range sensor surveys of the sector into which they had jumped.  Kimdori SCM was thwarting those task forces in systems holding Confederate systems or were strategically important, but they just didn’t have enough ships to block all the enemy ships from taking sensor readings.  And there was little they could do about it, at least for now.


After both briefings were done—which happened simultaneously, since Jason could easily listen to Cybi even as he talked to the Council—the council spent a good two hours just rehashing everything they already knew, which really, really annoyed Jason, because he felt he was just wasting him time in the council room when the Storm Riders were out there fighting, fighting without him, and he felt he could contribute far more to the overall war effort in his Titan fighting alongside Tara and her company than sitting in the Hall of Peace listening to Anivan drone on and on and on and fucking on.  They weren’t doing anything productive, they were just talking about what they already knew because they wanted to feel like they were in the middle of everything, when the reality was, it was Lorna and the CCM that was running this show now.  If they wanted to get in the middle of everything, they could fucking train themselves up on an exomech or fighter or line vessel operations and merge to a bionoid or asset that put them out there doing something, not sitting around talking.

He was getting so agitated that Cybi had to intervene, gently teasing him by playing soft jazz music over commune, even as she told Zaa to take hold of his hand and keep him relaxed.  He almost reflexively caused the bionoid to blow out its breath, a purely psychosomatic reaction since the bionoid didn’t need to breathe, and calmed down enough to at least listen to what the others were saying.  “The biggest question is, are we going to be able to move those ships, or will we have to send resources out there?  I’d rather not leave them that close to where their crews are being held,” Shakizarr was saying.  “They might smuggle out some tech that allows them to take control of the ships by remote.  Or even destroy them while our people are aboard.”

“We can assemble enough ships to tow them through hyperspace, but it’s going to take a significant number of ships to do it,” Cybi’s bionoid said from the front of the council chamber, standing in front of the dais and raised stand that held the gavel holder’s podium, who was Dahnai.  She would hold the gavel for the next six days.  “Cyra already made the calculations, and General Lorna has ordered us to assemble enough tugs to tow the ships to the closest Confederate system, Skirasis of the Crai Empire.  Your Majesty, would you allow us to use Skirasis as our base of operations for the inspection of the captured ships?”


“Of course,” she answered.  “We’ll send some support ships out there right now so we’ll have infrastructure in place when the ships arrive.”


“I’ve already organized an inspection team from the Academy to join the CCM so we can document and archive all data acquired from the ships,” Cybi continued.  “Jason and Denmother Zaa will be adding their data acquired from the Syndicate captains once their intelligence experts finish interviewing them.”


He was about to say something, but Cyra communed to him.  [Jason, General Vei of the capture mission reports success,] she told him.  [They have taken the enemy ship and have complete control.]


[Already?  They shouldn’t be at the core yet!]


[The enemy captain formally surrendered the ship,] she answered.  [General Vei accepted the surrender.  They are at this moment preparing to evacuate the enemy crew from the ship and add them to the crews of the three ships already captured.]

Jason frowned, leaning back in his chair.  That was…that was too easy.  The enemy shouldn’t have surrendered with just a small boarding party, even if they had managed to get all the way down into the engine cells.  With them having to go hundreds of kathra to reach either the bridge, computer core, or main power reactor, the captain should have made several attempts to trap them, kill them, or drive them back to the main bulkhead separating the engine cells from the crew decks above.  Cyra supplied him with a mental image of the graphic showing where the invasion team had reached when the ship was surrendered, and it just reinforced his belief.  They were 212 kathra from anything vital inside the ship, with hundreds of engine cells between them and the command decks.


[Is the hack module installed?]


[Not yet.  Vei reports it should be within the next half hour.]


[Tell Vei that she doesn’t trust a damn word the Syndicate says until that hack module is installed,] he told her.

[I think Vei has it under control, Jason.  Right now, most of the enemy ship has no power.]


[How did they pull that off?]


[Maggie devised a way to overload the ship’s primary reactor and make it execute an emergency shutdown by tapping into the main power feeds from an engine cell, and using the lightning gun to cause a massive overload by destabilizing the energy plasma.  All the safeguards against a power blowback are right there in the engine cell, where she could disable them.  A critical design flaw, though  I doubt the ship was ever designed with the possibility that boarders would get so deeply into the ship,] she answered.  [The attack fed back into the entire power system and caused over half of the emergency section power generators to overload.  What little power the ship has is being devoted completely to life support, and that is minimal.  The ship, Jason, is effectively dead in space right now, and that was when Myri jumped in the Pegasus and had it fire a warning shot with its GRAF cannon, demonstrating that the ship was more than capable of destroying the enemy vessel.  The enemy captain decided that surrender was the only viable option at that point.]

Jason had to laugh aloud, which caused most of the rulers in the room to look at him.  [I knew sending Maggie on that mission was a good idea!] he told her delightedly.  [But still, tell Vei not to let her guard down until she has all our girls off the ship and back on a KMS vessel,] he added.


“What’s so funny, Jason?” Dahnai asked dryly.


“Just good news,” he replied.  “The KMS just informed me that our boarding operation was a success.  We’ve captured a fourth ship,” he declared.  “I’ll tell my commanders to begin preparations to move the ship to Skirasis with the others, but it’s going to take maybe a couple of days before they can get it there.”


“Well done, Jason,” Brayrak Kruu said from beside him.


[I should also pass along that the three ships en route to planet four have made repeated attempts to hack into our hack modules,] Cyra told him.  [It’s not the crews doing it, it’s an automated response in the core computer to repel a hack attempt.  I suggest we shut those core computers down completely once the ships are in orbit, and physically remove them and replace them with Confederate computers once we begin refit operations.]


[Any danger of them getting into the biogenic network?] he asked.


[No, the hack modules have quadruple safeguards against reverse hacking, and Cybi is monitoring the hack modules personally.  If she sees any danger, she’ll execute a hard disconnect, physically severing the connections between the hack module and the core computer.  At the worst, she’ll have the transceiver block the ID processes of the hack module from communing, that will shut down any attempt to get into the network]


[Alright, just make sure they don’t get in.] 


[I’ll stop distracting you now,] she told him lightly.


After nearly two more hours, the council finally decided to take a break.  Jason delinked and got out of his merge pod, stretching and walking around the room, then sat down to a meal that the cafeteria sent up for him.  It had been a pretty long day, with him going on two deployments in his Titan and spending the rest of the time dealing with the surrendered ships and the council, and he was man enough to admit that he was tired. Tired and a little drained…but not so drained that he didn’t check on the Storm Riders.  He saw that they’d finished their third deployment of the day, successfully destroying a super-ship in the P3R sector, and that they were now off the board for at least 20 hours of mandatory rest.  Seeing that made him feel it was entirely acceptable for him to decide to head home, that he wasn’t ducking out of his duty.

He reached the strip well into late afternoon, and almost immediately noticed how…empty it felt.  Most of the girls were called up and serving in a variety of non-front line combat roles, from Zora on standby up in Kosigi to Sheleese over at Joint Base Alpha.  Even Symone was deployed, and was still on a mission.  Maya was home, though, with a large number of babies, toddlers, and small children that she, her hired nannies, and several of the guards were caring for while their mothers were off fighting the war.

War…yes, it was a war, but this was the first time he’d ever heard of a war where the soldiers fought all day, then made it home for dinner.


Ayama regained a few points from the trigger point on the kill her and dump her body in the Karsa Sea list by all but pushing him into the kitchen after he got his armor off and sitting him down in front of a huge plate of lasagna, which was absolutely delicious.  His only dining companion was Amber, who made quite a mess of herself and the table after Ayama gave her a plate of lasagna as well, her two tails slashing back and forth aggressively as she dug in; Amber absolutely loved Italian food.  Where are the kids? he asked Ayama as he ate.


Rann and Shya are at the Summer Palace, Sirri invited them over, she replied.  Danelle is over at Temika’s.  Jyslin has the girls with her at work, and the babies are sleeping, she answered.  Seido padded into the kitchen with Surin. Is Sanjira asleep? she asked Surin.

He nodded without sending in reply.  You look tired, Jason.


I feel tired.  It didn’t hit me until just a little bit ago, he answered, his thoughts heavy with weariness.  I’ve been running around like a madman since dawn.

You should go take a long hot bath after eating, that should relax you, Seido suggested.

That’s not a bad idea.

After a long soak in the bathtub, Jason ended up in the nursery.  He helped Ayama feed Jon and Julia, and after they were put back down for a nap—at least after Jon got over his bout of fussing—he stood over their cribs and watched them sleep, his thoughts heavy and somber.  The numbers were starting to come in, and they were ugly.  The CCM had lost 383 ships today, with nearly 19,000 dead and 36,000 wounded and 3,593 missing, those who had been in ships destroyed in battles where the Syndicate forced the CCM to retreat, leaving behind anyone who may have survived the destruction of their ships..  The losses were spread almost equally across all empires, except for the KMS, who had taken significantly less casualties due to Crusader armor.  The KMS had lost 14 ships today, with 370 dead, 590 wounded, and no missing, since the KMS was very, very good about leaving no biogenic crystals out where someone could get their hands on them, and no KMS ship had engaged an enemy task force and lost, so none of them were forced to retreat.  The largest ship lost was the heavy cruiser Henlavi, and the battleship Trelle’s Gift was in drydock right now getting repaired after getting pretty thoroughly mauled.

Kosigi was a blitz of activity, the reports showed.  Ships were being brought in for repairs at a very brisk rate, almost too brisk, but Dellin and Cynna were keeping everything organized and moving up there.


Those were the losses on their side.  Miaari’s estimates after reviewing all logs and records of the battles fought today showed that the Syndicate had lost nearly 1,600 ships, 118 of them being super-ships, and their casualties were close to ten million, due to the massive number of crew in the super-ships that had been destroyed, with approximately 410,000 prisoners taken from the four captured super-ships.  The average super-ship had a crew of nearly 70,000, with the larger ones having significantly more.  The carnage was sobering…staggering.  Ten million Syndicate dead.  Ten fucking million.  That was the population of Karsa.  It was like the entire city of Karsa died today.  Even if they were the enemy, even if they were here to enslave the entire galaxy, Jason’s humanity could not ignore that kind of absolute carnage.


And something in him told him that to the Syndicate fleet commander, to their rulers, they weren’t people.  They were assets.  They were numbers.  They were…expendable.


Dear God, what have we gotten into, he sent into the room, not strong enough for anyone else to pick him, but his sending caused Julia to stir.  She was a Generation, so she was very sensitive to sending, just like all of  Jason’s other Generation children.  But I do know one thing, my precious daughter.  I’m doing all of this for you.  And I’ll do it again tomorrow.  Sixteen hundred  enemy ships and ten million lives are not worth yours, he told her, stroking her short, wispy hair.

That was what it was going to amount to, Jason predicted.  There were 18,583 that had entered their galaxy, and now 1,600 of them were destroyed.  Just going on simple statistics, that meant that there might be close to 100 million enemy troops on the ships that remained—actually, his gestalt’s math estimated that there were close to 170 million troops on the ships still in the galaxy.

Yeah, like he needed to know that.


But that just demonstrated the scope of the Syndicate.  They probably had close to 250 million crew in the fleet they sent to attack the Milky Way, and that was only a small part of their overall fleet.  They had millions of ships, billions of crew on them…and all of it would ultimately be coming their way unless they did something to stop it.


That was what they were up against, and just from the Syndicate.


[Jason,] Cybi called.  [Jason.]


[Yeah, what is it, Cybi?]


[I hate to tell you this, but the Parri shaman is asking for you,] she answered.


That was a summons that he would never deny, no matter how tired he was.  [Tell her I’ll be there in a little while.  And I’ll be bringing the babies, she’ll like that.]  Ayama, we have to go out, and I’m taking the babies.  Can you come up and help me get them ready?


Where are you going, Jason? Aya cut in.


The Parri village, so things should be safe enough.


Alright.  I’ll call in a frigate.  But you’re still putting on your armor.


Yes, mommy, he sighed mentally.


We’ll be right up, Jason, Ayama answered.


Jason got one more passenger in the frigate, because Amber wasn’t about to let Jason take the babies out of the house without proper supervision.  So, he had a demanding little fluffball riding in Jon’s hoverstroller along with them as they boarded the frigate Kaliestra.  The babies took the trip very well, sleeping through most of it.


He met the shaman at the base of the ramp of the frigate, the large, burly Parri rising up onto her back legs and taking his hands, her expression calm and gentle.  “It is good to see you again, Jason Karinne,” she said, then she just lit up when Ayama and Surin brought the babies down in their hoverstrollers.  “And you have brought your babies!  A delightful surprise!”


“I thought you might like to see them, shaman,” he told her as she leaned down and looked into Julia’s crib.


“To see new life is always a joy, Jason Karinne,” she told him, reaching down and putting a single thick, clawed finger on Julia’s forehead.  Julia stirred a bit, but didn’t open her eyes.  “And she is quite beautiful.”  She turned to Jon’s crib when Surin brought him down, and she took her time to pat Amber on the head, which made Amber’s two tails shiver with delight.  “And hello to you too, Amber.  It is good to see you,” she said softly to the vulpar before repeating the gesture with Jon.  “So precious,” she murmured, then she rose back up and looked down at Jason soberly.  “I have tea prepared, Jason Karinne.  Please, come to my hut.”

Ayama and Surin found themselves almost mobbed by curious Parri, coming over to admire Jason’s children, which prevented them from bringing them into the shaman’s large yet spartan circular hut, with a design poured around the small firepit in the center with colored sand that was similar to her jaingi.  They sat and drank nearly all their tea as she engaged him in polite smalltalk, an old Parri custom, before getting to the point.  “We have seen a hopeful sign, Jason Karinne,” she said, swirling the last of her tea around in the bottom of her cup.  “And it a sign that you must act upon if it is to come to pass.”


“What is it, shaman?” he asked hopefully.


“We have investigated the darkness of the loveless ones entering our territory,” she said.  “But within that darkness, there is a single, small point of light.  There is a faint illumination of love, but it is dimmed by fear, and terror, and hopelessness.  The light of love we see is confused and afraid, trapped in a nightmare that forces darkness upon it, but it struggles against its chains and seeks release.  It knows that freedom is close, and with your help, Jason Karinne, that light can be freed from its prison,” she said, looking at him.  “It cries out the same message, over and over, hoping that it reaches your ears.  We have heard its plea, and pass on that message now to you.”


“What message?”


“A rather cryptic one, one we hope has meaning to you.  The message is this:  turn it on.  That is all the message says, and it gets more and more desperate as time passes.  We, we do not understand what this means, but that message is being sent out to you, Jason Karinne.  Pray tell, do you perhaps understand its meaning?”


“I…I’m not sure.  Turn it on,” he said to himself, bowing his head and putting his fingers to his chin.  Turn it on…turn what on?  What could they turn on that would somehow cause this single point of light to find escape?

Jason, ask her if she knows where this light is, Aya cut in, who was standing outside the hut and clearly heard every word.


“Aya wants to know if you know exactly where this lost light is,” he repeated.


“We do not know how to explain it in terms you would understand,” she said haltingly.  “But what we do know is that this single illumination of love is surrounded by the darkness of the loveless ones, and the darkness actively seeks to smother the light and consume it, to turn it dark as well.  What I can say is that they are far away from us.”


Surrounded by darkness…far away—could that be the enemy’s fleet at Oasis?  That would be pretty far away, and if the Syndicate forces were the darkness of the loveless ones, then wouldn’t a single point of light surrounded by them be crew on the ship?  Was there a small faction of Syndicate crew that were trying to escape from the Syndicate, to defect the way the Hrathari sailors did when Hrathin’s father got stupid and tried to attack Janja?


Turn it on…turn what on?  What could they turn on that would help this small faction of Syndicate crew to escape?


Turn it on.  What could they turn on that would—


Of course!


“We’ve already done that, shaman,” he told her quickly.  “We’ve activated the interdictor trap at Oasis to trap the majority of the enemy fleet where it is.


“I fear not, Jason Karinne, for the message still calls,” she answered.


You haven’t turned on all of them, Jason. The Backgammon is still hidden in the system, Aya reminded him.  And if I remember right, it’s still 13 hours until the Syndicate fleet is trapped in Oasis.  They can still get out if they move within the next couple of hours.  If you activate the Backgammon, it will keep them from jumping into a position where they can squeeze out through one of the available windows.

Aya was right.  They hadn’t activated the Backgammon because they were afraid that the Syndicate would detect the hyperspace flux it created, and track it back to the tackler.   That was something that not even SCM could hide, not without completely jamming all short range sensors…and they didn’t want to tip off to the Syndicate that they had that much penetration into their perimeter quite yet.  It might make them suspect they’d been boarded, and that would put the infiltrators in danger.  Jason ran the numbers, and saw that if they turned on the Backgammon’s interdictor right now, it would cover the Syndicate fleet in 16 minutes, and once it expanded to logarithmic mode, it would expand its interdiction effect to completely seal in the enemy forces in 81 minutes.


[Cybi, check with the Kimdori and tell me if it looks like the Syndicate fleet at Oasis is making preparations to move.  Are they gathering ships into jumping task forces?]


[There is some activity,] she answered.  [It looks like they might be in the first stages of deploying assets.]

[Oh no they’re not,] Jason retorted.  [Activate the interdictor in the Backgammon right now, Cybi.]


[Yes, Jason.  I’m sending the order.  The Backgammon acknowledges.  They’re activating the interdictor right now.]

He looked to the shaman.  “I think I understand what the message was trying to say, shaman.  I’ve had a piece of equipment turned on that I think is what the message is talking about.  Can you tell if the messenger is still calling out?”


She looked into the fire between them for a moment, then smiled.  “The message has ceased.  I sense great relief and a sense of hope, which comforts the struggling light,” she answered.  “I believe you are correct, Jason Karinne.  Whatever it is you just did, it is what the message meant.”


“But that does beg the question, shaman, is how whoever that is knew about that piece of equipment,” he said soberly.  “And who else knows.”


There was one way to find out.  As they discussed the message and who the messenger could possibly be, Jason kept a close eye on what was going on over at Oasis.  He watched a graph sent to him by the command center that showed the tackler’s interdiction effect expand from the unit hidden on the far side of the star from the fleet, and exactly 16 minutes later, it spread over the fleet and continued to expand.  The fleet made no unusual moves, still slowly and rather lazily gathering ships into task forces, acting as if they had no idea they had just been interdicted.


Maybe that was why the message was so urgent, he pondered.  Once they tried to jump those task forces out, they’d find out in a hurry that they couldn’t use their jump engines.


Jason projected a hologram of what he was monitoring out for the shaman, the image wavering and spazzing a bit due to the hot air rising up into it from the fire below.  “This device emits an energy that keeps our enemy’s ships from jumping into hyperspace, from moving very, very fast,” he told her.


“You mean that time when we have to sit in those chairs with restraints and see the hallucinations?”


He nodded.   “It looks like that was what our messenger wanted us to do, trap the enemy fleet at Oasis to prevent them from sending reinforcements into our galaxy.  But the question remains, who is the messenger?” he asked.  “How would they possibly know about the interdictor?  And are they keeping that knowledge a secret from the rest of the Syndicate?”

“Given the messenger is a single point of light among their darkness, and seeks escape from it, then I would surmise that they are doing exactly that, Jason Karinne,” she told him.  “Mayhaps, it is some small number of our foes who seek the light of love and know that their only hope to find it is to escape their brethren?”


“In other words, there are Syndicate forces that don’t want to be in the Syndicate, and see coming here as a change to defect,” Jason mused, looking at the shimmering, unstable hologram.  “After all, this is an entirely different galaxy.  They’re as far away from the Syndicate as they can get right now,” he chuckled without humor.  “And if they knew about the interdictors but didn’t reveal that to their superiors, then maybe its someone in their sciences department.  I remember that scientist I talked to at Oasis when we went to go talk to the loveless ones, he wasn’t a soldier.  He was just a scientist working with their Navy because he wanted to do his science.  Maybe…maybe it’s a complement of their scientists in the enemy fleet.  They discovered the interdictors, figured out what they do, and you sensed their desperate hope that we’d turn them on and trap the enemy fleet in the system, which means that the only way they’re getting out is if we let them.  That would give these scientists a chance to defect.”


“Perhaps,” the shaman said calmly.  “It does follow your logic.”


“But does it follow yours?” he asked pointedly.


“In some ways, but the light calling out, crying for help…it does not feel like more than one,” she told him.


“Maybe that one is a representative of others,” Jason said.  “I don’t see how a single person could pull all this off.”  He crossed his arms.  “But on the other hand, if they got the message to you, then perhaps there’s much more going on here than either of us can see,” he speculated.


“The message was not directed to us, Jason.  We simply heard it, because it was crying out from the heart of the messenger, a message that they may not even realize they were sending out, but nevertheless, a message that was trying to reach you.  The light of love in our hearts calls out to others that are similarly illumined, Jason Karinne.  That is how we heard the message through the darkness that surrounds the caller.”


Jason leaned back a bit, thinking furiously.  “Well, there’s not much more we can do now, shaman, and it’s getting fairly late.  I’d best get the babies home.  Would you mind if I send Miaari here to discuss this with you, so she may learn everything she can and investigate things?”


“I would be happy to, Jason Karinne.  Miaari is quite a dear young lady, and I enjoy her visits.”


“I’ll have her come see you tomorrow morning, alright?”


“That is quite fine,” she smiled in return.


Jason stood up, and once the shaman did as well, he took her large hand-paws in his.  “It was good to see you again, shaman, but I must get home and get the babies in their beds, and think about this some more.  I’ll come back when I’ve had time to ponder it, and we’ll discuss it some more.”


“That is fine, Jason Karinne.  Perhaps you can bring Jyslin next time?  I would like to see her.”


“I’ll arrange it,” he promised.


He left her hut, and quickly, the others gathered up with him as he walked towards the frigate.  I heard most of that.  You think there’s a complement of dissidents in the Syndicate that would defect? Aya asked.


It certainly looks like it, but how the shaman got involved in this is beyond me.  Another one of those Parri things, he sent with an audible grunt.  Remember, Aya, not everyone in those ships is a soldier.  I think maybe a complement of their scientists somehow figured out what’s going on, and their desperation—who knows, maybe they did call out to the Shaman from thousands of light years away.  Either way, if these dissidents want to defect, then they hid information about the interdictors from their superiors, and now that we’ve turned them on, they’re hiding the fact that they’re active.  I don’t think the enemy’s officers are going to realize they’re there until they try to jump.


One good thing came of this.  If my math is right, we have the fleet trapped at Oasis now.


We will in about 29 minutes, he corrected.  The tackler goes into logarithmic mode in 25 minutes, and four minutes after that, the Syndicate fleet has no hope of outrunning the effect to get into a position where they can jump.  We just have to pray that the Syndicate doesn’t find the Backgammon until the surrounding interdictors merge their fields and completely trap the fleet in the system.  That happens in about nine hours.  But it still bugs me.  How did they know about the interdictors?  Our assessment of their sensor capabilities said that they wouldn’t detect them through Kimdori SCM, and they can’t see the Backgammon with it being on the far side of the star.  Did they get a sensor dropship out where we didn’t see and they detected it, then the scientists that want to defect sat on that data instead of passing it up the chain of command?

Any indication in the logs that the Syndicate could see through CMS? Aya asked.


He shook his head.  So there’s another question.  How did they see the Backgammon when it’s cloaked in CMS on the far side of the star from the fleet?  Orrr, is this all just an elaborate deception the Syndicate is playing to somehow further their own plans? he asked ruefully.


Getting a large portion of their fleet trapped in interdiction in no way gives them any kind of strategic advantage, Jason, Aya told him.


That we can see.  They may see things differently, he speculated, pursing his lips.


And maybe you’re grasping at straws.


Entirely possible, he admitted.  There’s just too many fucking questions here, and not enough answers.

Then we wait and see.


I hate waiting when people are dying out there, Aya, he growled as they started up the ramp.


I hate it too, but you gotta do what you gotta do, she answered, her thought converting in Jason’s mind to that old Futurama quote since she wasn’t framing her thought.  She never did when sending with Jason.  And you’re also very tired, so I don’t think you’re able to think this through as thoroughly as usual.


God, is that the truth.  I’m both exhausted and drained, he admitted.  I’ve had a long day.  I’m overjoyed the Storm Riders are on a mandatory rest cycle.  I could use the break.


Don’t go there, Jason.  You know how much I disapprove of you doing that.


Hey, if it’s pissing you off, it must be the right thing to do, he replied with weary cheekiness, giving her a tired smile.


She gave him a half-smile in return, and smacked him very gently on the back of his head with her gauntleted hand.  We’re going to be discussing this in private after all this is over, Jason.  I suggest you make sure Songa’s not busy that day.


Bring it on, Aya, he replied as the ramp behind them started to close.  But for right now, how about just getting me home so I can get some sleep?


I think we can manage that.
