Chapter 4

Kaira, 36 Suraa, 4405, Faey Orthodox Calendar


Saturday, 1 February 2019 Terran Standard Calendar


Kaira, 36 Suraa, year 1330 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


KMS Tempest, orbiting Prakka 21-C, Andromeda 

This was it.


Jason stepped out of the alcove of the bionoid storage unit in the bay of his Titan and sorted himself out, settled into the bionoid merge, along with the rest of the Storm Riders.  The others were in the Forward Mobile Operations Center down on the moon, sitting in merge pods in a very large pre-fab warehouse along with several hundred other Titan riggers, while Jason was at the MOB at Joint Base Alpha along with several thousand Wolf pilots and mech riggers.  He was aware enough of his own body to see and hear the doctors and engineers prowling up and down the rows of merge pods, doing final checks of merge telemetry to make sure every merged pilot or rigger was good to go.


The operation was going to begin in five hours, and in about one hour, they’d know if their plan was going to work or not.  That was when the Syndicate would detect the antimatter stream screaming in from flat space, and they’d find out if their ships would evacuate.  Whether it worked or not, they had to be in place and ready to execute the battle plan…and for the Storm Riders, that meant in their rigs and ready to launch when the time came.


The battle plan was set.  The CCM knew what they were going to do, and they’d spent the last 12 days training for the operation.  There was nothing to do now but get it done.


Jason glanced at a viewscreen showing the view from the port of the ship, and saw a truly impressive sight.  The Tianne and Kinai were visible in the distance, the two city-sized ships hovering in the dim white Andromedan sky with swarms of smaller ships around them.  There were nearly 10,000 Naval vessels from 75 empires in that fleet, each one devoting a small portion of its fleet, but enough of them doing so to build a truly formidable military force.  The KMS, on the other hand, had devoted every active ship to the battle plan, from the fleet flagships all the way down to the newest frigate to come off the docks, and a significant portion of the Army was in jumpers on the troop transports, ready to land on the Dreamer homeworld and liberate it.  They’d be mixed in with infantry and armor from other empires, with the KMS and Imperial Marines serving as telepathic defense against Benga mindstrikers.  In all, they had 550,000 troops that were going to land on the moon and secure it, with the majority of them attacking the lone Benga city on the moon.  The rest would be attacking military bases, outposts, and government facilities scattered across the planet that kept an eye on the Dreamers


Lorna and the CCM were confident they had the manpower to take the homeworld, but it wasn’t going to be easy.  The Benga would protect their hold on the Dreamers, and the moment they felt that the moon was going to be lost, they’d try to destroy it.  Because of that, the landing operation wasn’t scheduled to begin until every single super-ship they faced was destroyed, to ensure that they didn’t try to ram the moon and wipe out all life on it.  On the surface, Kimdori infiltrators were in place to disable or destroy all 16 of the doomsday weapons on the moon, there to wipe out the Dreamers to prevent the Consortium from taking them.  So, even when the operation began, Jason wasn’t going anywhere possibly for many hours, yet he had to be in his rig and ready to bounce at any time.  Until they called for the ground invasion to begin, all the riggers and infantry could do was be ready to deploy…and wait.


Hurry up and wait, one of the tenets of military service no matter what empire to which one belonged.


Either way, this was going to be a very long, protracted battle.  Lorna estimated that it would take them three weeks to secure the moon, with the major operation of taking the Benga’s city and the major military installations in the system taking three days.  The rest of that time would be spent hunting down and neutralizing the scattered remnants of the Syndicate military forces trapped on the moon and surrounding bases and installations in the system.

He glanced the newest “ship” in the KMS inventory.  It looked almost like a Borg cube, and it wasn’t actually a ship at all.  It was several thousand Jack in the Boxes all stacked up and annealed together to form a giant cube.  It would be towed in by a cruiser, and then it would break apart and the individual boxes would attack the Syndicate super-ships.  Most of the Rockers and a few dozen thousand Gladiators were in those boxes, there to set off the Megatron units and defend the box until the Megatron was ready to fire.  The boxes were Lorna’s idea, but 3D and the KMS had teched it up to turn them into a very formidable military asset that would be the bane of the super-ships, thanks to diffusers and IP armor on the boxes to nullify most of the enemy’s weapons.  They’d have to burn antimatter missiles on the boxes to destroy them easily, and every missile fired at a box was a missile not fired at ships holding flesh and blood people.

The best part?  The boxes were no longer expendable.  Bo had come up with the rather brilliant idea of using a Torsion blade and a Teryon drill to cut out the surface of the armor and then hollow out a hole within the armor of the super-ship and put the Megatron unit inside it, then cover it over and annealing the cap once the Megatron was anchored, aligned, and in its firing sequence.  All they had to do was put the Megatron on a platform that would sit in the round-bottomed crater stably and let the unit aim from that stable base.  That was what the on-site techs needed to be there to do, getting the unit set up and aimed, and once it was in its firing sequence, they could leave it hidden under the ship’s armor as the box bugged out, leaving at the last moment to allow the box to get to minimum safe distance.

The change in the boxes was due to the exomechs and Rockers inside.  The box itself was expendable, but those units were expensive, and Jason wasn’t going to just throw them away.  It also removed the need for the units to be picked up after they bugged out.  Now, they could just ride in the box to their next target, given that each box would be carrying 10 Megatron units.  A single box could attack multiple super-ships.

If the Karinnes were good at anything, it was adapting.  The old Clint Eastwood line from Heartbreak Ridge was nearly the motto of the KMS:  “Improvise, adapt, and overcome.”

Those boxes weren’t the only 3D toys that would be part of this operation.  Bo, Maggie, and Talty were going to be overseeing a whole lot of automated weapons from a 3D command post inside the Tianne, and the biggest one was going to be stellar collectors.  They’d proven effective against super-ships, so Lorna had had Jason add every collector he could find to the operation’s assets, to the point where they’d pulled a few dozen of them from Karis’ planetary defense network.

He almost felt sorry for the Syndicate ships that stayed behind.  They’d be attacked from all sides, and have no idea what the fuck was going on.


Jason and the other Storm Riders joined the Imperial Marines attached to them for this operation, Kei walking up to him as he put on his helmet.  They’d just finished their final briefing and came out to greet the riggers.  “Hey Jayce, you ready to saddle up?” she asked.

“Yup.  You ready?”


“I’m ready,” she replied, putting on her helmet.  “What kind of drones am I going to be operating?”  Kei was going to act as a Wizzo when not going after Benga telepaths, and her primary job was to operate the drones so Jason didn’t have to babysit them.


“The usual complement, plus two Predator drones.”


“Ooooooh,” she almost purred.  Predator drones were the largest and most heavily armed of all the drones that Titans could employ, nearly the size of a Gladiator.  Like the other Titan drones, they were quadrupedal units built to be very fast on the ground, but where Rover, Spot, and Hound drones were built on a canine frame, Predator drones were built on a feline frame.  They looked like seven shakra tall tigers, and they were equipped with some nasty armament.  Predator drones were too big to carry in the void spaces in the Titan’s legs, so they were carried in external slings on the back, and they took up a pod mount.  To carry the two Predators, Jason had to give up either his heavy pulse cannon or his external missile pack.  And Jason being Jason, he gave up his missile pack.  No way was he giving up his heavy pulse cannon.


[Everyone stop gawking and saddle up!] Tara ordered.

“Skipper’s getting a bit snippy,” Jason noted.


“So is the Major,” Kei chuckled as her feet left the ground, using the flight pods in her armor.  The two of them rose up to the top of the mecha, and as Jason stepped into the narrow tunnel leading to the cockpit, Kei dropped down into the head construct through the top hatch.  Once Jason was settled in and the box doors were closed, he delinked from the bionoid and merged to the Titan.  He endured the complete sensory deprivation as he started it up, then sorted through the chaotic noise as the sensor mesh system came online and settled down.  [Titan K1 online,] he reported to the control room on the Whale, then raised his arms, made sure no techs were in his bay space before spreading his legs a little, then started the exercises to fully settle into his merge.


[We’ve got five hours to get through PDs, so nobody needs to hurry,] Tara warned as her Titan on the other end of the hangar started to move.


[I’m getting back startup diagnostics.  Everything’s green up here, Jayce,] Kei told him using in-rig intercom commune.


[Same here.  Go ahead and warm up the drones while I start on the PDs.]

It took him about twenty minutes to work through his pre-mission diagnostics, then he geared up at the weapons locker.  The techs helped mount his heavy pulse cannon and carry sling for the drones, and he pulled down his personal gatling disruptor and slung it over his back, beside the two Predator drones.  Just to be sure, he also pulled down a rail cannon and slung it under the drone rack.  It was designed to sling between the drone rack and the mecha, sliding down in the void space between them.  That would give him another external weapon, just in case he lost his disruptor. [Going for all the best toys, I see,] Kei told him impishly.


[Being the Grand Duke doesn’t mean much if I can’t get the cool toys,] he replied as the heavy pulse cannon rose up and then swung into firing position over his left shoulder as he tested it, then put it back into standby.  He returned to his bay and anchored in, then had a spinner do a visual of his mecha…and his eyes were almost drawn to the new relief on the chest of his mecha’s armor.


The Legion Phoenix.


The Dreamers called him the Phoenix, Zaa said that their Oracles had seen the bird in their dreams for hundreds of years, so they were capitalizing on that.  Every unit the KMS was sending had the Legion Phoenix emblazoned on the chest, to tell the Oracles who they were and what they were there to do.


True, that same icon was on the house crest, which was what was usually on the chest of a Titan, but putting the Legion Phoenix on the chest by itself made it almost impossible to miss   Jason’s phoenix icon was done in a burnished gold color, with the single visible eye of the bird done in red, with the tips of the wings extending right to the upper corners of the chestplate 

And in typical military fashion, they had nothing to do now but wait.  If they held to the plan, the fleet wouldn’t jump out for another hour, jumping to a point outside the galactic rim in an area the Kimdori had covered with SCM, the final staging point from which they’d jump into the system and begin the attack.  Jason maintained his merge with his Titan, but he did pull some strings as the Grand Duke and had Cybi divert some of the feeds and telemetry from the command center back on Karis to his sensory stream, allowing him to get a better look at things.  The fleet was assembling into jump formations, he saw, the Tianne and the Kinai separated to join different squadrons, since the two ships had very different roles in this operation.  The Tianne was the ship that would be responsible for diverting the antimatter stream using its GRAF cannon, firing it at maximum power and maximum dispersion at a very specific distance, which would punch a hole in the cloud of antimatter through which the Dreamer’s moon would pass through.  The stream cloud would pass over the moon almost harmlessly, with a little atmospheric heating from stray antimatter that would hit the atmosphere, but the sim models showed that the heating wouldn’t endanger the Dreamers.  The tactic would have the added bonus of pinning the Syndicate fleet behind the moon while the cloud passed, allowing the CCM to get into position to pound them as soon as the firing lines were clear.

The strategy for the Naval segment of the plan was simple:  the KMS command ships, INS command ships, and Subrian command ships would destroy the enemy super-ships at range while the fleet battleships and boxes attacked them from close range with support from tactical battleships, cruisers, and destroyers.  A portion of the fleet would defend the ranged units while the destroyers, frigates, fighters, and fast attack craft attacked the Syndicate’s smaller ships and enemy exomechs.  The dual tactics of both long range bombardment and close range attacks would split the Syndicate’s forces, and that worked in the CCM’s favor.  The ten GRAF cannons that would be firing from range was definitely going to draw a hell of a lot of attention, from the eight command ships and the two fleet flagships, to the point where Lorna predicted that the Syndicate would devote more assets to stopping the GRAF cannons than they would the fleet battleships…at least until the first fleet battleship took out a super-ship with its Teryon rail cannon.  By spreading the enemy out, forcing them to defend against ships attacking both nose to nose and from thousands of kathra away, it would let the CCM take them out more easily.

It was a simple plan, but sometimes, the simple plans were the best plans.


Jason kept a close eye on the telemetry feeds coming in from KMS HQ as the ships organized, and then jumped literally all the way across Andromeda, a jump that would take nearly three hours due to the fact that they wouldn’t jump straight across.  They would make the jump in two legs, one to a point in flat space outside Andromeda that would give them line of sight to their destination without passing through the galaxy, and then on to their staging area.  The first jump leg was 56 minutes in hyperspace, and when they reached their destination, returning to normal space behind a SCM screen set up by the Kimdori, Jason watched the comm from Zaa’s operatives as the fleet reorganized for the second jump.


They could see the stream.  Jason knew that they knew about the dire omens given by their Oracles, that the Dreamers were in danger, and that had caused them to send even more ships to the Dreamer’s homeworld.  But the stream was now in their sensor range, and he could literally see the fleet of nearly 300,000 ships in the system start to move.  They could see it coming.  They now knew what the Oracles were predicting.


This was the moment of truth.  Kraal had ears in their military HQ—they really did have lax security on E Chaio—so he’d know what they’d do very soon.   And as soon as he knew, the CCM would know. 


[Any word, Jayce?] Kei asked over intercom.  [We’ve hit the four hour mark.]

[I’m watching,] he answered.


[K1, what’s the word?] Tara asked over STG.

[None yet, they just detected the stream, they haven’t reacted yet,] he answered, which the entire company heard.


Tense moments passed by as Jason both watched the probe visuals from the system and listened in on Kraal’s encrypted biogenic comm channel.  The fleet continued to move, to pull back away from the approaching stream, and then they started to break up.  [Orders are in,] Kraal’s voice reached him.  [They’re ordering the moon evacuated.  Wait, more orders,] he barked.  [They’re ordering several large settlements of Dreamers to be evacuated from the surface.  They’re only ordering the evacuation of their command echelon from the moon.  They’re going to kill their own people.]

[How long will it take them to evacuate the Dreamers and command echelon?]


[Two to three hours,] Kraal answered.   [I’ll warn the infiltrators to be ready to disable the planet killers within five minutes of receiving orders, just in case they decide to destroy the moon before the stream arrives.]


[Do so,] Zaa agreed.  [Are they warning the Benga on the ground of the incoming stream?]


[No.  They won’t induce a panic,] he answered.  [Only those they want to evacuate will be told.]


[Kraal, send it down to every infiltrator on the moon; delay that evacuation as much as possible,] Zaa ordered intensely.  [We need to prevent as many ships holding Dreamers from jumping out as we can, so we don’t have to hunt them down and retrieve them later.  Besides, any Dreamer on an enemy ship is at risk of being killed when the operation begins.]


[It will be done, Denmother,] Kraal answered.

Jason watched as the Syndicate ships began to jump out.  They were evacuating the system!  [How many ships are ordered to remain behind, Handgroom?] Zaa asked.


[Only a single tactical fleet, to collect as many Dreamers as they can evacuate as they can.  They are ordered to ride out the stream behind the moon, observe the aftermath of the stream, then jump to E Chaio,] he answered.  [That is three thousand ships, my Denmother.]

Three thousand ships…their fleet would steamroll them in a matter of minutes!


The plan was working!


[It’s working,] Jason said over STG.  [The Syndicate is starting to evacuate the moon.  But, they’re not evacuating their people, only the Dreamers and their executives.  We’re going to be facing heavy resistance when we land,] Jason warned.

[We can handle it,] Tara answered.  [Everyone max out your rail ammo, prepare for extended op time without resupply.]


[We’ll fill every socket on the hip mounts, everyone stay in your bays,] one of the ground crew called.


[That’ll work.  Everyone get a full complement even if you’re not carrying a rail cannon, that way you’re carrying rail ammo for the rigs that are.]

Jason split his time between watching the telemetry and watching the ground crews load up every Titan with clips of rail slugs, attaching them to the hip “belt” of the mecha.  There were slots for 20 external clips on a Titan, but usually a rig only carried ten to leave the slot mounts open for other equipment or supplies.  Each clip held 20 slugs, so that gave them an extra 400 rounds of ammunition for their rail cannons, on top of the 20 slugs that were already loaded in the rail cannon.

Minutes passed by, and Jason watched the Syndicate fleet over the telemetry Cybi was feeding him.  They were jumping out in groups, with the 3,000 ships staying behind pulling behind the moon, getting in the exact center so the stream didn’t curl around the planet and engulf them.  That put them over the north pole, which was actually the magnetic south pole for the moon, since its magnetic field was flipped similar to Terra’s.  The stream was coming in from “below,” from under Andromeda’s rotational plane, and would strike the moon’s southern hemisphere.


Then, Jason heard a curious missive from Kraal.  [Denmother, something strange goes on on the moon,] he relayed.  [The Syndicate forces there report that the Dreamers have fled their villages.  Some are hiding underground, in caves and cellars, while others scatter into forests, spreading themselves out.  The units there to evacuate them are having problems finding them.]


[That is not entirely unexpected, Kraal,] Zaa informed him.  [Keep us informed as to their progress.]


[As of now, virtually none,] he answered.  [They are having a very hard time collecting up Dreamers in any numbers.  Their current projections suggest that they may only evacuate ten thousand before the stream arrives.]

That was a good sign.  The Oracles knew, and they were taking steps to save as many of their people as they could by keeping them on the moon.

Jason watched for nearly half an hour, watching the Syndicate transports and dropships rising up from the surface, holding only those that the Syndicate felt were worth saving…the officers and executives.  They were leaving the rest of their people there to die, which were all Benga, and what Jason found a bit odd, all telepaths.  Because of the Dreamers, they didn’t allow non-telepaths to serve on that moon.  The Board was throwing away hundreds of thousands of Benga telepaths by not evacuating them…but then again, with the Consortium crushed and the Dreamers about to be decimated, Jason figured they concluded that they didn’t need so many telepaths to keep what few Dreamers would be left in line.  He checked the countdown clock and saw that there were only three hours left before the stream arrived, and according to the figures he was seeing, the Benga had evacuated quite a few of their executives and officers, but were still having a bear of a time getting Dreamers onto dropships.  The Syndicate’s strategy of scattering them out into small villages spread across the entire moon was now working against them, since most Dreamer settlements were only about 50 people.  Their teams had to go a long way to get to them, and when they got there, they found that the Dreamers had either fled their villages or had taken refuge underground.  They had to use up precious time either getting them out of their cellars or caves or rounding them up from the forests.

[My Denmother, a change of orders,] Kraal’s voice touched him as Cybi relayed it.  [Their scientists report that people in underground climate controlled bunkers will survive the stream, so they will order their people to take shelter.  An additional five tactical squadrons are ordered to remain behind to recover survivors once the stream passes.  That increases the number of ships remaining behind to 18,000.]

That was more than Navii and Lorna expected, nearly double, but Jason felt that they could take a fleet that size.  The IP armor would even the odds, given that 95% of the enemy’s weapons would be ineffective against their ships.  So long as they were very careful against the super-ships, the only ships carrying weapons dangerous to their fleet, they would win. It would take longer to clear them out, but they’d still win.


And his suspicions were correct.  Lorna herself ordered the fleet to stay on mission when the change reached her.


He continued to watch intently as the minutes passed, watching more and more dropships and transports rise up from the surface, and their spy probes showed that the Benga left behind were finally warned about the stream.  The soldiers and civilians were ordered to take shelter underground and hold their position until the stream passed and the atmospheric temperatures came down, when they’d be rescued.  He was almost surprised when he realized that there was only one hour until the stream arrived, and that time mark caused the fleet to start preparing to deploy.  The Tempest changed position within the fleet, grouping up with other Whales and troop transports, part of the ground invasion fleet that would hang back once they jumped in, then advance when the enemy’s ships were cleared out and they could launch without resistance.  [One hour,] Tara warned.  [Everyone run a level two diagnostic one more time.  If anyone has any problems, let’s find it now so the techs have time to fix it before we jump.  And fucking nobody delink.  I want at least a full hour of merge uptime before we head in, so everyone’s at 100%.]

[At least you guys can run to the bathroom if you need to.  All we have are the urine tubes,] Kei teased lightly.

[You signed up for this, Kei,] Jason replied.


Over the last hour, Jason watched the feeds and saw that everything seemed to be going their way.  The Syndicate wasn’t acting like they knew it was a trick, as more and more transports and dropships came up and more ships jumped out, up until about 20 minutes until the stream was going to arrive.  It was visible to the Syndicate at that point, a tiny red splotch in the vast distance, and at that point, ships stopped coming up from the surface and the 18,000 ships remaining behind retreated to safety, some 5,000 staying behind the moon, but the remaining moving off to hide behind the gas giant.


That, they did not expect.


But it wasn’t his job to worry about that.  He was a rigger in this operation, and his part of the mission wasn’t going to change.  It would be up to Lorna and the CCM command staff to adjust, and he was confident they’d do just that.


[Everyone do one final quick check, we’ll be jumping in 20,] Tara called as Jason watched the Tianne start to move, getting clear of the fleet so it could jump in first.  An escort of 50 frigates moved with it, there to defend the flagship as it dealt with the stream, and one by one, the ships vanished as they cloaked.  Jason did a final equipment check, and found that all his external weapons were ready to go.


That was it.  There was nothing to do now but wait to jump.


The bridge was almost chaotic with activity, but Admiral Palla Karinne sat sedately in her captain’s chair, Coma hovering beside her as a hologram, and watched the tactical viewscreen.  She had her elbows on the armrests of her chair, her armored fingers steepled in front of her, studying the enemy fleet disposition.  Only about a third of it remained at the moon, with the rest of it moving off to take refuge behind the gas giant, a move they felt probably gave their ships more protection.  But, in a way, that would make it easier for the CCM.  After they cleared out the ships behind the moon, they would then be between the enemy fleet and the moon, allowing them to defend it.


That was why Lorna had altered the jump inbound coordinates to plant the fleet in a position behind the two segments of the enemy fleet, between the moon and the gas giant.  Both of them would move to engage the CCM, and that would draw them away from the moon.


“Fifteen minutes to jump!” one of her officers shouted.


“Begin GRAF cannon ignition,” Palla ordered calmly.  “Bring it online then put it into jump standby.”


“Aye, Captain, beginning GRAF cannon ignition sequence,” her tactical officer answered.  “T minus six minutes until primary couplers are engaged.”


“GRAF systems status?” Palla called.


“Recoil absorption systems online.”


“Engine compensation online.”


“Power distribution network online.”


“Weapons to GRAF standby,” Palla ordered.


“Aye sir, all weapons shifting to standby mode.”


“When we charge the cannon, it will be at full power and maximum dispersion,” she reminded.  “Has our destination point changed, navigation?”


“No Sir, calculations haven’t changed. The antimatter stream’s velocity has not changed,” came the reply.


“Keep an eye on it and be ready to recalculate if necessary.”


“Aye, Sir.”


To her left, a holo winked on, showing Lorna’s face.  “All systems are ready, General.  We’re ready to jump at countdown zero,” Palla reported.


“Orders are unchanged, Captain, but a new fleet arrival point has been selected.  Your navigators should be receiving the updated vectors now.”


“Confirmed, Sir, HQ is uploading new nav vectors,” one of her nav officers called.


“Good luck, Captain,” Lorna said, then her holo winked out.


From behind her chair, Admiral Hezivarr of the Verutans stepped up and looked down at her from over her shoulder.  He would be the CCM command staff officer that would be deploying the fleet once they engaged, and Palla did not mind at all.  He was a little arrogant, but Hezivarr was an outstanding military officer, vastly intelligent and an excellent tactician.  Under his command, the fleet would have capable leadership. His only little quirk was that he didn’t sit at a station when he was commanding a fleet, he had a tendency to pace around the bridge, the tactical holos moving with him so he could see what was going on.  “Is the ship ready, Captain?” he asked.


“The ship is ready, Admiral,” she answered.  “The GRAF cannon is in its ignition sequence now, and should be ready to charge and fire once we jump.”

“All systems are at peak efficiency, Admiral.  The ship is ready for combat operations,” Coma added.

“Very good.  Keep me apprised.”


“Aye, Admiral.”

[Attention all hands,] Coma called over the ship’s local biogenic network.  [Fourteen minutes to jump.  All personnel seal personal armor systems.  All personnel, seal personal armor systems.] 

Palla reached down under the arm of her chair, pulled out her helmet, then settled it into position, locking it to the neck of her armor.  She glanced Hezivarr settling his own helmet on, then he gave her a quick smile through the faceplate and went back to the fleet operations side of the bridge.


“GRAF ignition complete,” her tactical officer declared.  “Primary couplers are engaged.  All systems are on GRAF standby.  Setting the GRAF cannon into jump standby mode.”


“Be ready to begin charging to full power as soon as we’re back in normal space,” Palla answered.


“Aye sir, I have the charging sequence ready to start.  Dispersion set at maximum, and target vector is already loaded into the targeting computer.”

There was nothing to do but wait.  Palla watched the holos that showed enemy fleet positions as the stream approached, watched the countdown clock, watched the GRAF status holo that showed the weapon’s status, making sure that it remained active.  She saw nothing change from what she expected to see, and everything remained on schedule.

“Three minutes to jump,” Palla warned as the countdown clock reached three minutes.  “Comm six, ensure all frigate escorts are reporting ready.  Tactical, are they in formation?”


“All frigates are in formation, Captain,” her tactical officer called.


“Very good.  Navigation, we are on schedule.  Jump at countdown zero.”


“Aye sir, jumping at countdown zero, jump coordinates locked in.”


Behind them, Palla saw the fleet moving into position to jump as well.  The massive fleet organized into 32 squadrons, each one led by a KMS battleship, with the Kinai and the eight command ships at the forefront.  They had to jump in first so they could start the firing sequence for their GRAF cannons, and they’d be doing so just before the stream passed by the moon, using the stream cloud as cover to get into position and start charging so they could fire the instant the cannons were at full power.  They were going to fire through the stream cloud, since the cannon fired pure kinetic energy and thus wouldn’t interact with the antimatter, taking advantage of the fact that the enemy would be pinned in by the cloud and also wouldn’t be able to detect them.  The stream cloud would saturate their short range sensors as it passed, due to all the energy being released by the cloud as it was eaten away by the star’s solar wind.


“Automated weapon status?” she asked, looking to her right, where three members of 3D sat at a console near the comm stations.  Palla knew two of them, Bo and Maggie, but didn’t know the Jhri that sat between them.


“All units are ready to deploy, Captain,” Maggie answered in her twangy voice.  “Stellar collectors are ready to fire.  They have targets locked already.”


“Send those to the command ships so they don’t aim at your collector targets,” she ordered.


“Yes Sir,” she replied.


The countdown went under one minute.  [All hands, prepare to jump.  All hands, prepare to jump,] Coma warned over the network, as Palla looked over her displays and saw that everything was showing ready.  “Everyone, execute the plan as soon as we reach the moon in mode one,” Palla called loudly to her bridge crew.  “Everyone knows what to do.  Let’s show the entire CCM why we are its flagship,” she said proudly.

“Twenty seconds to jump!” her primary navigator called.


She watched the countdown clock tick down, and when it hit zero, the ship jumped out of normal space.  Her jack shifted her senses to the sensor mesh in her armor, allowing her to see and hear through her helmet cameras and microphones and feel through her armor’s surface.  For an old warhorse like her, it was almost odd to her that she wasn’t in jump restraints while they were in hyperspace.  Their jump was only going to be 12 seconds, from their position just outside the galactic rim and into the system, so she barely had time to muse about the marching of technology before the ship returned to normal space.  The instant it did, the translight drive engaged, hurtling them towards the moon at 57 light years an hour, allowing them to close the distance from where they jumped in to their destination point 28,000 kathra from the Dreamer’s moon in 4.3 seconds.  The forward view was dominated on the left side by the Dreamer’s homeworld when the translight drive disengaged and the ship slowed to a stop, and that view shifted as the ship began to turn.


“GRAF cannon charging sequence initiated!” her tactical officer called before her nav officer could even announce they were back in normal space.  “T minus 107 seconds to full power!”


“Moving into firing position, Captain!” her primary navigator called.  “Helm will switch to GRAF firing control once we complete our turning maneuver!”


“Stream status?” Palla called, standing up from her chair.


“Velocity unchanged, Sir, it’s right where it’s supposed to be,” her sensor officer answered.


“Maneuver complete.  Tactical, you have the helm for GRAF targeting protocol,” the navigator added.


“Adjusting to target coordinates,” the tactical officer called.  “Target is locked.  Engines holding us in position.  GRAF cannon firing in 96 seconds.”


“Sir, enemy comm chatter, they’ve spotted us,” one of her comm officers barked.  “They have no orbital assets on this side of the moon.  We’re out of range of all their ground assets except ground to space missiles.  They’re ordering them to fire on us.”


“Launch the external shockwave pods and position them to defend the stern of the ship,” she ordered.  “Order the frigates to get to minimum safe distance along the aft arcs, but stay in formation.  Tactical, don’t open the outer doors until the last moment,” Palla ordered, stepping down to stand behind her primary navigator.  “Be ready to take back helm control as soon as the cannon fires,” she told her.


“Aye, Sir.”


[All hands to jump restraints!] Coma ordered.  [GRAF cannon about to fire at full power!  All hands to jump restraints immediately!]

Palla backed up to her chair and sat down, then activated the jump restraints.  “GRAF systems status?”


“Engine compensators online.”


“Recoil absorption system online.”


“GRAF at 59%, dispersion set to maximum,” her tactical officer answered.  “Firing at countdown zero on programmed target vector.”


“Primary, secondary, check in.”


“Primary is ready, Captain, merge is 100%”


“Secondary ready, Sir, merge at 100%..”


“Gestalt systems in GRAF firing mode, all amplifier stacks are active,” Coma added.

“Primary, defend the GRAF barrel when the outer doors open,” she ordered.


“Aye sir, point defense on the GRAF muzzle,” Kaili answered.


“Secondary, watch for incoming missiles from the surface.  Destroy any that get through the shockwave pods.”


“Aye Sir, missile defense.”

Palla watched the power level on the GRAF cannon climb, and when it reached its apex, the forward view zoomed in on the approaching antimatter stream, a cloud of boiling fire raging in from flat space.  “Target vector verified,” her tactical officer called, as a crosshair blinked on the viewscreen.  “Stream cloud vector unchanged, no targeting adjustments necessary.  Firing countdown, T minus 21 seconds.”


“Open outer doors,” Palla ordered.

“Point defense, outer doors,” Kaili’s voice came in over the speakers.

[GRAF cannon firing in 20 seconds!  All hands, brace for GRAF recoil!] Coma warned over the network.  [This will be a full power shot!  Repeat, this will be a full power shot!  Brace for recoil!]

 Palla took hold her armrests as the countdown went under ten seconds, and her tactical officer repeated it aloud.  [BRACE BRACE BRACE!] Coma warned when the countdown hit two seconds.



“Two!  One!  FIRE!”


Outside the ship, the GRAF cannon fired, sending not a bar, but an arc of incandescent white energy searing away from the barrel, expanding as it traveled forward, spreading into a cone of pure kinetic energy.  The energy continued to rage from the barrel of the weapon for three seconds as the Tianne demonstrated the sheer power of a flagship’s GRAF cannon, which was far more powerful than the cannons on the command ships.  Almost unimaginable amounts of energy were blasted from the barrel and out towards flat space, expanding as it moved, spreading out in the face of a cloud of boiling, undulating fire that was nearly thirty thousand kathra across.  The dispersing cone of pure power spread wider and wider as it traveled thousands of kathra in a matter of seconds, a distance that was carefully calculated.  Exactly 19 seconds later, the GRAF energy struck the antimatter cloud, as the blazing energy consumed the boiling fire and blew it back, causing the cloud to curl around the edges of the GRAF blast.

As the blazing light of the GRAF blast faded, it left behind a giant hole in the antimatter cloud, which, if the calculations were correct, was exactly 1,200 kathra wider than the diameter of the moon.  Some of the antimatter gas would flow back into the hole the GRAF shot punched into the stream, but not enough to threaten the moon’s inhabitants.


“Report!” Palla barked, looking over at her sensor officer.


“Scanning the cloud,” she answered.  “The GRAF punched a hole completely through the stream.  Diameter is larger than predicted, and large enough for the moon to pass through safely.  The cloud will pass around the moon,” she predicted, looking over at Palla.  “We won’t need a follow-up shot, Captain.”


“Incoming missile barrage, ETA two minutes!”


“We’ll be clear of them before they arrive!  Recall shockwave pods!  Helm, get us to the rendezvous point in mode one flank as soon as all pods are recovered!”

“Aye sir, setting course 206 mark 64, mode one flank speed, awaiting confirmation of pod recovery before engaging!”


Exactly 23 seconds later, after the last shockwave pod returned to its launch bay, the giant ship lurched forward, accelerating far faster than a ship that size looked able to move, then it absolutely rocketed away when it engaged its translight drive and went into FTL mode.  It raced forward, heading straight for the approaching cloud, and then flew directly through the vast hole punched through the center of it, a hole nearly 14,000 kathra across.  It turned after clearing the cloud, which was approaching the moon at a dizzying speed of 67,000 kathra an hour, and would strike the atmosphere of the moon in four minutes at its current velocity.  Palla kept an eye on the probe visuals and saw that the ships behind the moon were redeploying into combat formations as they approached the edge of the their sheltered area rather than staying in the exact center, getting ready to come out from behind the moon and attack the Tianne as soon as the cloud passed.  The Tianne came around, and then turned towards several flashes of light as the Kinai and the eight command ships dropped out of mode one FTL and returned to normal space, then they disengaged their drives and slowed to a stop about 100,000 kathra from the moon.  The Tianne slid into the empty space left for it by the other ships, then slowed to a stop.  “Full stop, Sir, helm switching to GRAF firing control!”


“Charge to 78%!  Set GRAF cycling for 78%!  Tactical, fire at will!” Palla barked.


“Charging to 78% power, aye!  GRAF cannon firing in 77 seconds!”


“All weapons remain on GRAF standby!  Primary, Secondary, point defense on the GRAF barrel!  Fleet status?” she asked, looking over at her sensor officer.


“The fleet has already jumped to local space and is approaching our position at flank speed,” she answered.  “ETA is seven minutes.  The cloud will keep the enemy pinned behind the moon and gas giant for nine minutes, so they’ll arrive before the enemy can engage us.”

“Very good.  Sync GRAF firing control with the other ships so we don’t fire on the same target.”  She stood up in front of her chair.  “Begin phase two!”


This was not supposed to be happening!

Giving a bit of curse, Lieutenant Gen Lun Ba Ru climbed into the cockpit of his Marauder as the technicians hastily disconnected the coolant hoses from the back of the vehicle.  Atrovet was supposed to be a cushy assignment, a reward for years of dedicated service!  It was never supposed to be attacked!  The Consortium was pushed to the rim of the galaxy all the way on the far side, and their sensor posts would have seen them trying to jump over here!


He jammed on his helmet while settling into the cockpit, going through the motions of mounting his warmech without even thinking about it.  His feet slid into the stirrups of the foot pedals, his hands slid expertly down into the control gauntlets that would let him control the warmech’s arms.  A press of a button with his left thumb on the back of the control frame started the warmech’s power plant and master computer, and he didn’t even look at the startup diagnostics flash across his HUD.  The pupilary response system enabled, which would allow him to control some of the warmech’s systems with his eyes alone.  His fifteen subordinates in the Raiders were mounting their warmechs as his machine reported fully operational, and he took a step out of the anchor frame and picked up his rifle from the stand to his left.


Across the cavernous landing bay of the Main Battleship Javusa, there was nothing but a frenzy as other warmech and walker pilots rushed to their mecha, the scramble klaxon still clanging in the background.  He accessed the tactical orders on his computer as he waited for the others to get their warmechs up, getting an image of the attacking ship.

He’d never seen anything like it.  It was much larger than the usual Consortium ship, some kind of new design.  It was long and sleek, roughly triangular in shape, and the video showed it using some kind of weapon he’d never seen before, a weapon that deflected the incoming antimatter stream, saving the moon from destruction.


Not that that mattered to him.  He honestly had no idea why those small brown-skinned creatures were so important to the Syndicate.  Sure, they were all telepathic, the entire species was, but in his opinion, that just made them more dangerous.  He’d sensed their power when he was down on the surface on shore leave.  Really, the only reason he could see to keep them around and protect them the way they did was maybe they were training Benga telepaths…not that he’d ever been trained by one of them, but maybe the elite Benga operatives were trained by them to do their secret ops shit.  But orders were orders, and orders were that the moon of Atrovet was to be defended as if it were E Chaio, and that not even a single one of them was to be allowed to be removed from the moon’s surface without proper authorization, under any circumstance.


What the fuck kind of ship is that? his second in command barked mentally, Ensign Lin Vet Su Mai.


I’ve never seen it before, Gen answered, watching on his feed as the ship accelerated forward after using that super-weapon, charging towards the hole it made in the antimatter cloud with that weapon it used.  But they’ve scrambled the entire fleet.  Command knows what it is, and they’re afraid of it.  He was getting tactical readouts on his display, and he gave a bit of a shocked start.  It was from Galaxy B?  The ship matched the images in the military database of an empire over in Galaxy B that was currently fighting with the expeditionary fleet.  Designation:  flagship.  Empire of origin:  Karinne, highly technologically advanced civilization and member of a coalition of empires known as the Confederation, currently at war with the Third Expeditionary Fleet.  Unique ship markings identified it as ship designation Confederation flagship 1, so it was a known vessel to Military Intelligence.  Heavily armed, its primary weapon what he’d seen, a weapon that fired pure kinetic energy at such magnitude that it was capable of destroying a main battleship in one hit.   It was also armed with a veritable arsenal of other weapons, any of which was capable of taking out anything smaller than a main battleship in one salvo.  Defensively powerful, possessing some kind of spatial warping system that made shots bend away from the hull without striking it, making it virtually invulnerable if attacked from range.  The breakdown stated that the ship had to be attacked inside the range of that spatial warping system, which meant that ships would be ordered to engage it all but bow to bow.  Orders:  engage at point blank range, minimize damage done, the commanders wanted the ship boarded and captured to gain control over both that kinetic cannon and its unique spatial warping defensive system.


Galaxy B…how the fuck did it get over here?  It was a five and a half orbit trip to Galaxy B!  It seemed impossible that it was seen in Galaxy B just seventeen rotations ago, yet here it was, attacking the Syndicate’s most important military stronghold!

It had deflected away the antimatter cloud.  This Confederation…they were after those little brown-skinned beings.  They had to be.  They somehow found out that the Syndicate assigned the highest priority to defending Atrovet, and they were trying to capture it.  They might not even know why the little brownskins were so important, because Gen sure as fuck didn’t know, but that may not matter.  If the Syndicate found them important, then it would be important to the Confederation to take the moon to take control of them.


Move like you’re losing pay, you slackers! Gen admonished his squadron.  Anyone not ready when we get the launch order buys the rest of us a round!  He didn’t hear any responses, because only two members of his squadron were telepathic, himself and his second in command, Lin. Being a telepath hadn’t been a requirement for piloting a warmech for nearly a thousand orbits, but the Syndicate Navy preferred to have as many telepaths as they could get into warmechs for their usefulness in going after Consortium civilian ships and installations, where there were enemies that could be affected by telepathic attack.  Because of that, every warmech squadron in the Navy had to have a minimum of two telepaths.


Gen was very nearly assigned to the Third Expeditionary Fleet because he was a telepath.  From what he knew, every single warmech pilot sent to Galaxy B was telepathic, because several empires over there were known to have a lot of highly skilled telepaths.  They didn’t want to have a warmech pilot put into a position where they’d be telepathically dominated.

The only thing that saved him from that tour was his seniority, and the number of favors he was owed because of that seniority.  Given how good he was, they’d wanted him to deploy, to command a squadron, but he pulled every string he had to get assigned to Atrovet instead, and he’d been here for two orbits after serving three combat tours against the Consortium.  After all the fighting he’d done over his 18 orbit career with the Navy, he earned spending the last orbits of his service before his pension kicked in kicking back in a cushy assignment. 

The rest of the squadron got themselves sorted out, and when the launch order came, all sixteen of them bounced up into the airlock, the lower doors closing.  “All warmechs, move out away from the fleet once you launch and await engage order,” the control officer called over the radio.  “The enemy ship will attack with its main gun, don’t get caught in the blast.”  A vector was loaded to his nav system showing that control wanted them to form up with other squadrons out away from the main battleships, which would be the likely targets.


“They think that single ship is gonna attack five tactical fleets?” Lin scoffed over squadron tactical.


“First rule of war, Sergeant, the scout is just the vanguard of the fleet.  That ship is just the first one we’ve seen,” Gen answered.  “It wouldn’t have deflected the antimatter cloud if it wasn’t part of a plan.  I sure as fuck don’t think they saved those little brownskins out of the goodness of their hearts.”


“I wanna know how the fuck a ship from Galaxy B got over here,” one of his pilots said.


“That’s a question I think all of us want answered,” Gen replied.  “If we’re dealing with a civilization with the technology to travel between galaxies in a matter of rotations…we’re fucked,” he breathed.


“Amen to that.”


“I don’t see how.  So what if they can move their ships between galaxies faster than we can.  We have millions of ships in our fleet,” one of his greenhorns said arrogantly.


“That’s because you’re thinking with your very small dick, Corporal,” Gen retorted, which caused the five female Benga in his squadron to snicker.  “The first question you should be asking yourself is what else can they do that we think is impossible?”

His scanners showed that the cloud was about to pass by, but before they saturated his sensors, he saw what he was expecting.  More ships suddenly popped up on his long range sensors, nine of them, virtually appearing in the system and visible almost dead ahead.  One of them was identical to the ship that was already here, another ship of the same class, and the other eight were much smaller, yet had the same triangular design.  He zoomed in, and saw that each of them were opening large doors near their bows, and hidden behind those door was the muzzle of some kind of very large weapon, a shimmering white glow of energy heralding their activation.

The kinetic weapon.  All ten were equipped with kinetic cannons!  And if they fired nothing but pure kinetic energy like the rundown said, then the energy had no mass!  No wonder they were preparing to fire even though the antimatter cloud was going to be in the way, it wouldn’t matter!

“Full throttle the instant the airlock opens!” he barked to his squadron.  “Get your asses out of the line between those enemy ships and the fleet!”


“Why?” his arrogant greenhorn asked.


“Because they can fire those kinetic weapons through the antimatter, you dolt!  The shots have no mass, they won’t interact with the antimatter!”


“Holy shit, he’s right,” someone else blurted.


“That’s why he’s the commander,” Lin all but snorted over the radio.


The instant the upper doors opened, the Raiders were screaming out at full throttle, so fast that Gen felt the acceleration through the inertial dampers, getting clear of the six thousand ships that made up the two tactical squadrons that remained at the moon.  The rest of the fleet was behind the gas giant, and they couldn’t move until the antimatter cloud passed by, there was too much risk that stray eddies of the cloud were extending away from the central mass and could hit the fleet if it started for the moon before it passed.  And Gen almost felt vindicated when ten titanic white bars of blazing light lanced in through the cloud, blasting it away and forming long tears in the boiling fire as it was pierced by the blasts, and all ten incandescent blasts of kinetic energy sizzled across the void and then struck ten different main battleships.  Gen watched with almost disbelief as those shots tore into the main battleships, penetrated their armor, and then pieces of metal and molten slag were flung out into space from the ten individual impacts as the main battleships were violently knocked out of their formations.

By the first coin…the inertial dampers in the main battleships couldn’t protect against that!  He’d bet that at least half the crew in each of the ten ships were just crushed when they were thrown against the bulkheads!  He just witnessed hundreds of thousands of Benga dying, in the fluttering of a heartbeat!


“By all that’s valuable,” Lin said reverently over squadron tactical.


“This isn’t the Consortium,” one of his pilots said grimly.  “I’ve never seen a weapon like that on a ship that small.”


“Get well clear of the fleet,” Gen ordered.  “They’ll be firing on the ships the whole time the cloud’s pinning us in.  We’re nothing but easy targets!” he snarled in frustration.


There was nothing they could do.  After they got out to a safe distance, as other warmech squadrons joined them at that safe distance, they could only watch in impotent fury as blast after blast raged in through the cloud, and each one killed hundreds of thousands of Gen’s fellow soldiers.  Their ships had no defense against that kind of raw firepower, and the enemy ships were firing through the cloud with complete accuracy, striking ships actively trying to evade.  Another blast, another ship gone.  Another crew dead.  And another.  And another.  And another!  He watched as a cruiser turned right into a blast and simply dissolved when the incandescent stream of pure energy struck it, turning into a black silhouette inside the beam’s light and then melting away in a matter of ticks.  The blast wasn’t even slowed down by the cruiser, and went on to strike another main battleship dead center despite it executing an evasive turn, burrowing through the armor and sending an explosion of fire, atmosphere, and shrapnel out into space, driving the ship back with such violence that it no doubt killed the entire crew instantly.

What monsters from hell were this Confederation, to possess a weapon that powerful that would fit on a ship?

Measures passed, and they watched their fellow soldiers die.  They watched them die by the tens of thousands every tick.  And there was nothing they could do about it.


“One measure until the cloud passes,” Lin said over squadron tactical.  “We have to pay them back!”


“Don’t get trigger happy,” Gen warned.  “That’ll just get you killed.  Be patient, be observant.  Find the weakness, then exploit it.  That’s how you avenge the dead..”


“No!  Fucking no!  They just got our ship!” Mer gasped.


Gen turned his cameras, and saw something that nearly made his blood boil.  His ship, the Javusa, had been struck by one of the kinetic blasts.  It was careening away from the impact, fire and metal flying from the impact area, and then they watched in both rage and horror as the Javusa slammed into another main battleship, knocking it out of its vector and no doubt killing thousands aboard the struck vessel.  All his telemetry from the ground crew station on the ship was out, and quick calls back to his lead tech were not answered.


The Javusa and her crew were gone.  His home for the last two orbits, gone.  A ground crew he’d personally picked for their skill, gone.


He wasn’t the only one swearing almost uncontrollably over the radio as they watched their ship spin away from the formation out into deep space, an ignominious end for a fine ship and a fine crew.  It didn’t go out in a blaze of glory in a battle with the Consortium.  It was put in a cage and slaughtered like a helpless jabat.


The boiling cloud of fire passed, but it still wasn’t safe to move because the antimatter gas behind the boiling fire was being shielded from the solar wind, and Gen gave another curse when he got a visual on the ten ships…only there weren’t ten ships there anymore.  In the measures while their visual and scanners were blinded by the cloud, an entire fleet of enemy ships had managed to arrive, and somehow arrive without long range sensors seeing them coming, and what he was seeing made it clear that this was that Confederation.  There were dozens and dozens of different ship types out there, not all the same basic design the way the first ten were, and his scanner counted them at nearly 10,000 vessels.  The Syndicate fleet still here outnumbered them, but their fleet was currently split up, and that put the ships still at the moon at a disadvantage.  Until the rest of the fleet got back here from the gas giant, they’d be outnumbered more than two to one.

“The cloud will pass in 37 ticks,” Gen called, his eyes dancing between his tactical readout and his forward view, keeping an eye on the enemy.  Several of the ship designs were in the database, and he read a quick summary of them.  Mainly, that they were not to approach within 1,200 kapu of ships designated as Karinne or Imperium due to a Torsion weapon that distorted space around the ship and destroyed missiles and mecha.


Wait.  They were ordered to board those kinetic-armed ships, which had some kind of Torsion weapon that would destroy them when they approached?  What the fuck was command injecting to give orders that directly conflicted with the tactical database?


It was easy to make out those ships, because they were all in the vanguard of the formations of the fleet.  They were lined up like a troop of soldiers in a parade, in neat lines and columns, with the Karinne and Imperium ships in the front of each element.   A clever formation, Gen could admit, which maximized the protection of the other ships in the fleet from missile bombardment.


More data from the database.  The enemy had diffuser technology.  Well…fuck.  His unit was equipped with Torsion rifles.

“Listen up, we’re going in as soon as the cloud passes,” Gen ordered.  “Don’t get anywhere near the ships in the front of those formations.  They’re equipped with some kind of Torsion field weapon that will tear you apart.  Attack the ships in the center and rear, make them break formation and give our main battleships clear targeting vectors for their missiles.  I hope by the first coin everyone has full loads of missiles, cause the enemy has diffusers.  Our rifles are basically just clubs in this fight.  Most of this fight for us is going to be hand to hand.”


“Oh, bullshit, can we get one break here?” someone snapped.

“Welcome to war, greenhorn,” Gen replied gratingly, reading the tactical on enemy warmechs and those fighters.  “Wait, the enemy warmechs are equipped with external rifles that aren’t Torsion, so do your best to take them from the enemy.  We’ll be seeing a mix of warmechs and one man fighters defending enemy ships.  Save your missiles for when you need them, the database says we have the speed to chase down the enemy fighters and warmechs.  Primary targets are armed enemy warmechs, people, take their rifles so we have more than just missiles.”  Gen slung his Torsion rifle behind his back and reached behind his warmech’s waist, then pulled out what looked like a wide-bladed knife.  With a flick of a switch, it extended out to form a lancer’s pike.  He took hold of it with both hands and crept forward as he watched the sensor screen showing the antimatter cloud, and behind him, thousands of other warmechs did the same.  Gen was too well known and too respected for anyone, not even another squadron commander, to get in front of him.

“Now!” he barked, then he surged forward as soon as his scanners showed the last of the antimatter gas passing by.  The fleet also surged forward, the destroyers and cruisers rushing to engage the enemy even as those fucking ten ships were preparing to fire their kinetic weapons.  One of them fired just as they started forward, and he saw dozens of their cruisers and destroyers annihilated when the kinetic blast went right through their formation.  Dozens of ships…dozens, wiped out in one shot.

One shot.


“Spread out!” Gen ordered.  “Don’t give those fucking ships a reason to target us!”


Two more of those mega-blasts ravaged their faster ships as they started forward, until the remaining ships spread out the way Gen ordered his warmechs, presenting a less inviting target.  Gen calculated that the ships could fire their weapons about every measure and a half, which would theoretically give them time to close and engage before the weapon recharged.  To counter that, the enemy had staggered out their firing rotation so a ship was firing about every fifteen ticks, so a ship was ready to fire to answer a potential threat.  Behind the faster ships, the main battleships were advancing, much more slowly, getting into range so they could use their main plasma cannons.  He saw the enemy launch their warmechs and fighters, but didn’t allow them to advance to meet the threat.


That meant they had something planned.


“Raiders, listen up, circle wide around the enemy fleet and attack its rear starboard element!” he ordered, changing course.  “They’re holding their warmechs back, they’ve got something planned!  And I don’t wanna be in front of it when they show it to us!”

“Aye Commander,” Lin answered.


More squadrons followed the Raiders as they changed course, swinging very wide around the enemy fleet, and Gen saw quickly that his caution was well rewarded.  The enemy fleet surged forward in unison, accelerating to high speed, and their fleet answered by launching a barrage of missiles, tens of thousands of them.  Then, all hell broke loose within their formations.  Hundreds of ships just exploded for seemingly no reason, breaking apart, spinning out of the formations, sending gouts of intense fire and debris erupting out into space.  Gen couldn’t see what was going on, so he tuned into fleet tactical and found out they were mines.  Mines, seeded in front of the fleet, and invisible to both sensors and the naked eye!  They must have launched them while the cloud was blocking their view and advanced them up to the edge of the antimatter cloud.

No they were quite visible to the naked eye…they were right in front of his squadron!


“Mines!” he screamed, then his reflexes took over.  They were small, shockingly small, shaped like little pyramids, and painted black so they were very hard to see with the starless sky behind them.  They changed course to hit his warmech as he veered off…some kind of proximity sensor?  Instead of trying to get away from them, he instead turned into the minefield, judging that they couldn’t change course quite as fast if he closed the distance on them.  He found his instincts to be right—again—and weaved and slithered around the mines as they tried to turn into him as he move directly through the field.  Ticks later, he raced past the last of them, then looked through his rearview camera and cursed again.


Not every warmech pilot was as skilled as he was.  He watched helplessly as hundreds of explosions lit up the area, made the black-painted mines much more visible, as fellow warmech pilots died by the dozens every tick.  He saw telemetry from three of his own Raiders vanish off his HUD.  His sensors blared, then a ghostly pale shadow of light passed right past his left leg, something his sensors registered as a weapon.  It was a metal projectile fired from one of the distant ships at extremely high velocity, which would make it deadly.

They had non-missile weapons that had that kind of range?


They couldn’t circle the fleet if all their ships had that kind of weapon on them, they’d be picked off one by one!


“Change of orders, get inside the enemy formations as fast as you can!” he barked as he punched the throttle.  “Avoid the ships in the front ranks!”


“Your sensors caught that too?” Lin asked.


“It’s some kind of high velocity mass driver weapon, it’ll have unlimited range.  We can’t circle at range if we’re up against that!”


Turning towards the enemy fleet, Gen saw almost all of the other warmechs follow suit…they’d figured out what he’d figured out.  He maxed out the throttle, felt himself pressing into his cockpit brace as the acceleration maxed out the inertial dampers, and felt…vulnerable.  The Consortium, they didn’t have weapons like these.  They more or less ignored warmechs in Naval engagements, since their ships always attacked at high speed, and warmechs had trouble keeping up with them.  Warmechs were primarily used to attack Consortium installations and fixed positions, things that couldn’t run away, and in Naval engagements, warmechs were there to harry and herd Consortium ships, box them in for the line vessels to destroy.  This Confederation, they employed fighters and warmechs themselves, and what was more, they considered them enough of a threat for their ships to carry anti-warmech weaponry.  In all the orbits he’d fought the Consortium, he had never been fired upon by anything other than missiles when trying to attack a formation of their ships, and warmechs had very good anti-missile systems.  But these mass driver weapons, the slugs moved too fast for the AMS to target them and shoot them down.  And seeing those ghostly white bars slash in, knowing that if one hit him he was dead…it was a very new and very disturbing feeling.


That helpless feeling built into rage as his rearview camera bore witness to the decimation of the warmechs squadrons.  Caught out in the open, with the minefield behind them to keep them from retreating and only comparative protection was getting inside the enemy formations so they couldn’t line up a shot at them without hitting one of their own ships, he watched warmechs torn apart or explode or have gigantic pieces ripped off of them from those high-velocity slugs, hitting with such force that they went right through a Marauder’s armor like it wasn’t there.  He weaved and bobbed and shimmied as he raced towards the enemy, presenting the hardest possible target for them, but many behind him either didn’t take evasive action or it did them no good.  His rage intensified when the telemetry of another of his own Raiders vanished off his HUD, his cocky greenhorn, a pilot whose name he hadn’t really even bothered to learn.  One of those slugs went right through the cockpit, and where his head and chest would have been, there was nothing but a gaping hole filling with globules of coolant and frozen bits of blood and flesh.

Four of his own, dead.  And he wasn’t even close enough to shoot back.


His rage turned to incredulity when the missile barrage reached the enemy fleet, and it did nothing.  The ships in the front of the columns, they were suddenly surrounded by an aura of shimmering red energy, Torsion energy, and it destroyed most of the missiles fired against them, tearing them apart in the spatial flux.  That was the Torsion anti-missile system the tactical database described.  The missiles that managed to avoid that went over or under the lead ships, then veered in and slammed into ships behind them, exploding in brilliant flashes of light and energy.  But when the ships accelerated past the fire caused by the explosion, the ships struck were undamaged.  There was nothing to show for the impacts expect scorch marks on the hull.  Not a single ship was destroyed.  Not one even fell out of formation.

What the fuck?  Those were Hellstorm missiles, equipped with antimatter warheads!  Just one would blow a Consortium main battleship into pieces!


What kind of monsters were these Confederation people?


The enemy formations started to break up, the organized lines and columns breaking into squadrons and spreading out, and with that change of formation, the enemy’s fighters and warmechs were unleashed.  The incoming fire ceased as hundreds—thousands of enemy fighters accelerated towards them, but no warmechs.  “Here they come!” Gen barked.  “Stay at attack speed!  Missiles when they’re in range!”

“Do we engage, Commander?”


“Only to go through them, our primary objective is the enemy line vessels,” he answered.  “Land on their hulls and take out their gun batteries.  If their armor can stop Hellstorm missiles, our line vessels are gonna need our support.  So let’s even the scales!”


The instant the enemy fighters were in range, Gen launched a single cluster of missiles, saving the rest for taking out the gun batteries on the enemy ships.  The missiles raced ahead of them, were joined by thousands of others fired by the other warmechs, but the enemy fighters didn’t even so much as change course.  They came right at them, even sped up, and then there was a curtain of fire when the missiles started exploding across the vanguard of the enemy fighter formations.  And the fighters came right through the fiery clouds without even slowing down!  Scanners showed that very few missiles actually hit the targets, that they were destroyed just before hitting the enemy fighters.  They were destroyed by…by what?


He zoomed in.  Behind and around the enemy fighters were very small units.  Some were discs of some kind, the others were clearly small armed ships, either unmanned or with some extremely tiny pilots in them, which he rather doubted.   Drones?


Armed drones?


He could see that each fighter had its own drones, that they moved with the fighter, staying at a specific distance.  Drones…the Syndicate had experimented with drones, but they’d been more trouble than they were worth.  But this Confederation clearly hadn’t had the same issues.  Those drones had destroyed most of the incoming missiles, firing on them.  And the fighters that were struck, just like the line vessels, had not been destroyed.  They hadn’t even been slowed down.


He readied his pike as the enemy fighters approached, a cold fear spreading through his stomach.  His Raiders were overmatched.  The entire fleet was overmatched.  They were up against an enemy who was all but invulnerable to their weapons, yet were equipped with weapons that could destroy them.  Their fleet outnumbered the enemy by nearly two to one…but that wasn’t going to make a difference.

Unless the main fleet turned around and came back, they were going to lose this battle.  And even when they did, it would be too late for Gen and the Raiders. 

But Gen Lun Ba Ru was not a defeatist.  He was a soldier.  He had his honor.  He would fight with all of his skill and his passion and his cunning, until his number was up and he walked the golden path.


Lieutenant Gen Lun Ba Ru of the Syndicate Warmech Command may lose, but he would never quit.


Things were looking far better than even the command staff anticipated.


Captain Sevi Karinne—she was still getting used to that name—sat easily in the chair on the bridge of her beloved Abarax, the most dangerous bulldog in the fleet, watching the tactical feeds on holos around her chair with clinical satisfaction.  The ship had cut through the enemy vanguard like it was fluff in an inferno, and the fleet battleships, other escorting tactical battleships, and those most clever Megatron boxes were arrayed behind her ship, giving her the honor of leading them in as they approached the super-ships behind the initial lines.  The new IP armor system had stood up to the most dangerous weapon that the smaller ships could employ, those antimatter missiles, and had performed beyond expectations.  Not one ship was lost in the missile barrage, mainly because no ship was struck by more than one missile, and the IP systems of their allies could withstand a single missile strike.  The Syndicate’s targeting algorithms didn’t allow that, thinking that one missile would be all it took, and there was no doubt there was some panic on the bridges of the enemy vessels right about now.

Their panic was the CCM’s advantage.


“Primary, point defense if you please,” she said calmly as they shifted slightly to starboard and the ships broke into elements.  The Ori Ai slipped into formation behind them, three heavy cruisers and a tactical cruiser to the fleet battleship’s flanks, allowing the Abarax to deliver him to their first target.  Behind them, tactical cruisers, destroyers, and stealthed frigates formed skirmish lines to defend the boxes as they made their approaches.  Heavy cruisers, cruisers, and destroyers were in formation with the only other ships in the CCM that could destroy a super-ship, Imperium command ships and Subrian command ships, each one with a KMS tactical battleship leading it in to be both sword and shield for it.  The INS ships did it with plasma torpedoes, while the Subrians used their reflex cannons, exceptionally powerful weapons that even the KMS respected.


The Subrians were the dominant civilization in the Coalition for a reason.


“Aye Captain, point defense.  All amplifier stacks are charged and ready,” the Generation assigned to her ship, a young, very cute man named Mori, answered.  However, with Alpha Protocols in effect, he would not show his face on a hologram, and he wouldn’t be referred to by name.  He would only be called Primary, and if she had a second Generation aboard, she would be called Secondary.

“Begin long range bombardment.  Heavy plasma cannon installations have priority,” she ordered, looking to her left, to her tactical officer.  The best damn tactical officer in the KMS, Oma Lolanne, and one of the main reasons why the Abarax had the reputation it did.

“All rail batteries opening fire, Sir,” Oma answered.  Sevi watched as formations of the Syndicate’s smaller ships advanced towards them, trying to engage them before they got in range.  On the surface of their target super-ship, several small explosions heralded the rail cannons hitting their targets, going after the weapons on those ships that posed the greatest threat.  She saw several of them destroyed, and then the rail gunners started going after the hundreds and hundreds of smaller hot plasma and ion weapon batteries, ignoring the Torsion batteries.


“Here they come.  All particle beam and pulse batteries, get ready.  Navigator, keep us firmly between the super-ship and the Ori Ai,” she reminded.  “Keep the diffuser up.  Let our Primary deal with the missiles.”


 With the Abarax leading the charge, the CCM formations plowed into the opposing Syndicate ships, and within the first ten seconds, the Syndicate was rocked back on its heels.  Their missile barrage was destroyed by either Primaries or by shockwave generators, and the few missiles that avoided those systems did virtually no damage to the ships they did manage to hit, thanks to Teryon shields.

There was a reason KMS ships were leading in the super-ship killers.  Teryon hard shields could withstand a strike from an antimatter missile.


They roared through the missiles and set on the Syndicate’s smaller vessels like rabid wolves.  The plate-sided ships either exploded or were sliced to pieces in windrows as the Abarax led the formation through the defenders, all nine of the ship’s particle beams firing in a cascading sequence, leaving behind nothing but death and destruction.  The Syndicate ships tried to fight back, but their weapons were nullified by the diffusers or absorbed by shields, leaving them virtually helpless on top of being completely vulnerable.  The enemy stubbornly kept trying, almost to the point of madness, but the tactical battleships at the vanguard of the formation completely shattered any semblance of order and chain of command in the enemy fleet, leaving the survivors disorganized and vulnerable for the cruisers, destroyers, fleet battleships, and CCM command ships to mop up.  The enemy was completely broken from that initial clash, and the staggered survivors of the initial engagement were easy targets for the ships behind as the tactical battleships went right through the enemy and bulled them out of the way like a rampaging Goraga.

That was what bulldogs were designed to do.  That was what made them, in Sevi’s opinion, the most dangerous ships in the KMS.

“Shields steady, all generators still in the green.  Amplifier stacks at full power.  IP on standby.  All weapons online,” Oma called as the ship vibrated slightly as it passed through multiple antimatter explosions, caused when her Primary destroyed a salvo of missiles before they hit the ship.    The Abarax fired a plasma torpedo from its port dorsal launcher, and the brilliant ball of crushed, hyperphased plasma struck one of the larger Syndicate battleships and blew it in half  when the torpedo came in just forward of the protective plate-like wing on the side of the ship and hit the main mass of the ship almost dead amidships.  The explosion blew that large protective shield-like protrusion off the ship, which then bounced off the Abarax’s shields and careened off into deep space.  “ETA to target, thirty-two seconds.”


“Comm one, send to Ori Ai that we’re ready to begin the run.”


“Ori Ai acknowledges,” Comm One answered quickly.


“Navigator, accelerate to attack speed.  Release the escorting task force to hold the enemy ships back.  Let’s bring the Ori Ai in for the kill,” she said confidently, leaning back in her chair and crossing her legs.


The tactical battleships in the formation surged forward with the fleet battleships and CCM command ships close behind as the escorting fleet turned and continued to engage the Syndicate fleet.  An absolute curtain of missiles launched from the super-ships, no doubt held back for this, but the tactical battleships accelerated right towards them.  Torsion shockwave generators bloomed to life around the tactical battleships just before the missiles reached them, tearing them apart and detonating their antimatter warheaads, and it was in that instant that the super-ships opened fire with their Torsion batteries.  A wave of red screamed at the ships, but just before they struck the ships, the Torsion bolts were bent aside, turned away in a large enough area to protect the ships behind them as well, as the Generations aboard the tactical battleships did their jobs and protected both their ships and the ships they were escorting.  The second volley of Torsion bolts fizzled out well before they reached the ships as they switched back to diffusers, and Sevi could only smile as she imagined the faces of the captains on those ships at that moment.


Navii had been right.  The Syndicate command staff had seen KMS and CCM tactics thanks to those quantum computers, but they hadn’t filtered them down to their fleets over here.  They had not in any way believed that the Confederation could get to Andromeda, could bring the fight to them.  They hadn’t converted any of their Torsion cannons to ion cannons the way the fleet that attacked them at home had, after coming up against CCM diffusers.  They were not trying to circumvent the Generations warping space to defend their ships.  They were using the exact same tactics that Sha Ra had used in the first battles of the short war back home, and those were tactics that the CCM knew backwards and forwards and were ready to counter.  The Syndicate’s command staff had not warned their captains over here about CCM tactics, so they were at a fatal disadvantage.

The Syndicate fleet here was completely unprepared.


And that was going to be their downfall.


The Abarax brought the Ori Ai up to the target ship and veered aside, turning hard and accelerating to outrun the impending explosion, and seconds later, the Ori Ai scored its first kill in the battle.  The target ship went up like a nova when the fleet battleship’s Teryon rail cannon pierced the heart of the enemy ship, struck its reactor, and the reactor’s energy was released all at once in a cataclysmic fusion explosion.  The ship rocked and vibrated when the shockwave nearly overtook them, but the tactical battleship accelerated away from the leading edge of the shockwave and started pulling away.  The Ori Ai was right behind them, its shields visible as it fended off the energy of the explosion, and it too accelerated away from the wave front.


“Well done.  Oma, pick us another target and send it to the Ori Ai,” Sevi said in a jaunty voice.


“Yes, Sir,” Oma replied, smiling behind the transparent faceplate of her helmet.


[Four o’clock,] was the only warning that Iyoi received.  She banked her fighter as Tikaiya shifted the drones under her control, one of them turning and laying down fire on the enemy mecha that was chasing them.  The enemy mecha, the size of a Titan and larger than her fighter, was torn in half by the pulse fire, the large polearm it was trying to use against them spinning off towards the planet, where it would meet a fiery death as it burned up in the atmosphere.

The Ghost Squadron was against teamed up with the War Talons, the most elite fighter squadron in the Alliance, and the 90 fighters were absolutely tearing the shit out of the enemy’s mecha units.  The 40 Wolf and 50 new Star Talon Alliance fighters weaved and danced between the line vessels, both friend and foe, as the warmechs and fighters squared off in the void between them.  The fighters and mecha often had to avoid weapons fire from the fleet ships as they unloaded on each other, but that just made the fight more interesting in Iyoi’s opinion.  She banked right into a firing position on an enemy mecha, and barely registered the kill as it vanished in a fiery ball as her pulse cannons raked right across its central mass.

[Two on your seven,] Iyoi warned her War Talon wingman, Technical Sergeant Kilravi, one of the Shurai she’d met when they went into the nebula after the Consortium.


[Scissor.]


[Port,] she answered, and the two fighters veered away from each other, then turned back to cross each other’s path.  The two mecha chasing her wingman split up so each of them chased one fighter, but one of them jerked and spun away when the Shurai rotated his fighter and brought his guns to bear, pounding it with rail cannon fire.  Like Wolves, the new Star Talon fighters had omnidirectional engines, easily able of flying at full speed in one direction while the ship rotated on all three axes to fire.


These Syndicate mecha didn’t seem to think that the fighter pilots knew how to fight in zero-G vector-based combat.  They seemed to think that just getting behind a fighter was all they had to do to chase it down and try to whack it with one of their pikes, or swords, at least after it used up all its missiles.  Since the Wolf and Star Talon fighters were equipped with diffusers, it nullified the Torsion rifles the enemy mecha were carrying.  And since they knew what the enemy was doing, it made it fairly easy to counter them.

The mecha chasing Iyoi vanished in a blaze of hellfire when it was struck by a heavy pulse blast from the destroyer Maira as they passed under its belly, then the fighter weaved around a shifting white bar of a particle beam as it sliced a Syndicate cruiser apart as Iyoi came up to the ship’s bow.


[Mecha cleared from the CAP area,] Iyoi called over STG.  [Let’s put some holes in some of those Syndicate line vessels.]


[All Ghost and War Talon fighters rendezvous on my beacon,] Captain Taggart called.


[Sounds like we’re gonna go do something fun,] Tikaiya said impishly from the upper cockpit as Iyoi and her wingman changed course, heading for the boss’ fighter.


[Hopefully it will be better than CAP.  I almost feel insulted being put on CAP,] the Shurai snorted, which made Iyoi laugh in agreement.


[No argument from me, Kilravi,] Iyoi added.


The 90 fighters quickly gathered, almost unconsciously assembling into four unit formations as the commanders of the Ghost Squadron and the War Talons flew at the lead with their wingwomen.  The two fighter squadrons had some rivalry, since they were the best of their respective militaries, but that rivalry was a friendly one.  Over the years since the Battle of Karis and the crushing of the Consortium, the two squadrons had done so many joint exercises that they knew each other personally, and a lot of friendships had formed between the Karinnes and the Shurai.  Iyoi had attended Kilravi’s lifemating ceremony on Shurania last year.  [The main fleet from the gas giant is about to get here,] Captain Taggart called over STG.  [We’re leading in the fast attackers to greet them.  Sweep out enemy mecha and cover the gunboats while they launch their torpedoes.]  Behind them, quite a few formations of corvettes, gunboats, and other fighters from several different empires were assembling, organizing into squadrons, with the corvettes and fighters arrayed around gunboat formations.  Those gunboats weren’t carrying missiles, they were carrying torpedoes, and they were strong enough to knock out just about anything but one of those fucking moon ships.  Those torpedoes hit with the power of a plasma torpedo—they more or less were plasma torpedoes, just enclosed in a shell rather than fired from a launcher as pure plasma—one of the new additions to the KMS arsenal.  Those torpedoes turned a gunboat into something that could destroy a ship a thousand times its size.  KMS destroyers and cruisers formed up behind them with heavy cruisers backing up their lines, and then other CCM ships joined the formation, until a battle line had been formed that would meet the incoming Syndicate reinforcements head on.  A line of KMS heavy cruisers slipped up in front of them and took positions in front of each major formation of fast attackers, which would shield them from the inevitable missile barrage with its shockwave generator.  That put the fighter formations between two layers of line vessels.

[Go!] the boss ordered when the cruiser shielding them accelerated, and the Ghost Squadron and War Talons accelerated to attack speed, the ships behind them surging forward to catch up.  The smaller ships in the enemy fleet accelerated as well, leaving the moon ships behind, no doubt to keep the attackers at range so their big ships could use their heavy plasma cannons.  Too bad for them that the frigates were already on their way over there to blow up those gun batteries.

[Shields full front, IP to full power,  Wing 3 and Wing 4 descend to get line of sight and activate your AMS,] Taggart ordered, and Iyoi dipped down under the keel of the cruiser and activated her Anti-Missile System, another new toy invented by 3D and put into service.  Two drones launched from under the wings, each one carrying a gatling rail autocannon firing small arms rail slugs that would target and shoot down incoming missiles.  Behind them, the line vessels had already opened fire with their rail cannons, the shots sliding expertly between the fast attack craft thanks to Friend or Foe protocols preventing the ships from firing on a vector occupied by a friendly unit, which allowed the fighters to fly confidently through a withering hail of rail fire coming from behind.  Ghostly white trails of energy from the non-KMS vessels lanced all around her fighter as they missed it, sometimes just by shakra, and then slammed into the distant enemy.  Not a single fast attack craft, drone, or spinner was hit by the rail barrage, which knocked dozens of enemy ships out of their formations, and caused dozens more to explode outright.  [Get ready to surf the wave,] Taggart called when the enemy ships launched a salvo of missiles, thousands of them popping up on her tactical.  The fighter’s computer quickly identified every missile in her firing vector and prioritized them by distance and velocity, and then the two drones opened fire.  Brilliant explosions flared between the two advancing fleets as missiles were struck by small arms rail slugs, a constant stream of small titanium-coated iron slugs blazing across the void, moving at relativistic speed, hitting the missiles and destroying them.

Syndicate missiles didn’t have active evasion systems.  They didn’t try to avoid incoming fire, flying on a straight and predictable course.  And that made them easy targets.


The heavy cruisers activated their shockwave generators when the missiles reached them, and Iyoi had the feeling that she was flying through that antimatter cloud as they passed through a cloud of fire and energy as the missile warheads exploded.  As soon as they cleared the explosions, the boss barked a single order, [Attack speed!], and the fighters and fast attack craft swung around the heavy cruisers and raced forward.  The front line of enemy ships were being pounded by rail slugs, several of them clearly being knocked out as they lost power or huge gouts of flame erupted from their hulls when a slug hit something important.  A wave of enemy mecha came out from behind their line vessels and accelerated to meet them, but many of them bloomed into fiery death blossoms when they were hit by incoming rail fire from both the fighters and the line vessels behind them.  Iyoi shot down four enemy mecha as their lines approached one another, like two old fashioned ground armies charging across an open field, and then they met in the middle.

It was instant chaos, but chaos was the Ghost Squadron and War Talon’s friend and ally.  Iyoi spun away from the blade of a pike and blew up three more enemy mecha behind it, clearing a path for her and her gunboat, while Kilravi shot down five mecha, clearing a lane through the enemy through which they and their gunboat and corvette punched, clearing the wave and having nothing between them and the enemy line vessels but empty space.  The fighters behind them engaged the enemy mecha to keep them from turning around and chasing them down, and that gave them all the time they needed.  [Target acquired.  Torpedo away!] the gunboat wizzo barked over STG, and its belly munitions door opened and a single large torpedo dropped down, then raced ahead on its grav engines.  Their formation banked to the side as the torpedo lanced in through enemy defensive fire, as they tried to shoot it down, and then it struck one of the lead enemy battleships, one of their bigger ones.  The entire bow of the ship just vanished in a cataclysmic hellstorm of crushed metaphased plasma, and then the plasma detonated, blowing nearly half the ship completely away.  The stern section of the ship spun away violently, both its shield-like wings tearing free of the hull, debris, fire, atmosphere, and bodies venting from the exploded decks of the dead ship.


[Impressive,] Kilravi noted in his usual understated style as they banked towards the enemy lines.  Iyoi almost absently strafed one of their destroyers, white bundles of pulse energy peppering the hull and leaving behind twin lines of explosions.  She spun away from a Torsion bolt fired from the destroyer beside it, which nearly hit her targeted ship, and then the heavy guns on the corvette opened up on their target.  A giant hole erupted from the hull of the ship, just forward of its protective wing, when the main pulse cannon on the corvette unloaded on it.  The gunboat stayed with them, staying in formation, and it fired its forward missile packs at the same ship, which slammed into the hole blown into the ship by the corvette.  The combined firepower of the four fast attack craft doomed the ship, causing its lights to flicker and suddenly veer to port, then it rammed the ship beside it in its formation.

That was their job in this fight, take out the little ships so their line vessels could focus on the big ones.


Things got completely nuts when the CCM ships reached the line, and the formations dissolved into a complete brawl as the two navies slugged it out toe to toe.  Iyoi and Kilravi weaved and danced and slipped through the fire being exchanged by the line vessels, and even she could see quickly that things were going their way.  The Syndicate ships were being knocked out left and right in quick succession, while the CCM ships were taking the incoming fire, even taking the missiles, and kept coming.  The CCM was losing only one line vessel for every ten the destroyed, as the other empires that didn’t have carapace armor took too much concentrated fire and it brought down their shields and IP, but even when a friendly ship was knocked out, it wasn’t completely destroyed.  CCM ships drifted with the destroyed Syndicate ships, their power out and large holes in their hulls, but they were salvageable…and she’d bet that some of them may get back into the fight if the crews inside could get some damage control done.


There was a searing light, and Iyoi glanced at her spinner feed and saw that those 3D toys had finally joined the fray.  Dozens and dozens of incandescent beams of concentrated solar radiation, the temperatures of those beams reaching the millions of shuki, blasted into the second echelon of the enemy fleet, the super-ships, as they advanced to get into range to use their big plasma cannons.  The laser-like beams vaporized anything they hit, causing the beams to blast deep, deep inside the enemy ships as they vaporized the armor and bulkheads and decks of the ships, as well as everything else, from equipment to bodies.  And since the ships were moving and the beams were not, it caused the beams to rake across the surface of the moon ships like some titanic being slicing into them with a cauterizing scalpel, causing almost unimaginable collateral damage.  Every ship struck by a collector beam stopped accelerating, was pushed off its vector by the beam, and it did not correct.

Leave it to those devious 3D bastards to invent something that could take out a super-ship with one shot.


The gunboat wasn’t done.  It fired a second torpedo as they swung around one of the largest of the enemy’s battleships, which was nearly the size of the Tianne, the torpedo skimming its hull as it passed by and then veered as its true target tried to evade, the destroyer turning away from its path.  The torpedo hit it dead in the stern, and the entire ship shattered and exploded, sending fiery debris spinning away in every direction.  It then fired a third as they turned to charge down an enemy cruiser, coming right at its bow, and the torpedo struck it right at the very tip of its bow and all but disintegrated the front third of the ship.  Iyoi spun away from another enemy mecha as it tried to impale her fighter with a spear, which was blown in half as they passed under it when Tikaiya nailed it with a drone.


[Any luck with the crews?] Iyoi asked her.


[Not yet.  They’ve got some decent mindstrikers,] she answered.  [I’ve broken a few of the crewmen, but the defenders knock them out before I can get them to do anything.  I’ve had to fend off a few attempts against me as well.]

[Good luck with that,] Iyoi snorted.  Tikaiya was a damn good mindstriker.  She had to be to be a wizzo in the Ghost Squadron, the boss didn’t take anyone that couldn’t hack it.

[Gunboats are returning to rearm.  All fighters stay in and press,] Taggart ordered as the gunboat and corvette veered away and accelerated back towards the distant KMS command ships, which were still firing their GRAF cannons in a cascading sequence as they pressed the attack against the fleet in orbit around the moon.  The enemy super-ships coming at them suddenly changed direction, retreating back towards the gas giant…trying to break the line of sight of the collectors, Iyoi realized.  They knew they had no defense against them, and they were sitting ducks where they were, to use a Terran expression.  Explosions erupted on the surface of dozens of them when the frigates arrived and then revealed themselves, taking out their heavy plasma cannon installations on the hulls.  And that caused the enemy exomechs to suddenly turn and flee, as they recalled their mecha to stop the frigates.  [Let the mecha go, stay on the line vessels,] the boss ordered  Iyoi veered away as a CCM ship, a Haumda destroyer, yanked to the side with a gaping hole in its port bow venting fire out into space, and she glanced two Haumda crewman blown out through the fire.  Both were in armor, and they both started moving almost immediately.  Their armor had saved them from frying in the fire or dying to the vacuum, making their way back to the ship on their armor’s grav pods as it slowly spun out of the fight.

But still, if it wasn’t for IP, that hole in the bow would be more like the entire bow of the ship gone.


The IP worked for her as well. The fighter rocked violently when it was struck by an anti-mecha missile fired from a destroyer, the explosion bringing down the shields.  But the IP kicked in a fraction of a second after the shields came down, and the IP absorbed the energy of the blast, saving her fighter from a very bad day.  [That was close!] Tikaiya blurted.  [IP is still up, but we can’t take another hit like that!  Stay alert while the matrix recharges!]


[Shields are on cycle reset,] Iyoi announced.  [The generators are still good.  We’ll have shields back in about ten seconds.  All systems are still up.]


[Thank Trelle, Demir, and Aris for IP!] Tikaiya proclaimed, and at that moment, Iyoi could not agree more.


[Pull back while your armor recharges, Iyoi,] Kilravi ordered, nosing up to take the lead.  She fell in behind him without answering, taking the wing slot, which would give her a little more protection while her defenses reset.  Until they did, she was vulnerable.


[It was your turn to take lead anyway,] she joked a little as she turned with him, lining up to attack the destroyer that fired the missile.


It was going better than they expected.

Jason watched the telemetry feeds from two different battles, one at the moon and one at the gas giant, and saw that not only had they caught the Syndicate with their pants down, they were completely unprepared for this battle.  The CCM had overwhelmed the fleet at the moon and was mopping up the last of the super-ships, all orbital defense platforms had been destroyed, and corvettes and INS destroyers were sitting in low orbit, starting to bombard the military ground positions, softening up the defenses for the ground attack.  The battle over at the gas giant was a complete scrum at this point, all organized formations had broken down into a chaotic melee as the two fleets intermixed and fired at each other almost dogfighting style, but most of the enemy’s smaller ships had been destroyed.  The super-ships had pulled into the shadow of the gas giant to break line of sight with the collectors, but they’d done their job in spades.  The stellar collectors disabled or destroyed 337 super-ships before the enemy fleet managed to get away from them, and that was a pretty sizable chunk of their fleet.


Seriously.  Those collectors might be one of the best things 3D had ever invented.  Because of the collectors, the bulk of the enemy fleet was pinned down at the gas giant, and that gave the CCM time to destroy them without them threatening the second phase of the operation.


And the IP armor was making a difference.  Ships that would have been obliterated were instead only taking light to moderate damage, and quite a few ships that had been temporarily knocked out of the battle had been repaired enough to either get them out of the warzone or get back into the fight.  The IP was outright stopping or vastly reducing a ton of incoming fire, drastically increasing the survivability of CCM vessels.

And thus far, not a single KMS ship had been knocked out of the fight.  Their IP was based on carapace armor, and they were all but fucking invulnerable to just about everything except the main plasma cannons on the super-ships.  And their frigates were ensuring that the enemy wasn’t getting the chance to bring those weapons into play.  They had damage on 47 ships, mainly the fleet battleships and tactical battleships that spearheaded the assault on the super-ships at the moon, but no damage severe enough to take a ship out of action.


And the boxes were working.  The enemy had figured out that the boxes were just as dangerous as the fleet battleships, and they were assaulting them with everything they had whenever one landed on the hull of a super-ship.  But the box was holding them off thanks to its diffuser and IP armor combo, allowing the mecha and Rockers inside it to set the Megatron unit under the hull, hiding it under the ship’s armor like a land mine, and then the box retreated in time to get to safe distance before the Megatron fired.  Megatron units were responsible for more super-ship kills than both fleet battleships and GRAF cannons, because it wasn’t just one attacking a super-ship.  Boxes swarmed the targets in droves, dozens of boxes landing on every ship, and that spread out the enemy defenders and gave the boxes time to set the device and bug out before the box could be destroyed.  The casualty rate on the boxes was more than acceptable compared to how much damage they were doing to the enemy.

He watched as the final super-ship at the moon was destroyed, and outside of some enemy mecha that were flying around, almost in a daze, the space around the moon was at least temporarily secured.  Clouds of battle debris were around the moon, in high orbit, and the CCM was recovering ships that were knocked out of the battle, towing them back to where the ten KMS command ships were sitting, along with the bulk of the ground invasion forces.  Whales and troop transports were arrayed behind the ten guardian angels, along with nearly a hundred line vessels that would escort them in.


[Phase two is a go.  Phase two is a go,] Jason heard over command tactical, the order coming from Lorna herself.


[Buckle up, ladies, we’ve got a go,] Jason warned over company STG, making sure his Titan was anchored down.  Any minute, the Whale would start its run on the moon.


[You heard K1.  Everyone make sure you’re secured!] Tara called.  [Exo, get us ready to head out!]

Back on Karis, Jason took a deep, cleansing breath, then settled fully back into his merge, making sure he was fully dialed in, that he was completely ready for this.  In just a few minutes, Lorna was going to give the order and the ground invasion was going to begin.  In just a few minutes, Jason would be doing his part, fulfilling his promise to Aria and to himself, to free the Dreamers from their enslavement.  In just a few minutes, Jason Karinne was going to be fighting to save his kin, his people, and he’d be doing it from the front lines, not sitting in Cybi’s core chamber.  He’d be doing it from the cockpit of a Titan, standing on the front lines and making a difference where he felt he mattered most…standing shoulder to shoulder with his girls and fighting to protect what was good in the world.

He was ready.


[Phase two begin,] Palla’s voice called over the tactical biogenic network.  [All ships deploy.]

This was it.  He felt no dread, no fear, no worry…only a terrible resolve.


This was it. 
