Chapter 5

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Kaira, 36 Suraa, year 1330 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar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 V2C-01-3E, Andromeda

The Grand Duke Jason Augustus Fox Shaddale Karinne shifted the feet of his Titan within the anchors in his assigned bay as the ship lurched forward, the burst of acceleration overcoming the inertial dampers as the ship began to move.  The go signal had just been given, and the Whales and troop transports were starting towards the moon.  The transports behind them represented every single member of the Confederation that had devoted assets to this operation, from hulking Druvom to diminutive Makati and Beryans, from lithe and sleek Sha’i-ree and Faey to wide and stout Haumda and Ubutu, from the fierce Verutans to the soft and pudgy Udra, and their equipment ran from Skaa hovertanks to Sha’i-ree speeders to Subrian heavy mecha to Faey Knight exomechs to KMS Titans.  On the large troop transports behind them, infantry and armor were quickly loading into jumpers and dropships, preparing for the landing operation, while the 247 Whales in the formation carrying virtually every Titan in the inventory led the procession of ground attack units, who were themselves being escorted in by CCM line vessels and dozens and dozens of fighter and fast attack craft formations.

The Syndicate probably knew they were coming by now, but there wasn’t much they could do to prevent the  jumpers from reaching the ground.  The CCM had decimated most of their ground to space defensive batteries already, knocking out ground batteries and missile launcher platforms, and a complement of INS frigates and light cruisers were sitting in low orbit, pounding the military installations with hot plasma cannons.  They were softening up the ground defenses for the infantry, and that kind of tactic was a blaring bullhorn in any military commander’s ears that a surface attack was imminent.


This was it.  His countdown clock showed they’d be in position at the moon for launch in 237 seconds.  In less than five minutes, he’d be in the atmosphere, executing a controlled descent down to their chosen landing site, a wide open field surrounded by low hills on three sides about 17 kathra from the lone Benga city on the planet.  That was the optimal distance, just outside the range of the enemy’s walker mechas’ heavy guns if they were in the city, allowing them enough distance to set up formidable defenses but close enough for them to reach the edges of the city in six minutes once they deployed.


[You ready, lover?] Symone called over dedicated commune, contacting him directly.  She was aboard the Whale Okari’s Gambit, almost dead in the middle of the Whale formations where the Tempest was the fourth Whale in the lead formation, one of the first Whales going in.  The Okari’s Gambit  was her Whale, because she was no longer an instructor or a  squad commander.  She was a company commander, leading the newly formed 1032nd Army Exomech Company.  She’d named her company the Renegades, and so far, she’d done a pretty good job choosing her riggers and establishing her command style.  She’d kept her entire squad after they rated on Titans and selected 30 new riggers to incorporate into her company, riggers that would perform best under her rather unique command style.  The Renegades were filled with some of the misfits in the Army, a collection of highly skilled riggers that had various discipline or behavioral problems.  In other words…Symone’s kind of rigger, wild and untamed.

[Keep your mind on the job, baby,] he answered.


[Don’t I always?]


[Do you really want me to answer that question?]

There was pure mirth returned to him.  [Probably not,] she answered impishly.  [And thanks for not having them stick me in rear support.]


[You’re too good of a rigger to stick on a rear base and put on guard duty,] he answered honestly.  [You proved you’re front line material to me.  Now prove it to everyone else.]

[Awww,] she returned lovingly.


She blew him a mental kiss and broke the connection when her job got her attention, and that let Jason get back to business.  He watched the moon approach on his forward view, given the Storm Riders were getting telemetry feeds from the Tempest, then saw the shadow fall over them when the Tianne settled into a position directly over the advancing invasion force, escorting them in.  And there probably wasn’t a rigger or infantry grunt in the fleet that suddenly didn’t feel a whole lot safer with that bringing them in.  The eight command ships were ahead of them, in specific orbits that allowed them to have coverage of the entire moon, and the Kinai was sitting well back, keeping line of sight on the last few Syndicate vessels that were trapped at the gas giant.  But seconds later, it was clear that the Kinai wasn’t just sitting there, when an incandescent white bar blasted from the bow as it fired its GRAF cannon, and the shot rampaged towards the gas giant at just slightly slower than the speed of light.


He had time to take stock of the Naval situation.  There were only 36 enemy ships still active—35 now—and they were pinned in at the gas giant by the stellar collectors and the CCM.  Boxes and fleet battleships were taking them out while the rest of the fleet formed a blockade to prevent any smaller ships from getting past them and to the moon.  The enemy military installations on the other moons and planets in the system were all under attack, so they were tied up and unable to assist the forces on the Dreamer homeworld.  The main bulk of the enemy fleet had dropped out of hyperspace at the nearest Syndicate populated system, about 47 light years away, and looked ready to turn around and come back, but they had detected the interdictor and the fleet’s command was mulling that one over.  The interdictor had shifted into logarithmic mode 11 minutes ago, and every second they debated was extra days in hyperspace for the fleet.  As it stood, it was about a 7 week trip back to the system if they jumped right now, and that figure grew with every passing second.


[Reserves on the line!] Tara boomed, bringing Jason back to the here and now.  He unlocked the anchors holding down his Titan and stepped out of his bay, then started down the center line.  Ground techs swarmed around his mecha using their armor grav pods, giving him and the other reserves a final quick visual inspection, and one landed on the left shoulder of his mecha and knelt down.  [Showing a maintenance door out of alignment by a few microns,] he reported, his arms moving quickly and deftly.  [Got it.  You’re good to go, K1.  Give ‘em hell.]

[Will do, Mark,] he answered as he stopped behind Tara’s rig and turned to face it.  She’d unlocked herself from her anchors and was slinging her gatling disruptor behind her back.  By regs, a mecha did the first stage of a controlled descent with its hands empty if at all possible, because friction heating might affect the weapon.


[83 seconds!] Tara warned as the last of the reserves reached their points.  [Open launch doors!]  In front of them, the launch door for Tara’s bay opened, showing a starlit sky and a whole lot of debris from the battle.  The ship rocked a bit when it hit a larger piece of that debris, and it became visible from the door, spinning away from the Whale.  It was a piece of a Syndicate destroyer’s protective shield wing, Jason saw, sliced off by a particle beam.


[Ready up here, Jayce.  I’m locked in and ready for descent,] Kei reported over intercom.


[Don’t throw up, or you’re cleaning my cockpit,] he answered, which made her laugh.


[Diffusers up the instant we clear the ionosphere,] Tara ordered.  [No ECDs til we hit the ground.  One spinner up only when we do hit the ground.  All spinner telemetry set to local A.  Heavy guns add tactical C to your monitored bands.]   Jason included tactical channel C to his comm, since he was carrying a shoulder-mounted heavy pulse cannon.  That qualified as a heavy gun, and he might be called on by the commander leading them from the corvette above the battlefield to fire on a fixed fortified position.  There were going to be four of them, three Colonels that would be managing a block of territory and a General, who would have overall command of the entire invasion.

The commanding corvette pulled up close to them, visible out Tara’s door, and Jason had to chuckle.  It was Jax in the Ranger!  That made him feel a whole lot better, Jax was one of their best.  The fact that she was a General now was a good indication of that. She was the General in command of the invasion.

[I see you in there, K1,] she communed directly.


[Good to see you, Jax.  And glad they put you in command of the theatre.]


[You’re under my command now,] she warned impishly.

[Don’t let that diamond go to your head, woman.  I can put bars back on your epaulets,] he warned, which made her laugh in reply.

[You carrying a heavy?]


[Yup, and ready if you need it.]


[Don’t miss.]


[Do I ever?]

The Whale shuddered again as they crossed the Lorva Threshold in the moon’s gravity field, the intersection of the deeper part of the moon’s well with the gas giant’s well.  That told him that they were very close to orbital insertion, where the Whale would pull into a synchronous orbit over a determined position to launch its Titans so they’d have an optimal vector to reach their landing zone.  He reached overhead and took hold of the railing as the Whale vibrated, then Tara turned to face her door.  [C Squad, D Squad, up!] she ordered.  On the deck below, the Titans did as she just did, set themselves to launch.  [A Squad, B Squad, up!]  The Titans in their bay did the same.  All of them were watching the launch indicator over each door, and Jason felt a slight shiver of anticipation roll through him…as well as an entirely understandable flutter of trepidation and fear.  While his life wasn’t at risk here, Kei’s life most definitely was, and he was responsible for getting her home alive.


The indicator turned green.  That was it.


[All squads launch!] Tara commanded, even as she lurched for the door.


Jason followed her out, moving from the artificial gravity of the Whale out into weightless space, then he quickly and efficiently fell into his place in the formation, on the outside right of the first element, holding Squad A and the three reserves attached to it.  A fighter fell into position beside him, one of the Lancers from the carrier Alvari, and the command corvette Ranger took up a position directly behind his element, between Squad A and Squad B.  The KBB, Banshees, and Red Warriors were in front of them, leading them in, and the Ghost Squadron and War Talons were flanking them, forming the point of the spear.


And on his rear cameras, he saw thousands of mecha, mech jumpers, and infantry jumpers launch from the troop transports.  The first wave was launched, numbering nearly 100,000 infantry and 30,000 mecha and tanks, which would secure their landing zone and engage the enemy, pushing back any counterattack to give the waves behind them a secure and safe staging area.  The Titans, Subrian heavy mechs, Skaa hovertanks, and support fast attack craft would be the first units to attack the city, holding the enemy in place and forcing them to defend the city to give the others room and time to get down and get deployed.


But the units that would be on the front lines pushing into the city would be the Titans.


His mecha shuddered and rocked as they entered the atmosphere, slowing down to prevent excessive friction heating as the hull ionized.  [IP up,] Tara ordered, and the ionization was absorbed by the IP matrix once it came online.  Jason held formation as they descended down through the upper ionosphere of the moon, and as soon as they cleared it and reached the troposphere, he activated his diffuser.

And just in time.  Several Torsion bolts from batteries the ground attackers had missed lashed up at them as they came into their range, but the diffusers made them completely harmless.  The bolts that were on target fizzled out well before reaching the mecha and fast attack craft.  Two missiles also came up, very small ones looking to have been fired from an infantry anti-mecha weapon, but one of the Lancers answered that with a barrage of rail fire from an AMS drone, destroying them a good 4,000 shakra below.  Two Lancers broke formation and dove towards the ground at high speed, no doubt dispatched to attack the position firing those missiles before they sent up any more.


[A little more exciting than the practice runs,] Kei mused dryly.


[It woulda been way more exciting if the fighters hadn’t taken out the fixed missile batteries and heavy ground batteries,] he answered.


It got way more exciting as they came in over the coast of the continent, lining up with the isthmus that connected the southern continent with the Benga city.  A whole lot more fire came up at them once they were over a large expanse of dry land, to the point where several squadrons of fighters dove out of the formations behind them to take out batteries and mobile positions that the first wave had missed.  Jason watched as a missile hit a Skaa troop jumper, the boxy ship rocking violently, but it recovered and returned to its place in the formation.  The jumper’s IP armor had taken the hit, and while there was a hole in the side of the transport from the antimatter explosion, it hadn’t completely destroyed the jumper.  The troops inside had survived, thanks to the IP systems in their personal armor.


He was so going to fucking kiss RDX on the mouth when he got back to Karis.  That beautiful Ruu had already God knows how many lives with her work on the IP system.


[Get those batteries cleared!] Jax ordered over theatre tactical.  [The jumpers are taking fire!]

Several more missiles came up and found their targets, and their luck didn’t hold out.  A Haumda jumper spun out of the formation after a missile strike, the troops inside bailing out using the grav pods in their armor, and an Alliance jumper disintegrated into fiery fragments, several dozen armored bodies tumbling out of the fireball.  He watched several jumpers get knocked out, including a Subrian mech jumper, frantically launching its mecha before the jumper hit the ground.  Heavy battery Torsion bolts followed them up, bolts too strong for the diffusers in the jumpers and the mecha to repel, and they did damage.  He watched with sudden anger when a Titan from the 249th was hit, tearing its left arm off and causing it to plunge towards the ground, fire, sparks, and metaphased plasma spewing from the massive mechanical wound.  He saw the mindstriker eject from the upper cockpit, angling down towards the ground on an exopack.

[Get down, get down, get down!] Jax ordered quickly.  That caused everyone to change their descent vector, descending much more steeply so they weren’t such easy targets, and he saw even more fighters and a squad of Juggernauts and Knights launch from mech jumpers and descend, no doubt to find that heavy gun battery and destroy it.

That was a stark indication to Jason that the ground phase of this operation wasn’t going to be anywhere near as easy as the Naval phase had been.


The missiles and heavy Torsion bolts coming up at them trailed off as they neared the ground, losing their firing angles, as they leveled out to glide at low altitude towards their landing zone, and Jason prepared for landing as they came over a low hill and the landing zone came into view. The sun was to his right, just rising, and his HUD display in his field of vision was indicating the landing zone, a wide field with farmland to the west and south and low, gentle forested hills surrounding the flat area on three sides.  The towers of the Benga city rose almost dead ahead in his forward view.  Tactical highlighted out 37 different positions in the foothills around the plateau where enemy troops were located, including a group of 48 enemy mecha approaching their landing zone at high speed, coming in from the city.  It was a scouting party, no doubt, to get a visual on the enemy forces since Kimdori SCM was messing with their sensors.

With a bit of a jar, Jason’s mecha hit the ground, and the instant it did, he launched a single spinner and both pulled his disruptor over his shoulder and deployed the Predator drones.  They unfolded from carry configuration and landed on the ground beside him, and the carry frame folded into standby, the spars that had been holding the drones in position raising and extending out almost like the bones of a pair of wings.  The flight pods and his heavy plasma cannon prevented them from folding down against the back of the mecha.  [Secure the landing zone!] Tara barked as the elite exomech units surged ahead.  The KBB, Banshees, and Red Warriors would wipe out that advance party of enemy mecha, then go on to attack the city, causing the kind of sweet chaos that only riggers like them could manage.  They spread into a defensive circle as more Titans landed in the zone, and more, and then the modular armor sections of the forward command post started to land in their designated places.  Combat engineers annealed them together as they landed, quickly forming a very large armored bailey, large enough to hold some 50,000 troops, mecha, and the supplies they’d need to invade the moon.  The heavy hard shield and diffuser units arrived, anchored to the ground, and then activated, forming a powerful defensive position, and then the Com-Con and the fixed heavy gun emplacements landed in the rear center of the command post and anchored to ground.  It was in that bailey that the infantry and mech jumpers began to land moments later, as well as landing all around the outside of the fixed position, deploying both the infantry that would form the first wave that would attack the Benga city and the reserve units that would defend the command post so the subsequent waves would have a safe landing zone.

[Clear those jumpers, move move move!] an infantry officer barked as a Skaa jumper landed.  [Get those jumpers cleared so the next ones can land and unload! ]  Jason and the rest of the Storm Riders cleared the bailey, bouncing over the wall and landing forward of the troops deploying from jumpers, each of which protected by a mobile hard shield since they were outside the wall.  They were waiting for the official declaration that the landing zone was secured, and then they’d deploy forward behind the elite units, coming up behind them and reinforcing them as they attacked the Benga city.  Symone and the Renegades joined them, Symone’s rig standing right beside his, holding a gatling disruptor and with two missile packs on her shoulder mounts.  [You and that heavy pulse cannon,] she teased over rig to rig.


[We all have our favorite toys,] he answered lightly.  A line of Skaa hovertanks lined up to the far side of Symone’s company, and a company of Subrian heavy mecha formed up directly behind them.  Subrian Brawler mecha were larger than most standard CCM mecha, heavily armed and armored, and exceptionally nasty.  Given they were Subrian, they were also exceptionally well engineered and masterfully built, making them very rugged and durable.

[Landing zone secured, advance companies deploy!] Jax barked, and Jason turned and activated his glide drives along with hundreds of other Titans, Predator and Hound drones, Subrian heavy mecha, and Skaa hovertanks as they chased after the elite Titan companies.  They passed the smoking wreckage of dozens of enemy mecha as they moved up the flat, wide valley leading to the Benga city, and in the distance, his cameras picked up quite a few explosions and flashes of light.  The others were already there, engaging the enemy in the vanguard and causing chaos to allow the rest of them to enter the city with much less resistance.


He felt his heart speed up a little bit as they reached the edge of the city, as several Torsion bolts lanced in from the upper windows of the nearest multistory building, which were nullified by the diffusers in the rigs.  He saw a rigger from the 302nd raise her rail cannon and fire on that position, blowing a giant hole out of the side of the window and no doubt killing whoever just fired at them.


This was it.  They were engaging the enemy, and the battle for them had begun in earnest.


[Contact, multiple forward!] Tara barked, bringing her disruptor into firing position.  [Cover four, objective unchanged!  Take them out, girls and boys!] she commanded as she slid to a stop for a stable base and unloaded with her disruptor.  Multiple bluish-white lances of energy blazed away from the rotating barrel of her weapon, and they strafed cross the floors of the 30 story building directly in front of them.  Explosions of glass and stone and metal blasted out from the façade as she walked the fire across the building, aiming at three different enemy positions detected by their sensors.  Several missiles screamed in from other buildings, the smaller shoulder-launched ones, but that didn’t make them any less dangerous.  Jason landed and ran forward with the others, getting between the buildings for the cover and concealment they would provide.  He raised his own disruptor and raked fire across the tenth floor of the building across from them when his spinner reported six Benga within with high-energy objects, weapons of some kind, and noted with clinical detachment that their life signs vanished off his scope, neutralizing the threat.

Explosions erupted all around their position and Torsion fire rained down from the upper windows as the line of Titans engaged the defenders in a wide front, and they slowly started pushing in.  Large chunks of building were blasted away when the hovertanks and Subrian heavy mecha joined the fight, using their heavy guns to pound giant holes in the city and take out defenders by virtue of destroying everything around them along with them.  The streets at the edge of the city were quickly choked with burning debris and thick dust and smoke, turning the cityscape into a haunting visage of dark, toxic fog through which darting shadows moved as mecha and tanks moved from position to position, tracking down and engaging defenders.


In two by two elements, Jason and the other Titans advanced into the city, two units providing cover while the other two advanced, moving from building to building as their spinners searched for enemy positions in the buildings.  They also began to encounter infantry on the streets, Benga wearing combat armor holding covered positions at street corners and within hastily thrown-together covered positions, piling vehicles up to form blinds to hide them from optics. However, the first enemy to try that learned the hard way that their opponents didn’t rely on visuals to aim, using the telemetry feeding in from their spinners to locate enemies out of sight and fire on them.  After a few hundred Benga infantry were killed while hiding behind vehicles or around corners, they started changing their tactics, going after the spinners.  The Titans countered that by deploying their Rover and Spot drones, so they were getting sensor data from both overhead and from ground level, all of it shared among every CCM unit in the fight so everyone knew where to shoot.


There was another battle raging in the city, one that was invisible.  The Imperial Marine mindstrikers deployed with the Titans were going after the Benga infantry, and it was everything that Lorna expected.  Given the enemy soldiers were stationed on a moon with a population that was fully telepathic, every single one of them were telepaths, and they were very well trained.  The Marine mindstrikers riding with the Titans were encountering heavy telepathic resistance as they tried to dominate enemy soldiers, and had very little success.  They did, however, warn the Dreamers within their range to stay underground, stay sheltered, and hold steady until the fighting ended.

Slowly but inexorably, Jason and the Storm Riders worked their way into the city, the sounds and images of intense battle all around them.  Explosions and weapons fire rang endlessly in his microphones, and the bodies of Benga dead were starting to litter the street as they crossed the path of the Red Warriors when they’d made their advance into the city.  By now the three elite mecha companies had reached their primary target, the main military base in the center of the city, and no doubt they were sieging it, pinning down the heavy walkers and enemy mecha to keep them from reinforcing the infantry already in the city.  A massive explosion shook the ground as a gunboat made a pass over the city, dropping a heavy bomb about four blocks away from them, and then cleared the street when a Star Talon strafed the street, breaking up a concentration of about 50 Benga soldiers.  Jason and his cover partner Kenna swung out and fired on the survivors, scattering them further, as the second element in their cover four, Hanni and Jake, held their position.  Jason and Kenna darted across the street and took up a position behind a building, and Hanni and Jake advanced up as they laid down cover fire, keeping the Benga from taking any shots at them.


[Heavy gun deployment, position 143-29,] came a call over tactical C.  Jason checked the map and saw that that was only about six blocks from his location.


[Titan K1 answering, 143-29, ETA two minutes,] he answered.  [Target?]


[Four enemy walkers,] came the reply.


[Acknowledged.]  He switched to STG.  [I have a deploy order on a heavy gun emplacement six blocks west,] he told the others.


[Well, let’s go break up their party,] Kei answered.


[About time you did something, Kei,] Jason teased.


[These Benga assholes are pretty tough,] she admitted.  [I’ve only broken three of them so far.  At least I’ve gotten to blow up a lot of stuff with the drones,] she added lightly.


[Let’s get you over there so you can use that big toy, K1,] Jake answered easily.  He was a Terran telepath, and was the only Terran in the Storm Riders, at least the only one that wasn’t a reservist.  But he was a damn good rigger, he had to be for Tara to take him.


It showed Tara’s cosmopolitan outlook.  She had two Shio, an Urumi, and a Terran in her company.


The four of them changed direction and quickly worked their way towards the target coordinates, crossing paths with cover four squads from three other companies, until they got within a block.  Jason sent a Spot drone around the corner to take a look, and sure enough, there they were.  Four enemy walker mecha with about 50 infantry and four mecha around them, the walkers setting up to hold a major avenue in the city that led to the city center.  The large park in front of them would give them a wide field of fire to hold back an enemy advance, which was why Jax had called in a heavy hitter to take it out.  Its location also showed him why she called for a surface gun to do it, because with all that protection, an airborne unit would have a harder time getting a clean shot.


[Pretty dug in position,] he noted to the others.  [I’m in range.]


[Hanni, let’s swing up one more block and get their attention so K1 can break cover and line up his shot without someone trying to take his head off,] Jake offered.


[Sounds good.  That way,] she pointed.  [Give us twenty seconds, K1.  Take your shot when we draw their fire.]


[Be careful,] he warned as the two Titans darted across the street and then ran parallel to the enemy position.  He watched as they got into position, then the two of them took a few steps back and fired their disruptors through the corner of the building, aiming them so they strafed through the infantry and enemy mecha at the rear of the enemy’s position.  That fire did what it was supposed to do, caused the enemy to turn in their direction, and the moment they did, Jason swung out and set his feet as his heavy pulse cannon rose up and then swung down into firing position.  He charged it to full power as the pitons on the backs of his feet swung down and drove into the ground, further anchoring him down against the recoil, then he reached up and put his hand on the barrel of the cannon as it reached full power.  It discharged with a deafening THWOOM, a mild shockwave of displaced air proceeding a blazing bundle of Teryon energy as it flashed away from the muzzle and rampaged down the street.  The bundle hit the closest enemy walker, passed through it and hit the second, and then it exploded in a massive release of energy, blowing the four walkers and quite a few enemy mecha and enemy infantry into pieces, fiery shrapnel and debris that rocketing in every direction away from the blast.

Jason didn’t stay there to watch the aftermath.  He was retracting his cannon and turning back around the corner of the building, several fiery pieces of twisted metal flashing by and bouncing down the street past them.  [Enemy position 143-29 neutralized,] he reported over tactical C.


[Confirmed.  Good shot, K1,] came the answer.


[Let’s get back on mission,] Kenna called.  [We’re another two kathra to first objective.]

The four of them continued to work their way deeper into the city, but their progress was slowed as they ran into more and more resistance, and that resistance was better and better armed.  The enemy was getting heavy weapons in from other locations, and they started encountering enemy mecha, walkers, and infantry armed with mobile rocket launchers, grenades, and mobile heavy gun platforms that they could land, fire, and then lift off again to move to a new position.  The fighting got more intense behind them as the CCM infantry first wave entered the city, and all four of them turned to look when an entire skyscraper started leaning to the side and then tumbled from view.  Seconds later, the loud thunderclap of its collapse roared over them, and several seconds after that, a near-hurricane force gust of smoke and dust blasted down the boulevard down which they were making their way.

[Things are getting nasty now,] Kenna noted darkly as the four of them held at a major intersection, where two wide avenues intersected.  Scopes showed fifteen enemy mecha just a block away, all armed with missiles that made them a viable threat, and they were holding position as they waited for another cover four to reach them so they could engage.


[No, now they’re getting nasty,] Jake growled as two enemy walkers came into view about a shakra further down the avenue and started for the enemy’s position.  [They’re trying to set up a chokepoint.]


[Too much for a ground attack.  Call it in,] Kenna ordered.


[Heavy artillery at location 162-28, fixed position, multiple support mecha, requesting air support,] Jason called over tactical C.



[Inbound, ETA 90 seconds.]


[90 seconds,] he reported to the squad as the second squad joined them, and it was none other than Symone and three of her Renegades.  [Fast mover inbound, hold up,] Jason warned them.


[Yeah, too much for two squads to tackle,] Symone agreed as she looked over the enemy.


[Hold on, I broke someone!] Kei suddenly barked.  [I got a rigger!]


[Have him keep their attention so they don’t fire on the fighter coming in,] Kenna ordered.


[You bet,] she replied.  Down the avenue, they watched as one of the enemy mecha raised its Torsion rifle and started firing on one of the enemy walkers.  It managed to blow off one of its legs before the others responded, one of the enemy mecha physically tackling the dominated rigger’s mecha as another grabbed for his Torsion rifle.  The three of them struggled for several seconds, until another mecha stepped up and leveled his rifle at the dominated rig, pinned down by the other two, and then fired through the cockpit and killed him.

[Well fuck me, that was cold,] Hanni grunted.


But, the distraction did the job.  A gunboat and two fighters appeared on their scanners, and the three of them screamed in at high speed, clearly lined up with the enemy position.  The gunboat fired a single missile and the three of them pulled up and turned out of sight, and seconds later, the missile impacted right in the center of the enemy position and blew the entire intersection to hell.  When the smoke cleared, the entire enemy position was down, all the mecha destroyed and every infantry soldier dead.


[Enemy position 162-28 neutralized,] Jason informed over tactical C.  [Good shot, gunboat.]


[Well, let’s not stand here, we aren’t at the objective yet,] Symone prompted.  [Let’s shadow each other, Storm Riders.]


[Works for us,] Kenna answered.


They managed to advance another nine blocks, slowly and carefully, the two four mecha units moving together, and then they ran into another formation of enemy mecha.  They came in fast from the air, showing up on scanners just 30 seconds before they reached the ground, and they had obviously spotted their eight mecha and moved to intercept.  There were 16 of them, outnumbering them two to one, but they had no heavy walker support.  Symone was the ranking mecha, and she made the call.  [We engage!] she commanded as the four Renegades scrambled into cover.  [Make ‘em use up their missiles, then take ‘em out!  Storm 3 and 4, Renegade 3 and 4, cover!  Storm 1 and 2, you’re with me!  C’mon, Maira, let’s kick their asses!]  Jason moved with his amu as they shifted to another position, splitting into two four mecha teams, then all four of them drew the enemy’s attention with their gatling disruptors and drones firing in support.  Five of the enemy were torn apart by the hail of fire, then the four of them swung around the corner of the building and ducked down when the missiles came.  The missiles were antimatter, and they obliterated the entire corner of the building with more coming behind them.  Jason both raised his shield and activated his melee shield and presented it forward, and it was a good thing he did.  All four Titans were blown back by the series of explosions, the telemetry from his disruptor winking out as he was knocked backwards.  His Teryon shield came down and his IP activated when his mecha took a direct hit from one of the last missiles to come in on them, absorbing the energy of the blast as the majority of it was taken by his melee shield.  His back hit the ground, and he rolled through with practiced speed as the other team opened fire on the distracted enemy mecha.  He regained his feet as five of them charged their position with their hand to hand weapons, and he reacted by trained reflex.  He parried a blow from a pike and extended his monomolecular blade, then he plunged it through the chest of the attacking mecha.  Sparks and fluid erupted from the hole as he retracted the blade and extended the focus crystal of the tetryon wave cannon built into the hand and forearm housing of his mecha, then fired it at point blank range as the second mecha rushed him.  The wave blast blew it backwards and tore the armor and chassis of the mecha to shreds from the chest up, completely blowing off the head construct and right arm.  He parried a blow from a large sword-like weapon with his melee shield as the tetryon crystal retracted and his nested forearm pulse cannon extended—it had a fairly long recharge time—but the mecha was blown to the side when Symone reached them, nailing it with her own tetryon wave blast.  Kenna dispatched the last of them with her forearm pulse cannons, and the other team wiped out the rest of the formation as they tried to retreat.

[Well, that was exciting,] Symone said darkly as she picked up her disruptor.  Jason did the same, and he gave a curse when he saw a gouge ripped out of the housing of the gun, where it had been exposed to the released antimatter that had eaten through the carapace, then the explosion of the impact of matter and antimatter blew back into the internal housing, frying the main collector and barrel rotator array.  It was repairable, but not here.  And it was his favorite disruptor, so he wasn’t about to lose it.  He slung it over his back and pulled his rail cannon, pumping the slide and loading it.  He checked the telemetry from his heavy pulse cannon and found it was still operational, wasn’t even damaged, and ready to be used.  [I’m getting really fucking tired of those antimatter missiles.]


[Tell me about it, but at least now we know the IP can take one,] Jason agreed. [You okay up there, Kei?] he asked over intercom.

[Just fine,] she replied jauntily.


That little encounter set the tone.  The advance ground to a halt as a large number of enemy mecha managed to reach the city and reinforce the Benga already here, using their nasty missiles to stall the invasion, even push back the CCM several blocks on different parts of the line.  Fast attack craft zipped back and forth over the city as Jason and Symone’s units stayed together, as Jax ordered Titan squads to combine into eight or ten man teams for additional support as they were challenged by an ever-increasing number of enemy mecha, and as energy blasts from their walker mecha rained down from their positions on the far side of the city.


Sioa told him that this was gonna be a rough ride, and he was unhappy to see that she was right.


They were stalled long enough for the infantry to reach their forward positions.  Jason had to be mindful of where he put his feet as armored CCM infantry advanced up the street and reached their position, where the eight of them were being held in place by a swarm of nearly 30 enemy mecha, in a firing line on the far side of a plaza.  They were hidden around the corners of buildings, but spinners and Spot drones were targeting them through the cover.  Without his disruptor,  Jason was forced to resort to his heavy pulse cannon to fire through cover, using it on a low power setting so he could cycle it fast enough to apply pressure.

Jason slid back into cover as several missiles roared towards them, but they exploded against a hard shield that had advanced up to protect the infantry.  Another Titan joined the four of them, and he almost grinned back on Karis when it was none other than Kyva.  [What are you doing all the way back here, woman?] he asked.



[We took out their main armory and heard that they slipped some shit in behind us,] she replied easily as Zabra, Ebri, and Kima from the KBB joined them as well.  [Jax sent us back here to help you break these assholes.]


[We can use it,] he told her easily as another missile exploded against the hard shield.


[Just hold here a minute, K1.  C’mon girls, let’s go clean these little shits out.]


[On your six, boss,] Zabra replied eagerly.


It was four against thirty, and the Syndicate riggers had no chance.  Kyva charged right at the center of their lines like a suicidal maniac, coming in at high speed on her glide drives, but their hail of missile and Torsion fire hit nothing but empty air as she seemed to just dance right through all of it.  She skidded to a stop with her feet hitting the ground right between two enemy mecha, and she sliced them in pieces in a single elegant sweep of both arms, almost like she was dancing, then she blew up three more with her forearm pulse cannons before the two she slashed even fell out of the way.  The Renegades and Storm Riders could only watch along with the infantry around their feet, watch in awe as the most dangerous rigger in the entire CCM unleashed her wrath on the enemy.  Kyva was a one woman wrecking machine, taking down ten enemy mecha in a matter of seconds with her monomolecular blades and her forearm pulse cannons, in the center of them yet as untouchable as the sun, and her bold attack fatally confused and distracted the rest of them as the other three members of the KBB joined in.  The enemy withered under the assault of the four women, mecha blowing into pieces or falling to the ground in windrows around them, and they finished with flair when Ebri took out the last two enemy mecha as they tried to turn and run.

In barely 31 seconds, four riggers took out thirty opponents, and not a single Titan so much as had a scratch on it.


[Holy fuck,] one of the Shio infantry soldiers by Jason’s feet intoned over STG.


[They’re not the KBB for nothing, soldier,] Symone answered lightly.  [They are truly Karinne’s Baddest Bitches.]


[C’mon, you gawkers, we cleared them out for you.  Do your job and advance!] Kyva called, retracting her liquid-smeared monomolecular blade.  [Let’s go, girls, there’s an enemy counterattack over at 24-213.  Let’s go put a stop that that bullshit.]

Thanks to the judicious use of the three elite KMS rigger companies, the enemy’s push was stalled, and the CCM managed to start advancing again.  Jason found himself mixed in with three different Titan companies as they served in the front line, moving from building to building slowly and carefully as they advanced in the face of constant and heavy missile and Torsion fire.  The infantry behind them advanced with the support of a mobile hard shield and heavy diffuser, powerful enough to diffuse heavy emplacement Torsion batteries, relying on the 16 Titans at the vanguard to break up organized mecha resistance and clear out the heavy gun and artillery emplacements that were hastily being set up in front of them.  This was exactly the kind of combat he’d expected, the equivalent of house to house fighting from the era of World War II, having to clear out the enemy one intersection, one building at a time.  The problem were all the Benga civilians that hadn’t evacuated.  Most of them had no armor, but they had access to weapons given that there were small armories of hand-held weapons in almost every building, part of the emergency action plans in case the Benga ever had to put down an armed Dreamer insurrection.  That put dozens, even hundreds of enemies firing from concealed positions on the upper floors of every building that lined the streets, forcing the CCM to clear out every building one by one.  That was what the infantry was doing, allowing the Titans and other mecha to fight on the streets as the enemy’s armor and heavy weapons tried to push them back.

Jason’s heavy pulse cannon roared, obliterating two enemy walkers as they tried to level their heavy Torsion guns on their position, sending armored Benga soldiers flying to the ground as their heavy mecha exploded behind them.  He pulled back around the building and took cover as his heavy pulse cannon retracted back into carry mode.  He saw a cargo pod zip down towards them, and he reached up as the bottom of it opened and a new disruptor lowered on a rack.  He took the new weapon and set his damaged one on the rack, and it closed and zipped away.  Things must be crazy if it took combat logistics that long to get his rearm request processed.


[About time, your heavy gun must be about ready to melt,] Symone noted dryly as she leaned out and fired several blasts from her forearm pulse cannons, then six of them charged across the small plaza holding the smoldering remains of some kind of wire sculpture.  Several Benga corpses were scattered around the crater where the walkers had been.  Jason surged forward when his proximity warning went off, and a small missile hit the ground just behind him and exploded, sending a massive geyser of fiery dirt and stone high into the air.  [Mother fucker, how many of these assholes have shoulder-fired antimatter missiles?] he complained as he whirled and  him and three other Titans sprayed a high floor with disruptor fire, blowing out the entire side of the building about nineteen floors up.  Someone must have hit the warhead of a missile, because a massive detonation blew out several floors of the building  in every direction, and then the 80 story building shuddered and dropped as the supports were blown out. The building started to pancake even as it leaned towards them, and all of them turned and raced away.  [MOVE MOVE MOVE!] Symone boomed over STG as the mecha, hovertanks, and infantry scattered from the shadow growing over them.  Jason and Symone got separated from the others as they scrambled to get away from the building, mainly so they wouldn’t get trapped.  The armor on the mecha would handle having a building dropped on it, but they’d more or less be pinned down by the weight of all that debris on top of them.  They managed to get clear as the ground shook when the crumbling remains of the building collapsed down into the plaza, the top floors of the building slamming into another building and tearing a massive gouge down its stone and glass cladding, exposing the metal support beams beneath that were strong enough to withstand that crushing impact, , but Jason saw on his telemetry that one of his Predators didn’t make it clear.  It was still operational, it was just pinned under the rubble.

But Kei was having none of that.  She used the other drone to dig out the first, having it use its guns to blow out enough debris so the Predator could move, and it managed to wriggle through the stone and metal debris and slide down the pile.  It was covered in dust and had several deep gouges in its carapace from the sheer weight that had been crushed down upon it, but the carapace held and the drone was still operational.  It had lost its back-mounted rail cannon, but it still had its internal shoulder pulse cannons and its tail tetryon wave blaster.


[This shit is getting crazy,] Symone complained as the two of them held at a nearby building, their backs up against it as they both checked their scopes, looking for anything that might shoot at them if they moved.


[Starting to think that maybe nuking the city from orbit mighta been a better idea,] Jason agreed.  [But when Lorna made the battle plan, she expected there to be Dreamers here and she didn’t want to kill them.  Joke’s on us, most of those Dreamers were evacuated when the command echelon pulled out.]


[Eh, we’re getting tons of prisoners.]

[Benga prisoners are more trouble than they’re worth,] he answered sourly as they started moving in the direction of the others, trying to rejoin the unit.  The two of them had to scamper forward as Torsion shots pounded into the ground all around them, some of them fizzling out in their diffusion fields, fired from a nest of enemy soldiers in an adjacent building.  They didn’t care about the Torsion bolts, they cared that those assholes might send down another missile.  Symone swung around as her right missile pod rose up over her shoulder and set into firing position, then a single missile went back up along the line of Torsion bolts coming down, blasting out the side of the building.  Several burning Benga bodies were ejected from the fireball, raining down to bounce off the stone-paved street.  [Contact left!] Jason warned as six enemy mecha descended and landed not far away, and he turned and sent a hail of disruptor fire down the street as Symone pulled back to a corner, trying to break their line of sight.  The five of them charged ahead even as they fired missiles, and he didn’t retreat with her.  He suffered a Kyva moment, instead hitting his glide drives and racing forward before the spread-out missiles could converge.  He almost twisted around the one missile that was on a direct line with him, making it miss, then he spun on his glide drive and extended both his monomolecular blade and his melee shield.  He disengaged the glide drive and landed right in front of the center mecha, no doubt the rigger inside shocked he came through those missiles without getting hit, then he slammed it with a sweeping backhanded blow, hitting the mecha with his melee shield.  Arcs of lightning danced around the mecha when it contacted the hard shield energy, as it was lifted up off its feet by the sheer force of the blow and sent flying backwards, then Jason turned and slashed through the chest of the mecha on his right, a line of grayish-blue fluid bursting from the “wound.”  He parried a blow from one of their big pikes as the other three converged on him, sheared off its right arm with a riposte, then turned and blocked the blow from another pike with his melee shield, arcs of energy flaring from the contact of the blade with the coherent Teryon energy that made up the shield face.  The mecha behind him staggered back when a pulse blast went right through the chest and exploded, blowing out the entire back of the mecha and turning the rigger inside into hamburger, as Symone came charging in to support him.  The last of the ones on its feet raised its pike to slash down at the mecha’s head, but Kei nailed it with a Predator, several holes blooming in the chest when one of the drones peppered it with pulse fire.  It collapsed to its knees, then pitched forward, that grayish blue liquid and green Benga blood spreading in a pool around the mecha.

[You scared the shit out of me, Jayce!] Kei complained over intercom.  [I could fucking read the serial number on that missile when it went by the head!]

[It worked, didn’t it?] he countered.


[Don’t take him out, I’ve got him,] Kei called over STG as Symone raised her arm and aimed her pulse cannon at the prone mecha, laying motionless on its back.  [He’s stunned from the impact, his defenses are down.]

[Good job, Kei.  We can tap his tactical comm and see what they’re doing.]


[Exactly what I was gonna say,]  she replied.  [We gotta get this guy behind our lines and let the Kimdori do their magic.]


[I’ll call it in,] Symone offered.


Command responded to Symone’s call moments later.  Kei made the rigger tune his comm to their tactical channel, then put him out by putting a mental lock on him that would keep him in a coma.  A combat Stick zoomed down, picked up the rig, and carried it back to the command post.  [Awesome, knew there was a reason we were tolerating you Marine bitches,] Symone teased as the Stick vanished behind a smoking building, the ribs of its metal support beams visible along its corner.


[When you want something done right, you call in the Imperial Marines,] Kei replied impishly.  [Now let’s get back to the lines so our asses aren’t hanging out for everyone to shoot at.]

[I’m up for that,] Jason agreed.


Building by building, street by street, the battle continued to rage.  Jason worked in shifts along the front line hour after hour as they slowly pushed deeper into the city, rotating in and out along with the other Titan companies as they spearheaded the main push towards the city center, a 300 story tall building of glittering glass at the very center of the city.  That was the “capitol” building on the planet, where the Benga held all their governmental offices, and it was the main objective of the invasion.  The resistance intensified with every block they advanced, as the Benga pulled in more and more of their civilians and got them into the fight, more and more of them showing up wearing combat armor.  But the enemy would not be reinforced, Jason knew, because the CCM had taken all the other military bases in the system.  This city was the last unsecured point in the entire system, so the Benga here literally had nowhere to run.  They couldn’t retreat, and that was making them fight with intense fervor, since they had very little to lose.  The CCM was taking thousands and thousands of prisoners as they pushed in, however, since the civilians weren’t quite as single-minded as the soldiers.  The civilians were fighting, shooting at them from the upper floors, but as soon as they were cornered and faced death, they surrendered quickly.


It wasn’t a bloodless fight for them, either.  While rotated off the front line, standing behind a mobile armor section brought up to serve as a forward command post and allowing a trio of combat technicians to replace his damaged heavy pulse cannon with a new one, Jason caught up on the overall picture.  They’d suffered 3,256 dead and 8,834 injured so far, most of them infantry, proving that not even the forward diffusers and hard shields were complete protection.  They’d taken about a third of the city, and what was important, the air units had control of the air space over and around the city on top of cutting off any reinforcements from reaching the city from the military bases elsewhere on the planet that had been taken by CCM forces.  The Benga here were fighting with even more fervor, making it clear that they weren’t going to surrender any time soon, even through their backs were against the wall and they were running out of options.


He was getting tired, even from the merge, and Kei was catching a quick nap up in the head cockpit.  He hadn’t had a merge that long in quite a while, with all the mental stress that combat put on him, and he was just starting to wear down.  But he wasn’t about to delink, he wasn’t about to abandon his girls when they needed him most.  No other rigger had the option to just say fuck it and stop fighting, so neither would he.  He was in this to the end, until the Storm Riders were pulled out and put on an R&R rotation…and he doubted that was going to happen.  They didn’t have enough Titans to fill the gaps if companies stood down, so the Titan riggers fighting on the ground were going to be there as long as they were needed.

[Saddle up, we’re rotating back in!] Tara barked over STG as her rig started to move.  [We’re shifting to 31-384 and we’re gonna spearhead an advance towards the enemy capitol building.  Everyone get your flight pods up, we’re gonna be getting to the FCP by air.  This is gonna be a rough ride, kids, so be ready,] she warned.  [Max out your ammo, fill every pod mount you’ve got empty.  They’re gonna throw everything they’ve got at us.]


[Marines, I’d better see some fucking effort!] the Major snapped over STG.  [40 of our best, and what have we got to show for it?  Sixteen breaks, three disrupted formations, and only one captured enemy rig?  You’re acting like fucking lazy Army bitches!  So get on your fucking game and show the CCM why we are Imperial Marines!] she finished with a near shout over comm.


Jason ejected his Predator sling frame and ordered a missile pack, which was brought over quickly on a hoverpod.  The techs just shifted over and helped mount the missile pack on the cleared pod mount, and Jason tested it once it was locked down and integrated into his system.  Once he was sure it worked, he had the two Predators come over to him, and he reached down and picked them up, putting one of them under each arm.  He wasn’t wasting a pod mount on the carry frame when he could fucking carry the drones himself.


They flew over a burning city for about 14 kathra, flashes of light betraying the fact that they were still flushing out isolated pockets of enemies deep behind their lines, then landed at the forward command post.  There were nearly a hundred Titans, Subrian heavy mecha, and Skaa hovertanks already there, but there were also a fuckton of smaller mecha and mobile armor as well.  Several companies of IAS Knight mecha were interspersed with Gladiators and Juggernauts and other CCM exomechs, proving that this was going to be a major push.  The infantry was going to be clearing the buildings the armor passed, staying well back from the front line, allowing the armor to do its job.  This push was going to be almost purely by mecha and armor.  Jason found it a bit suspicious that nobody from the KBB, Banshees, or Red Warriors were there.  No doubt Jax had them doing something that only they could pull off.

[Listen up,] Jax called over tactical, her corvette sitting on the ground behind the gathering armor.  [We’re taking the enemy capitol complex.  Exomechs and mobile armor are going to establish a lane that infantry clears all the way up to the capitol complex.  Four KMS Titan rigger companies are going to spearhead the initial push, acting as both spearhead and decoy.  They’re going right up their fucking main boulevard, pulling in their defenders to protect the capitol complex and allowing the other advance teams to push in from other lanes with less opposition.]  A job like that?  That explained where the KBB and the other elite companies were.  [Company and platoon assignments are coming down tactical, so everyone get ready.]

[Maybe this’ll break them,] Jason grunted over STG.  [They have to know that they’re in a no-win situation by now.  We’ve taken every other installation, we  have air superiority, we have space superiority.  I guess they’re holding out thinking that their main fleet is going to come back and bail them out.]


[They’re certainly fighting like they think they  can win,] Amarae agreed.

Jax called over their company STG, which she could do since she was the tactical theater commander.    [Tara, you’re in the wrong assembly area.  The Storm Riders are going in with the spearhead.]

[Holy fuck, seriously?] Jake blurted over STG.


[Seriously,] Jax replied dryly.  [Get a fix on Colonel Kyva’s beacon and report to her.  She’ll tell you what’s up.]


[Alright then, girls and boys, let’s go see what we’re doing,] Tara called, a bit jauntily given they’d been deemed good enough to be assigned to assist the KBB.


And it wasn’t just the KBB.  The entire KBB, both companies of the Red Warriors, and the Banshees were formed up in a large paved plaza, about the only place 160 Titans could assemble without having to knock over buildings.  [About time,] Kyva called as they were patched into the STG channel they’d be using, joining them to up that count to 200 rigs.


[We were sent to the wrong assembly point,] Tara answered.  [Jax said we’re supporting you?]


[Support my ass, you’re going in with us,] Liira snorted in reply.  [We needed one more company for the battle plan, and you and your company are always at the top of that list, Tara.  We know your crew is damn good.  You can hold your own on this firing line.]


[Damn right,] Kyva agreed.  And in that moment, Jason wasn’t sure he’d ever felt prouder.  [This is gonna be a straight-up charge,] Kyva told them, a graphic of the city appearing on his tactical and showing several lines representing troop movements.  [We’re gonna draw their attention by coming right down their throats, straight down the main boulevard and in plain view, so we’ll be coming in under heavy fire.  And I’ll tell all you bitches right now, if I lose a single rig before we get to the fence, I’m gonna fuckin’ kick your ass personally,] she warned.  [This group better not get their asses shot off that easy.  Once we reach the fence surrounding their complex, we do what we do best, get inside and completely fuck them up.  Take the grounds, hold them, make them bring everything they’ve got to dig us out.  That’ll let the armor and infantry advance up with much less resistance.  Jamri and Laka are the gate busters.  I’ve got four heavy guns, so I want you four dispersed evenly through the line  so you can get into a firing position and take out the ground battery emplacements our air strikes missed,] she said, looking in the direction of Jason’s rig. [So don’t lose your heavy cannons on the way in, or I’ll be pissed.  You don’t want me to be pissed.  They’ve got six heavy Torsion batteries that can fire on us on our planned entry route that are being backed up by twelve walker mecha carrying heavy mount Torsion cannons, so don’t count on your diffusers.  They’ll have enough firepower to take you out, so don’t fucking fall asleep on the push.  Marine mindstrikers, this is where it’s gonna count.  I know these Benga are pretty strong, but you have to be on top of your game for this, cause as much chaos in their ranks as you can.  We’re counting on you to disrupt their response.  Any questions?]  When silence greeted her, she nodded.  [We’re going in five minutes.  Everyone make sure you’re geared up.]

Jason did a quick diagnostic to make sure his rig was still in fighting trim as he ignored the excited chatter across company STG.  Just about everyone but Tara was almost giddy over being put in with the big dogs, but Jason wasn’t fangirling quite so much.  He’d trained under Kyva when he decided to become a rigger, so he was used to being around her in an exercise, having her yell at him for being such an idiot.  He finished up his checks and slung his disruptor, then pulled out his rail cannon.  They were out of range of both disruptors and pulse cannons from this distance, and he’d need to be able to lay down fire as they came in to make the enemy take cover.  About halfway there, though, he’d switch back to his disruptor.  That was when he’d be in range with it, and it was the better weapon in a situation like this, where he could lay down absolute curtains of fire on the defenders to make them take cover and keep them pinned down.  An enemy hiding behind cover was an enemy not shooting back.  [Ready up there, Kei?] he asked over intercom.

[I’m ready,] she replied, the intent behind her communication intense.  She was psyching herself up to do the best mindstriking of her career, and that was a long and illustrious career.  She brought up the two Predator drones, having them stand on each side of the rig, standard cover formation when a rig was on the move.  His drones weren’t the only ones in the formation.  Just about everyone had their Hound drones out, and the other rigs controlling Predator drones had theirs ready as well.

That was one reason why KMS mecha were so formidable, be it rig or fighter.  An enemy wasn’t just facing the rig, he was also facing the rig’s drones.


[Alright, kids, let’s form up,] Kyva barked.  [Spinners up, all spinners and telemetry on Tactical F.  STG 1 is command channel for this operation, everyone else on STG 2.  Heavy guns also on 3 for firing orders.] Jason added STG 3 to his comm.  [Sync all telemetry.]  Jason did so, syncing his telemetry feeds with the other three companies, forming a telemetry pool shared by all 200 rigs.  What any one rig or rig’s ECD would see, all rigs would see.  Kyva pulled her rail cannon from over her shoulder and held it in both her rig’s hands, then turned around to face the objective.  [Alright, kids,30 seconds.  Glide drives all the way to the gate.  Full speed all the way in, and nobody fucking get shot down or I’ll be super pissed,] she ordered.  He then heard her contact Jax over command.  [Jax, Kyva.  We’re going in 25.]

[Understood.  Give ‘em hell, Kyva.]


[Yes ma’am,] Kyva responded dashingly.


[Drones are in support mode, Jayce,] Kei said.  [I’ve already found a few weak links in the enemy and I’m working to break them.]


[Sic ‘em, Kei,] he affirmed, taking over the drones.  They were well within the range of any Imperial Marine.  For that matter, half this city was in the range of an Imperial Marine.


[Go!] Kyva barked once the countdown timed out, and the 200 rigs surged forward on their glide drives.  There was no organized formation, no neat lines like in a parade.  The rigs came forward at full speed in what looked like a disorganized mob, but the reality was, they were carefully interspersed so they had room to maneuver.  And with all their telemetry synced, to the enemy seeing them come in, it was almost a mesmerizing dance of perfect coordination as all the rigs reacted to incoming fire almost simultaneously   Several heavy Torsion bolts sizzled through their lines without hitting anything as the rigs moved in perfect unison to clear the firing vector.  These were the best riggers in the KMS, the best riggers in the CCM for that matter, and they reacted with such speed and precision that it looked like a computer was guiding the movements of the entire formation.  They danced and weaved through the enemy fire, then they started returning fire, sending withering salvos of rail fire and swarms of Falcon missiles back along those firing vectors.  Hastily constructed fortifications exploded all along the fence line as the rigs fired on them with rail slugs and missiles, clearing them out and silencing their guns, reducing the incoming fire.  Disruptor fire mixed in with it when they got within range, and that was when things got really ugly for the enemy.  A massive cascade of disruptor explosions bloomed across the entire enemy fortified line as the disruptors came into range, wreaking absolute havoc and sending the enemy into complete disarray.

And Jason was right in the middle of them, sliding left and right to avoid heavy Torsion bolts, leaning down just enough to allow a missile to go over his head, and the entire time he was returning fire with his rail cannon.


It took them 27 seconds to cross the three kathra from their staging point to the gate in the large metal fence surrounding the enemy’s capitol building, and when Kyva and her gatebusters reached that gate, it was down in half a heartbeat and the Titans were streaming onto the capitol grounds in an inexorable wave of incoming firepower.  Jason entered almost exactly in the middle of the pack, veering right and dropping to the ground and swinging his heavy pulse cannon into a firing position, firing in a target painted by Kyva for a heavy gun to take out, a pair of enemy walker mecha flanking a heavy Torsion ground battery emplacement, all three enemy guns swinging to fire on the breach.  Jason’s pulse cannon fired before the enemy did, and both mecha and the heavy cannon bloomed into fiery blossoms of destruction.  He was too busy to admire his kill, running forward to press the attack, to cause chaos on the grounds and tie up the defenders to allow the second wave of armor and the infantry to advance on the position.  His disruptor in hand, he advanced with the others, barely slowing down to fire on enemy mecha and infantry as they tried to hold them back, evading the hail of fire coming in on them from the upper floors of the capitol building, floors that were subjected to retaliatory attack. Explosions pattered up and down the building as the rigs fired Falcon missiles on the windows where enemy units were firing down at them.

In less than a minute, the four Titan companies did their job, and that was cause absolute chaos in the enemy lines.  Enemy mecha and infantry were pulling out of positions to deal with the breach, the Titans were taking out heavily fortified positions that would slow or stop the CCM from advancing on the position, and they were steadily whittling down the enemy’s heavy guns, their mecha and walkers.  The six heavy Torsion batteries were taken out within that first minute, and the enemy’s walkers were quickly located, painted, and then destroyed.


When that first minute ended, so did all organized military action within the fence.  Things deteriorated into a complete scrum as Titans were everywhere and the enemy was trying to stop them.  The grounds became almost like a video game battleground playing a winner take all death match, with Torsion bolts and missiles and disruptor blasts and pulse blasts and rail corkscrew trails flying in almost every direction, as fire came from the sides, came from above.  It was insanity, it was chaos, it was complete pandemonium, but this was exactly the kind of warfare that riggers in the KMS trained to manage. And no rigger company in the KMS was more at home in this kind of utter madness than the KBB.  The Titans broke into small formations and supported each other as they roamed around the capitol building grounds to destroy concentrations of enemy soldiers and take out fortified positions.

And the Imperial Marines were making a difference.  There were 12 different enemy mecha painted on his HUD as friendlies, holding dominated pilots that the riggers were now unleashing on their former allies.  Kei reported almost mechanically that she’d broken another, and a 13th added to it.  The Faey were demonstrating why they were so dangerous as the chaos of the fight added more stress on the enemy, distracted them, overwhelmed them with both psychic attacks and physical ones, and that stress wore down their mental defenses and let the Imperial Marines find the cracks in their mental armor.  The Imperial Marines were specifically trained for this, to keep their mental defenses rock solid in highly stressful situations, so the enemy mindstrikers found themselves up against telepaths the likes of which they’d never seen before.

Minute after minute, Jason moved through the bloodbath and did his best not to get shot down.  He’d never been in a fight like this, not even playing Vanguard, but he was well trained and he kept his composure, just concentrating on getting to the end of this fight one step at a time.  There was no safe place for anyone in this, everyone was just milling around on the grounds trying to do as much damage as possible before they got killed.  The KMS was heavily outnumbered, but the balancer was that these 200 rigs were the best they had to offer, avoiding incoming fire that would have shot down lesser riggers and slugging it out toe to toe with a numerically superior force, and that allowed them to fulfill their mission objective of holding the enemy’s attention.  At one point in the fight he found himself alone, separated from Jake, and the enemy converged on him because of that, having learned quickly that the only Titans they really had a chance against were ones that were alone.  He intercepted an enemy missile on his melee shield, feeling the explosion drive his rig back, then he ducked under the swing of an enemy mecha’s pike.  He extended his pulse cannon and shot it in the midsection even as he spun to avoid the thrust of another pike head, blocking the follow up with his shield, but the enemy mech had its entire top blown to pieces before he could respond, struck by a Falcon missile.  He turned and brought his disruptor to bear as he ambled forward, making himself a harder target to hit by moving as he unloaded on a trio of enemy mecha, tearing them to shreds.  He walked his fire across a formation of enemy infantry, mowing them down, being careful to break his firing cycle to allow one of the Red Warriors to rush through his firing arc without being hit, then hitting the trigger again and firing on the two mecha chasing her.  The riggers were in constant communication with each other set up those kinds of things, all of them with half their attention on the telemetry to help out rigs that were being pressed.  He joined up with the Red Warrior and acted as her wingman, covering her back as they moved closer and closer to the capitol building, flushing out a large concentration of infantry holed up in the entrance concourse of the building that were firing out on the grounds, his partner putting a single missile right through the front door and blowing the hell out of the entire entry foyer.

He was so focused on the fight that he was honestly surprised when an IAS Knight stormed into his field of vision with two Subrian heavy mechs behind it, shooting down an enemy mecha that had swung out from behind the side of the building and prepared to fire on him and his partner.  A trio of Skaa hovertanks roared in behind them, their heavy ion cannons booming as they unloaded on the enemy.

The second wave had arrived!


[Second wave incoming,] Kyva warned over STG.  [Watch your fire, friendlies will get thick.]

Jason felt a whole lot of relief, but it by no means meant that this fight was anywhere near over.  But what it did mean was that they now had the advantage, that the CCM could organize their armor and fight back using a coherent strategy.  Not that utter chaos wasn’t a viable strategy, but not every rigger was up to that kind of battle plan.


But the wave did what Jax wanted, and that was quickly push the enemy back, push them away from the capitol building, push them to the far side of the grounds.  When the enemy lost their position around the building, was pushed back and away from it, CCM infantry stormed in using glide drives and entered the building, preparing to clear it of enemy infantry floor by floor.


They had them on the ropes.  The elite rigger companies had done the job, they’d broken up organized enemy response and allowed the rest of the CCM to gain a foothold on the grounds!


And when that happened, when the CCM infantry entered the grounds and started pouring into the capitol building, something changed.  The enemy that had been pushed away from the building started backing up, retreating, and several dozen enemy mecha engaged their grav engines and outright just tried to run.  Several dozen infantry in the building fled it using grav exopacks, and a few of them dared to literally jump out the windows, crash to the ground, and then try to flee to the north.  They were trying to reorganize, Jason supposed, falling back to gather their wits and then counterattack.


No.  Something else was going on.


[Is there a self destruct device  in that building?] Jason asked back to the command center on Karis.


[Yeah, but the Kimdori disabled it.  I don’t think the enemy knows that,] Myri answered.  [They must have been warned that the building would be blown up if we took it.] 

[That’s how it looks from here,] Jason agreed.  [I’ll warn Kyva.]

 But Kyva was otherwise engaged.  Jason didn’t get an answer from her, and when he came around the building to fire on several mecha that were retreating, he saw something he never thought he’d ever see.  Kyva was engaged with an enemy mecha, and that mecha didn’t just immediately die on the spot. He actually manage to evade a lightning fast slash of a monomolecular blade that would have taken out 99% of the riggers that came up against Kyva—Jason could proudly put himself in the 1% that had survived that move—then retaliated with his pike, slashing at Kyva’s left shoulder.  She slipped aside with sinuous grace, demonstrating to everyone just how fast and agile a Titan was, then took another swipe the enemy mecha’s midsection, which it blocked with the shaft of its pike.  The enemy mecha pilot riposted by trying to kick her to knock her off balance and get into a position where he could take her out, but she twisted to the side, the enemy mecha’s metal foot just barely missing her Titan’s hip and upper leg.  [Holy.  Everloving.  Fuck,] he intoned over intercom.


[Who is this guy?] Kei agreed.  [I’ve never seen anyone last more than two seconds against Kyva.]


[That’s being generous.]

The battle continued to rage on, but the Titans around the building were almost fatally distracted by the spectacle before them, and that was Colonel Kyva Karinne coming up against an enemy she couldn’t kill with a casual swing of her mecha’s arm.  The Benga rigger was skilled and experienced, and had reflexes fast enough to put him on even footing with Kyva’s blazing speed and absolute precision.  Compared to the other Benga riggers Jason had come up against in this operation, this guy was a master of his martial craft, far beyond the other riggers on his side.  This guy was the Benga’s Kyva, and to see him come up against her, it was both mesmerizing and nearly dangerously distracting.  Their battle raged near the capitol building as the rigs around them just had to stop and watch, seeing something that none of them ever expected…Kyva Karinne in a protracted fight against an opponent that was nearly as good as she was.

Nearly.  Jason snapped out of it and got his mind back on the fact that people were trying to kill him as Kyva put the enemy rig on its heels with an almost dizzying series of moves with her monomolecular blades, pressing him and his pike from both sides at once, and then she reversed and almost seemed to turn her rig inside out as she leaned to avoid a slash of the pike and then struck back, burying the blade on her left arm into the side of the enemy mecha and then yanking it up, shearing through armor and equipment along the mecha’s left side, from hip all the way to the chest, the move cutting off the mecha’s left arm..  The mecha shuddered and jerked as her attack cut power and datalines, then the rig slumped to the side and crashed to the ground, rolling over on its back.  She got over it and drove her second blade into the other side of the mecha, then she twisted and yanked with the blades, tearing off the cockpit doors of the mecha and tossing them aside, exposing the pilot.  She then pointed her blade at the pilot, a Benga man from what Jason could see through his helmet faceplate from that angle, almost touching his helmet with the point of her blade.  And then, strangely, she retracted her blades, saluted him, and then zipped off to get back into the fight.


[Take that rigger alive,] Jason ordered impulsively over STG.  [If he could stand up against Kyva for that long, he deserves to survive this battle.  Hell, I’ll give him a medal.]

[I’ve got him,] Kei called.  [He’s stunned he lost the fight, his defenses are weakened.  I’ll get him behind our lines.]


[Good deal. Mark him as a puppet on telemetry so nobody shoots him.]

Jason joined the front line as they pursued the fleeing enemy forces, routing them off the grounds, even chasing them into the northern quadrant of the city as the enemy tried to get away from a building they thought was about to be destroyed by a self destruct bomb.  More and more of them tried to escape, but they were either mowed down or cut off, and to Jason’s surprise, they began to surrender.  They were surrendering one by one at first, then in small units, then any group of enemy infantry that was surrounded and cut off started to surrender.  They had to know by now that the self destruct bomb in the building wasn’t going to go off, and since that meant that they weren’t about to die, they decided that maybe they wanted to live to see another day.  The Benga, Jason had noticed, were not fanatics.  They didn’t fight to the death like the bugs did, and when it became clear that the only way to survive this was to surrender, the Benga started to surrender.   Then, a few moments later, just as Jason reached the northern side of the fence and prepared to cut a hole in it for the infantry, Jax called over command tactical.  [All units cease fire and hold positions.  All units cease fire.  Enemy commander is offering his surrender.]

[Well, it’s about fucking time,] Kei growled over company STG.  [I was afraid we’d have to kill them to the last man there for a little bit.]

[I’m surprised they surrendered this fast,] Jason fretted.  [Lorna was predicting that this operation may take days.]

[I guess when we took their capitol, they realized it was over,] she surmised.


[No, most likely when they found out their bomb was disarmed, they realized that they weren’t going to lure us into a position where they could blow us all up,] Tara snorted.  [And the enemy infantry realized that their commanders were going to kill them all just to get us.  They used them as bait to lure us into getting close enough for that bomb to wipe out the army.  That was when their infantry started to surrender, right about when they found out that their commanders were still going to set off the bomb despite them still being on the grounds.  Most soldiers don’t like to fight for leaders that just tried to kill them, so they started to surrender.  And once the enemy’s morale was broken, the enemy commander saw that it was over.]


[I can’t argue with that logic,] Jason agreed.


[You’d better not.  I’m your commanding officer,] she shot back, which made half the company laugh.


He ignored that, instead reaching back to the command center again.  [What’s the word, Myri?]


[What you heard.  Jax is reporting that the enemy commanders are offering to surrender,] she answered.  [But that’s a subterfuge of its own.  They were ordered to surrender by the Syndicate military command so they’d have soldiers already on the ground when the fleet returns to the system.]


[They turned around and came back?]


[Yeah.  They sent them back despite the interdictor being up.  They’re four months from the system, currently out of hyperspace and on a heading back to the moon at their full sublight speed,] she answered.  [They sent back nearly two hundred thousand ships, and you know they have the supplies to cruise in that far at sublight.  So, we’ve got four months to evacuate the moon, K1, before that fleet arrives.]

[Well, that’s a worry for tomorrow,] Jason grunted.  [So the surrender is genuine?]


[More or less. The reason for it isn’t entirely genuine, but in the here and now, the Benga on the ground there are ordered to stop fighting and lay down their arms.  So, Jayce, this battle is over,] she answered.  [And fucking great job.  You impressed the hell out of a lot of us.]


[And how much money did you lose, Myri?] he teased.


[Me, none, I placed my bets on you, not against you,] she replied smugly.  [But I think you’ll be overjoyed to hear that Shey owes me five hundred credits.]


[Why that bitch, I’m gonna bust her ass back to private,] Jason barked, and he heard quite a few women laughing in the command center.


He reported back to the company.  [Word from KMS HQ is the surrender is legit,] he relayed.  [We might be done with combat ops for today.]


[Thank Trelle,] someone breathed in relief.


[All mecha units pull back to last secure FCP,] Jax called over command.  [All mecha units, pull back and hold position at last FCP.  Infantry units occupying enemy capitol, continue sweeping the building, all other infantry units return to FCP and await occupational deployment assignments.  Combat engineering deploy to forward positions for sweep and disarm assignments.  Medical detachments, begin search and rescue operations.  Stand down from combat alert.  Excellent work, ladies and gentlemen.  The moon is now under our control.  The battle is won.]

It was over.  Months of careful preparation, takirs of training, it had all culminated in a successful operation.  They had taken the Syndicate completely by surprise, and over the span of a single day, they had taken the Dreamer’s home system.  And they did it faster than Lorna had projected.


But, now came the real part of the operation.  If Myri was right, they had four months to evacuate the entire Dreamer population off the moon before the Syndicate fleet arrived, a fleet far too large to take on even if they pulled in every ship that every member of the Confederation had available.  Four months.  He was optimistic about that, however.  He was fairly sure that, given the kind of resources the CCM had at its disposal, they could do it.  And Cybi had gotten with Kizzik and Makati logistics experts and already drawn up a plan to evacuate the Dreamers in an efficient and expedient manner, so they had a plan in place to do it.

They just had to put it into action.


But, for now, it was over.  The battle was over, and they had won.  And that was a reason to take a moment and just revel in the relief that he had gotten through it without getting shot down, and what was far more important, that Kei had survived the battle.  That woman had put her life in his hands, and he had honored that immense act of trust and got her to the other side of the bridge well and whole.


In the scheme of things, that mattered to him nearly as much as the victory.
