Chapter 9

Vesta, 9 Kedaa, 4401, Orthodox Calendar


Tuesday, 1 June 2014, Terran Standard Calendar


Vesta, 9 Kedaa, year 1327 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


KMS Command Center, the White House, Karis

He guessed it was a bit cruel of him to be relieved that there was no name that he knew intimately on the list of casualties.

Jason stood by the main display table, looking over the lists and reports compiled and displaying over it along with his command staff.  It could have been a hell of a lot worse.  17 ships were either destroyed or beyond any hope of salvage, and 33 ships had taken moderate to heavy damage.  Some of them would be in drydock for weeks, like the Jefferson, which would have to have most of its power system replaced.  Every ship that participated in the attack on the nebula had taken some damage, but the rest could be patched up and be ready for the Consortium attack on Karis.  Those 33 ships were too damaged to be considered able to get back in service in three days.


Logs and video of the attack showed just how cunning it had been.  Thanks to the Kimdori that had been inside, they’d decoyed the Consortium and allowed Palla’s fleet to get right on top of the station before they could respond, and that gave them the opportunity to destroy it before the overwhelming numbers of the enemy would have wiped out his attack fleet.  The entire objective of the assault wasn’t a toe to toe slugfest, it had been a hit and run attack, and it had succeeded beyond even Myri and Navii’s hopes.  Both egg-laying queens and the clairvoyant energy being were dead, removing the greatest threat that the enemy posed to Confederate interests.  The last two surviving energy beings were at Trieste, according to Kimdori intelligence, overseeing the preparations for the attack on Karis.


The casualties were within expected parameters.  There were 639 dead and 1,488 injured, with “injured” classified as wounds that would put them in the hospital for at least one day.  As was usual with Torsion weapons, the vast majority of the injuries were trauma; lost limbs, impact damage, concussions and brain trauma, and some decompression injuries from breaches in armor, where a limb or a part of the torso were exposed to space.  The interior of the nebula wasn’t the icy cold of deep space, but it was still running around -50 degrees Fahrenheit in there, which also introduced some frostbite and cold-related injuries on top of bodies being exposed to the vacuum of space and kinds of injuries exposure to a vacuum could cause.  Those kinds of injuries were never pretty, and it took longer than average to treat due to all the internal hemorrhaging.  The most severe cases would require amputation and limb replacement, according to Songa.  It was easier to just amputate the limb and grow a new one than it was to try to repair the space-exposed limb.


And that was why Crusader armor had an internal pressure system in it, which caused the internal gel backing to exert pressure on the body equal to Faey mean air pressure in case the armor was breached, limiting the exposure injury to that part of the armor that had the breach, to only the body that was physically exposed to vacuum.  The armor also had pressure seals at all joints to limit breach air pressure loss to one area between joints, protecting the rest of the body from explosive decompression.  It couldn’t completely stop pressure injury if the armor was breached and lost pressure, but it did drastically slow the effect on the victim.  It also served to help reduce pressure trauma caused by high explosives, isolating the vulnerable body within from the concussive shockwave of high explosives detonating close to them, so it had applications even for his ground-bound army infantry personnel.  The pressure system was standard in all military Crusader systems, since any member of the KMS might find herself serving on a ship, including army infantry, and it had use for army units as well.  That system was not cheap, but it was worth the expense in his mind.  Anything that further protected his people was a justifiable expense.  Equipment could be bought and replaced, but a life could not.


But still, 639 was 639 too many.  He hated to see anyone die in service to the house, but in this case there was simply no other way…and it was going to get much uglier.  The expected casualty count for the attack on Karis was in the thousands, and that was just for the KMS.  He almost shuddered to think of the casualty count for the Skaa, in those rickety picket ships that could be destroyed with harsh language.  And he both felt thankful and felt like an asshole for being relieved that no command-level officer had been killed, that no name he knew was on that list.  He was already steeling himself for the fight at Karis, and how much it would cost both the house and him personally, when names he did know were on that list.  And it could be many, many, many names.


Palla had put her engineering staff in for about every medal she could think of, and he was inclined to grant all but the most outrageous ones.  He felt that their exceptionally effective plan was worth the Order of Sora, the third-highest medal in the KMS, because their plan had saved many, many lives, maybe tens of thousands of lives if the impact of removing that command station was viewed in the big picture.  They had found a way to breach the impregnable fortress, and their plan had given the Confederation the upper hand.

The repair report was promising.  Outside of those 33 ships, they expected to have all the damaged ships operational in three days.  There was going to be some duct tape and bubblegum in a few of them, though.  The 17 ships they brought back that were beyond any hope of salvage would be parked inside Kosigi for dismantling, including cannibalizing usable equipment for other ships.  The names of those ships, however, would be available when their captains got replacements, giving them the option of keeping the old name or giving a ship a new one.


Names.  He glanced to the side, where Sevi’s new bulldog, the aptly named Abarax, made a lazy orbit of Kosigi.  It was in the lead of a squadron of the newly commissioned ships, undergoing shakedown and initial wargames to acclimate the crews to the ships.  Sevi still wasn’t entirely happy about moving off her beloved heavy cruiser, but the threat of her getting booted out of command if she refused had overridden her nostalgia.  God, were those ships so fucking mean-looking.  The Abarax was long, sleek, and thoroughly intimidating, its long body bristling with emplacement after emplacement of particle beam, pulse, MPAC, Kimdori stream weapon (an experiment), and even some Torsion and dark matter batteries, along with plasma torpedo launchers and missile batteries, all carefully placed along the gentle angled slope of the hull so they could all be fired forward, as well as in just about any direction given there were batteries both on the top and bottom of the hull, and they were on mounts that gave them a lot of range of motion.  Bulldogs were just that, heavily armed war machines meant to smash into an enemy formation with overwhelming firepower, with more armament than anything but a capitol ship.


And with their incredible success now a matter of record, there were a ton of them on the board for construction.  The tactical battleship would be one of the three “holy trinity” ships that would make up a fleet, along with a carrier for fighter support and the line ships, destroyers and cruisers, for mobile firepower.  Conventional battleships would serve as the flagships of the squadrons, and the capitol ships, when deployed, would carry the flag for the entire fleet in the operational theater.  The regular battleships were nasty all by themselves, but the tactical battleships took it to a whole new level.


Dellin’s on the comm, General, Shey sent, turning and looking back at them.  Do you want me to patch it through to the main console?


Go ahead, Myri answered.  They all looked up, and Dellin’s handsome face appeared.  “What can we do for you, Admiral?”


“I have some updates coming down on your board, I just wanted to give you a warning,” he replied.


“How do the repairs look, Dellin?” Jason asked.


“They look favorable,” he replied.  “I’ve freed up some dock space for the more damaged ones, and we’re working on the rest out in the open space.  I estimate we’ll have the most heavily damaged ship back on the board in two days, nine hours.”


“That’s very good news,” Navii said with a nod.  “Well within our deadline.”

“How are crews looking?” Dellin asked.


“With the crews freed up by the loss of ships, we’ll have enough personnel to crew every ship we can put on the line,” Juma answered.  “I’ll send up the new ship assignments as soon as we work through the openings.  Just keep all the navy crews on Kosigi until we have the ship assignments sorted out.”


“Works for me, they’re out there helping my repair crews,” Dellin said.


“Are the repairs cutting into the projected ship completions?” Jason asked.


“No, I’ve got enough manpower to finish the ships we can get off the docks in three days and still get all the repairs done. Truth be told, I had too many workers to really man all those docks effectively.  Too many hands working on the same unit can sometimes slow things down instead of speed them up.”


“I know what you mean,” Jason nodded.


A shimmer to the side made him glance, and he saw Dellin’s board change with updated estimated repair times and ship status.


“How is the Confederate fleet schedule looking?” Jason asked.

“On schedule,” Juma answered.  “They’re staging the various fleets in Terran space, and they’re ready to start the transition to Karis as soon as Lorna gives the go.  We already have all defensive positions mapped out, and everyone knows where they’re going to be and what they’re going to do.  The battle plan is fully approved and disseminated to all the various militaries.”


“Who’s going to have overall command?”


“Lorna,” Navii answered.  “She’s the ranking officer, and she’ll be in right in this room commanding the operation herself.  All the command officers will also be here, in tactical command of various fleets and military assets.  The Confederate command staff is going to be running this operation.”


“Okay, I can live with Lorna, she’s damn good,” Jason nodded.  “And it’ll be nice to see her again.  I know Jys will be happy she’s on the planet.” He looked to them.  “Just don’t forget that you’re on that staff as well.  Don’t let them push you out.”


“We won’t,” Myri chuckled.  “We’ve already arranged it with Gemai to handle them running around the White House.  She’s limiting the staffs that the commanders can bring to Karis to the bare minimum necessary to handle the operation.”


“Good, I was going to ask about that,” he said.  “I don’t mind the command staff, but I don’t want a thousand military flunkies and sycophants from outside roaming around looking for trouble to get into.”


“Well said,” Navii chuckled.  “Every military eventually ends up becoming a bureaucracy.”


“Not ours,” Jason said vehemently.


“A military can’t operate without some bureaucracy, Jason,” Navii told him lightly.


Cybi manifested in the room, hovering just across from Jason at the console.  “Hey Cybi,” he called.  “What’s up?”


“I have a request for you to come to 3D as soon as possible,” she told him.  “They were going to call you, but I was there discussing something with Myleena, so they asked me to do it.”

“I hope it’s good news,” Jason said.  “There’s any number of projects they’re working on over there that might save some lives on our side.”


“You’d better get over there then, Jayce,” Myri said.  “We have everything under control here, and we were about to put you back in the corner anyway,” she added with a wink.


“Someday I’m gonna show you girls just who’s boss around here,” he threatened lightly.  “C’mon, Cybi.  You can come with me.”

“I’ll meet you there,” she replied, then her hologram winked out.


Dera, Shen, we’re heading to 3D, he called.

Cybi resumed her hologram when he and his two guards got to the Marine corvette Tracker, utilizing the holographic emitters inside the ship.  She certainly had no problem accessing it, since Cybi could access any KMS ship via biogenics, something nobody else could manage.  She sat beside him and in front of Marine Major Tremi Karinne, one of the non-flag rank officers that had command of a corvette in the Marines, while Dera and Shen took seats back on the gunnery deck.  Tremi was a transfer from the Navy, and they put her in command of a corvette not for operational field control, but for combat.  The Tracker was a dedicated fighting corvette, not a command and control ship that could fight when called upon.  Naval corvettes were exactly that, they were meant to be combat vessels that supported fighter and gunboat strike operations and functioned as high speed attack craft with considerably more firepower than a fighter, and the Marines had started to adopt the practice when they got some of the combat variant corvettes that would have otherwise been put in reserve.  Tremi was one of the new generation of Marine corvette battle commanders, and her ship reflected that status.  It didn’t have the tactical deck in the back, it instead had two gunnery positions for gunnery officers to man the extra pulse and rail weapons, and much of the empty space that would be in a standard C&C corvette was taken up by a belly-mounted weapon rack holding pulse and rail cannon turrets. The change had come down for two reasons:  they had more Naval corvettes than they knew what to do with, and the corvettes had proven highly effective as extra-large and highly durable fighters in space operations and powerful ground support and aerial supremacy for ground attacks.  As such the combat variant corvette had a crew of four, lacking the tactical operations officers.  The captain and navigator manned the cockpit, the captain doing some actual operational work, and the two gunnery officers worked from the gunnery deck and controlled the missile batteries and the universal mount pulse and rail weaponry mounted on the belly and tail, where the captain herself manned the forward guns.  Combat corvette captains didn’t just sit in a chair and issue orders, they were more like fighter squadron commanders, flying sorties with the squadron and doing actual fighting.  The corvette cockpits still had the third chair, however, so Jason sat there while.  Tremi was rated to fly a corvette, so she was doing the actual flying when they took off, her navigator acting like the co-pilot.  In combat, it would be the navigator doing the flying while Tremi controlled all other ship functions outside of the weapons controlled by the gunnery crew.


“I see they started sending down the combat variants to the Marines,” Jason said as he looked around the cockpit.  “How’s the transfer sitting with you, Tremi?”


“So far so good, your Grace,” she answered as the corvette picked up off the landing pad.  “I’ve been doing more training of other Marine officers than any real work lately.”


“Let’s hope it stays that way,” Jason grunted.


“Not me.  I’ve been attached back to the Navy for the upcoming attack.  I have too much experience for them to keep me behind the planetary shield,” she said, glancing back with a smile.  Tremi was definitely a cutie, with pale blue skin—she didn’t spend much time in a tanning bed—and ghostly white hair that was tousled and shoulder length.  She had very dark violet eyes and an impishly cute face, almost like she was a born troublemaker.  The dimples certainly reinforced that impression of her.  “I’m being attached to the Ghost Squadron as a support corvette.  I’m certainly happy about that,” she chuckled.  “If I’m going to be doing fighter operations, I’m quite content to be attached to the best squadron in the Navy.”


“Ah, so Juma’s carrying through on her idea to attach corvettes to fighter squadrons for extra support.”


“It is a good idea,” she said as they started the four minute trip to the 3D warehouse.  “And it sure beats being attached to a tactical strike squadron.  They always get the shit missions.”


Jason chuckled as Cybi looked out the port window.  “Too much firepower not to be used as tactical strike ships.”


“Yeah, I hate being a bomber,” she said, glancing back again.  “That’s what gunboats are for.”

“Gunboats need support too,” Jason said lightly.


“I know, but if they want me to be a fighter, make me a fighter.  Not this fighter mission one day, strike mission the next.”


“That’s why you get the big credits, Tremi, you’re just so good that they have you do both.”


“Flattery will get you all kinds of places, your Grace,” she said lightly, which made her navigator laugh.


She got them to 3D right on time, the shield protecting the Shimmer Dome and the 3D warehouse coming down long enough for them to pass through.  There were 200 Wolf fighters, 20 corvettes, and about 100 ground batteries tracking them as they approached, and they’d fire without hesitation if they even thought that the Tracker had no authorization to be there.  On the ground, there were over 15,000 ground infantry and 200 Gladiators ringing the site, along with ground pulse and rail batteries, secondary shield generators to create a second hard shield over the ever-present hard shield that was kept on over the compound at all times to create a second layer of protection for the extremely important factory.  The Shimmer Dome was one of the most important sites on Karis, the only place in the entire universe where biogenic crystals could be grown, so the compound of buildings holding the crystal factory, board assembly plant, shipping and warehouse facilities, and 3D warehouse would have significant resources allocated to its defense.  Only Cybi’s facility on Kosiningi would have more protection than the Shimmer Dome.


Cybi vanished from the corvette when they landed and opened the inner airlock-style door for him, then floated alongside as he entered the main work area of the warehouse, where some of the most cutting edge advanced technology in the galaxy was developed.  The entire 3D crew was in except for Jyslin, Myleena sitting at her desk on the raised platform on the far end of the warehouse area, a large open area filled with benches, desks, prototypes, and equipment and supply racks and bins. He went straight to Myleena’s desk, where she was putting lines of code up on her holographic monitor, her feet up on her desk as she wrote code with command thought, and doing it about fifty times faster than she could have ever done it by typing.  Entire blocks of code appeared on the monitor and scrolled out of sight.  Cybi said you wanted to see me?


Oh yeah, we do, she replied, putting her feet down.  “Gather up!” she shouted over the continuous sounds of talking and machinery.


[What’s going on?]


[Mainly a status report, but we’ve made some significant progress on some projects, enough to report them to you.]


[That’s exactly what I wanted to hear.]


[Good thing you asked Cybi along, I was going to ask her to be here.  You’re always really handy to have at these meetings, Cybi, thanks to that computer brain and database of yours,] Myleena grinned.

[I’m happy to help, Myleena,] she replied easily and honestly.


They went down to the center of the work area, where they kept their conference table.  Jason put his helmet on it as the 3D crew assembled, then he looked to Myli as he took a seat at one of the reinforced chairs.  He and his guards were the only ones in the building in armor.  “Alright, Myli, surprise me,” he said.

She chuckled as she got down there, wearing KMS workout shorts and a skimpy sports halter, both white.  She showed absolutely no signs yet that she was pregnant, but that time would be over soon.  “The main thing we’ve got is some progress on the diffuser project,” she said, looking to Jenny.  She brought up a schematic over the conference table that looked like a shockwave generator unit.


Jenny stood up and stepped over to the table.  “This is what we’ve got so far.  We haven’t gotten very far with the diffuser prototype Myli sent us, we haven’t managed to improve it very much, but Eraen had a pretty damn good idea,” she said, grinning at her partner.  “We think we can modify a standard Torsion shockwave generator to act like a shield against Torsion bolts,” she said.  “The sims so far look pretty promising.  The modified generator creates a Torsion field so powerful it literally reflects Torsion bolts like a laser beam bouncing off a mirror.  We’re converting a shockwave unit right now to test the math.”


“Sounds promising.  The downside?”


Jenny laughed.  “A big one.  The unit can’t stay up long before it burns itself out.  The units aren’t designed to handle the kind of power it takes to create the reflective field, so they don’t last long when we use them that way.  We could probably build one from the ground up that can do the job, but it won’t be in time to do us any good against the upcoming attack.”

“It’s also a massive power drain on the ship, and I mean it sucks as much power as the engines do at full power,” Eraen added.  “And no weapon can fire through the effect, not even pulse weapons.  The field reflects energy fire from both directions, even pulse weapons, and atomizes rail slugs on top of arresting their momentum, making them useless.  Firing with the field up would cause a pulse shot to bounce right back at the firing ship.”


“Ouch.  But you think you can get it to work?’


“We’re pretty sure.  We were thinking that this would be best for ground installations, working like a panic shield that comes up only long enough to bounce the Torsion bolt, then goes back down before it overheats and burns itself out.  Since we can hook them right into the planetary grid, we don’t have to worry much about the power drain, the planetary power grid could run a freakin’ million of these things at once.  Anything that physically tries to pass through the field will get ripped into molecules by the effect, so it serves as a pretty nasty hard shield on top of being able to reflect energy-based weapons.  If those mantis craft land and are about to attack the site, they can activate the shockwave generator and have it stay up as long as possible before it burns out, keeping the attackers at bay until ground units can get there to take them out.”


“That’s pretty clever,” he said appreciatively.  “And you’re right, it won’t be much good on a ship if it has a short uptime and you can’t fire through it.  Go ahead and see what you can get working, guys.  You have three days.  If you can get it working, install one here to protect the Shimmer Dome and 3D.  This is probably the second-most critical location on the planet.  If they take out the Shimmer Dome, we’ll be fuckin’ hamstrung for nearly a year before we get it rebuilt.”


“You got it, boss,” Jenny said.


“How’s the work on that wormhole destabilizer going?” he asked.


“I’m working on that myself, and right now I have some equipment on order from the Shimmer Dome.  As soon as I get the parts, I’ll build the prototype and see what we get.”


“What does the math say?”


“That it’ll work, but it’s also gonna screw with any gravometric engine while the disruption field is up.  We’ll be able to maneuver, but it’s gonna slow down our ships and make them sluggish.  Since our strategy is to back up against the planetary shield and make them engage our ships in range of the planetary defense system, I don’t think the Navy will mind too much.”


“What about Imperial ships?”


“They’ll actually have less trouble than ours will, because the effect interferes more with translation engines than conventional grav engines,” she replied.  “I’ll have some field data to analyze as soon as they finish building the custom boards I need and get them over here.”

“Bottom line?”


“If it works, it’ll make the one-sided wormhole the bugs are building 36% more unstable,” she replied.  “That will cost them a couple of thousand ships destroyed by the flux as they try to pass through.  The effect can reach as far out as 400,000 kathra from the planet.”


“Damn, that far?”


“I never build anything half-ass, Jayce,” she grinned.


“Alright, call me as soon as you have some hard numbers.  What else is going on?  How are the inventories, Tom?”


“We’re gearing up and getting ready,” he answered.  “We’ve got a lot of factory space now since ship production is off the queue, so we’re cranking out toys by the buttload every hour, both oldies and some of our new products.”


“How many solar collectors have you guys built and placed?”


Bo laughed.  “About fifty,” he answered.  “When they get here, the sun itself is gonna start kicking their asses.”


“Let’s hope we can use them,” Jason said.  “If they’re smart, they’ll stay on the night side.”


“They’ll be on whichever side Kosigi isn’t,” Myleena noted.  “If we’re lucky, they’ll attack when Kosigi is on the night side of the planet, which will put their ships in the line of fire of the collectors.”


“That’s a complete shit sandwich for them,” Jason said with an evil smile.  “Face down the GRAF cannons on Kosigi or a few dozen solar collectors.”


“It’s gonna be over a hundred in three days, I have about sixty more of them slated for delivery by then,” Tom amended.

“Good.  I think we should mass produce those things and add them to our standard planetary defense package.  They sure as hell proved themselves when we used them in the PR sector.”


“Myri’s already ordered five hundred of ‘em for deployment at all house planets,” Myleena chuckled.  “She had the same idea.”


“What about the new toys?”


“We’ve pulled them off the shelf and got factory space for ‘em,” Tom answered.  “And we emptied the entire storage room, Jayce.  Everything.  Even the Hello Kitties and My Little Ponies.  We’re specifically focusing on those, the high-power variants capable of damaging naval vessels.”


“Good.  This isn’t the time to hold anything back, guys.  If you have any idea that we might be able to use against the Consortium, you get it in front of Myleena as fast as you can.  And I mean even if you build a fuckin’ slingshot out of rubber bands that shoots acid spitballs.  If it’s viable in any way, I want it on the board and waiting to kick some Consortium ass.”


“I had something of an idea,” Bobby called.

“Shoot, Bobby,” Jason answered.  Bobby was a Legion member, but he was more of a builder than a designer.  He was like Luke in that he was really good with his hands, a great builder, but he didn’t have the technical skill that many others did.  Where they all studied with Myleena, learned how to be engineers, Bobby just kept on building things, happy to serve the Legion as the guy that could build almost anything as long as he was given the plans for it.  He didn’t invent or design toys, but he could build the fuck out of them when it came time to build prototypes and test their ideas.


“Okay, I think we might have a way to use the GRAF cannons on Kosigi,” he said, stepping up and touching his interface, bringing up a holo of the planet Karis and Kosigi.  “Jayce, you once told me that telekinesis can affect space itself, and I saw that video of how Empress Dahnai was saved in her throne room.  Lady Saelle deflected the MPAC shots into the ceiling.”  He took his finger and traced from Kosigi and in an arc around the planet, his finger leaving a train of holographic light behind it.  “Is there any way that you and Lady Cybi can do the same thing on a higher scale?  Can you use the CBIM’s merge to twist space and change the path of a GRAF shot?  You know, bounce it off some spatial warp around the planet and into the enemy, like using a mirror to detour a laser beam around an obstacle?”


Jason almost said something, then he clicked his mouth shut and looked to Cybi, a little surprised.  He’d never thought of that!  “I think we could,” she answered for him.  “We can certainly alter the course of the cannon shots, but we can’t do it as a single deflection, as the mirror you use in your example.  The angles would put the GRAF shot out of range of our telekinesis at the point we’d have to deflect it and allow it to clear the planet on the deflection.  But if we do it as a tunnel of warped space that loops around the planet in an arc, it should work.  We’ll have to keep our firing arcs clear, though,” she said, touching her finger to her chin and looking at the hologram.  “The shots will have to pass very close to the shield for us to be able to affect them, and that might cause our fleets some problems given Lorna’s strategy of drawing the enemy as close to the planetary defense system as possible.  They’ll have to clear out of the path of the shot and stay out of the area of affected space, else we’ll damage them.  Something like this,” she said, tracing her own finger from Kosigi and right by the shield, almost scraping it, then curving it around to a straight line on the other side.  “We have Admiral Dellin aim all of his GRAF cannons at a common point, the entry point of the spatial tunnel, then we adjust the warping for each shot to account for the angular differences.  Dellin will have to make absolutely sure that all cannon shots are exactly on target, since warping that much space will require our complete attention and we’ll have no power to spare to create a large target for Dellin to aim at.  If the GRAF shots are off by two degrees, the GRAF shot will miss the window, and they might hit the planetary shield if they’re off target on the planet side of the window.”

“Holy shit, that’s an awesome idea!” Myleena said with a bright laugh.  “With Jason merged to Cybi, they could bank a shot around the planet and right into the enemy!”


“Cybi—“ Jason started, but she cut him off.


“I’m already writing a targeting subroutine that will allow Dellin to aim the cannons at a point we choose, so we can wrap them around the planet, then we aim the shots when they come around the other side.  I’m developing an algorithm that will allow us to cooperate with the command center to call in pinpoint GRAF strikes on their command.”

“Outstanding, Bobby!  That’s exactly what I meant!” Jason said with a laugh.  “You just proved you belong in this building!”


The others all cheered, and Bobby stood there with a foolish grin.  “Well, it wasn’t nothin’,” he said, then sat back down.


“Well, I think I’ll be spending more time at Kosiningi than I expected, learning how to aim GRAF shots,” Jason chuckled, and Cybi smiled and nodded.


“A little practice might be good for both of us,” she agreed.


“Okay, can anyone top that?” Jason asked, looking around.  When nobody said anything, he slapped his gauntlets against his knees and stood up.  “Alright then, I have to get back to the White House,” he said.  “Jenny, Eraen, see what you can work up.  Myli, commune anything important to me, since you’re in the shop.”

“Will do,” she replied.


They returned to the White House, and Jason went to his office just in time for the meeting of the Confederate Council.  He sat down in front of the holograms, already on, with Lorna in the middle going over the most recent tweaks to the battle plan.  “We’ll start moving ships in sixteen standard hours, starting with Skaa picket ships,” Lorna told the leaders.


“Lorna, expect some changes to come straight from Cybi in a few hours,” Jason broke in.  “We’re working on a way to utilize the GRAF cannons on Kosigi no matter where the Consortium attacks, and it might require to clear ships out away from close to the planet.  She’ll send you some locations we want kept open.”


“I’ll keep that in mind,” she nodded.


“Some kind of deflector array?” Dahnai asked.


“Something like that,” he replied.


“After the picket ships are in Karisian space, we’ll begin shifting assets into the system based on planned fleet deployments,” Lorna continued.  “The Kimdori inside Go’jur’mi are keeping us abreast of enemy plans, and if nothing changes, we’ll have all our forces in place a full Imperial standard day ahead of the Consortium’s planned attack.  Our strategy for the defense of Karis remains unchanged,” she said as a hologram of the planet and dots representing Confederate ships in their planned formations appeared.  “We’ll deploy our forces in a way that puts the heaviest firepower over the most critical targets on the planet, forcing the Consortium to run the gauntlet to get at Kosiningi, Karsa, the control center for the planetary power plant in the center of the Kargan continent, the Parri settlement on the northwest coast, and the Kizzik colony on Kirga.  There will be ships stationed literally all around the planet, however, deployed in a manner that will allow our forces to respond quickly if the Consortium attacks a less defended area.  In a way, these less defended points are bait trying to lure the Consortium into attacking them,” she explained.  “We’ll have our assets deployed so that we can attack any concentration of ships attacking these points very quickly.  KMS ground forces will be defending those sites and all occupied cities and settlements.  Anything inside the shield is going to be exclusively defended by the KMS, while everything outside the shield will be combined Confederate defense.  If the KMS needs support, they’ll call us in and we’ll enter the shield at two points where the shield can be turned soft to allow entry.  We’ll concentrate ships carrying infantry and ground units at those points, so if they’re needed, they can quickly enter the shield and deploy to any location on the planet that needs reinforcements.”


“Is the interdictor outside the shield?” Overseer Kruu asked.  “Is it being adequately defended?” 


“No—yes, they’re being defended, and no, the interdictors aren’t outside the shield,” Jason replied.  “The interdictors are just inside the shield, one in stationary orbit over each magnetic pole.  They’ll be on the inside, and we have some major defenses in place around them to protect them.  But even if they destroy the interdictors at the planet, we have the Karis system interdicted in a sphere far beyond the planet,” he explained.  “We have two layers of interdiction, the planetary interdictors and a second layer a light year out, set so they’ll just reach the planet if the interdictors here are down or destroyed.  That gives us two light years of interdiction in every direction from the planet for anyone trying to jump in.  Just destroying the Karis interdictors won’t let them jump ships into the system, it won’t even let them jump ships inside the system.  The second layer will stop that, because the edge of their interdiction ends and intersects right at the Karis star, completely covering the entire system.”

“I didn’t know you had that in place,” he said.  “A very wise thing to do.”


“We thought ahead when we designed the defenses around the planet,” Jason said simply.


“Karis’ planetary defense systems are already designed into the defensive strategy,” Lorna continued.  “The KMS is updating us with their changes on an hourly basis, mainly revolving around the deployment of automated weaponry their factories are producing.  As of right now, our fundamental strategy is unchanged.  We keep our forces close to the planet and force the Consortium to engage us with the planetary defenses backing us up,” she said as the hologram changed.  “Missiles, fighters, automated weaponry, and long range weapons will be employed if they won’t commit, but we see this as highly unlikely.  Their entire strategy absolutely depends on them taking the planet, so they will attack our forces immediately upon entering the system.  While our strategy does play into the Consortium’s plans in that we’re allowing them to get close to the planet, given the powerful defensive systems in place at the planet, it’s still our best option for dealing as much damage as possible.  To take the planet, they have to run a gauntlet, so we’re simply concentrating our forces to turn that gauntlet into an impassable barrier.”

“We still intend to attack the ships at range, though, correct?” Ba’mra’ei asked.


“Of course, High Staff,” Lorna nodded.  “They’ll have to approach under a hail of fire, then engage our forces with the planetary defenses reinforcing us.”


“We’ve already got entire warehouses full of Legion toys ready for that,” Jason said, to which Lorna nodded.  “The Consortium will have to get through everything we can throw at them to get within Torsion range of our ships.  We have GRAF cannons, rail cannons, mines, missiles, assorted Legion weapons, and solar collectors set up to dish out some massive punishment if they arrive way out from the planet. When they get to the ships, they’ll have already taken a lot of damage.”

“Thus why we believe they’ll try to open that wormhole as close as possible to the planet,” Lorna nodded.


“I did want to ask how the Generations are being deployed for this battle,” Assaba asked, looking at him.  “Are they going to fight?”

“Every one of us is going to be involved, outside of the children,” Jason answered.  “I’ll be with Cybi, managing the main defense of the planet.  Virtually the entire biogenic network will be put under my control for this, because it’ll take the combined power of nearly everything we have on the planet to give me the power and range to take out battleships in orbit.  Duchess Myleena Karinne will be with me, acting as a backup in case I pass out or something.  The others will be deployed at every city and military position we have on the planet and in Kosigi with tactical gestalts, to form a second line of defense in case anything gets past me.  The Generations will be defensive only,” he stressed.  “You have no idea how hard it is to use your talent to a degree that can do damage to an armored military mecha, and do it from range.  Even with the new tactical gestalts we have in place to boost range and power, they’ll literally be the last line of defense.”

“But it’ll be a formidable defense,” Dahnai noted.


“If things get to where they have to fight, then the shield will be down and everyone’s gonna be in a pitched battle on the planet’s surface,” Jason grunted.

“We have two plans in place to deal with what we expect from the Consortium, and what we don’t,” Lorna continued, putting up a holo of the planet.  “Our likely scenario is that they set their one-way wormhole to bring their ships in as close to the planet as possible,” she told them.  “We expect this because the enemy’s strategy hinges on taking the planet, and they’ll need as many ships as possible to get past the defense that both we and Jason will put up.  But, in the event that they open the wormhole a distance from the planet and attempt to stage their forces, we have an alternate plan in place to deal with this.  It involves the use of automated weaponry and missiles jumped in using a disposable freighter and hyperspace missiles, which are attuned to the interdiction effect so they can jump outbound.  If the Consortium, say, tries to set their wormhole to near one of the other five planets in the system, we have the ability to hit them wherever they try to appear.”


“Don’t the Kimdori know where they intend to set their wormhole?” Dahnai asked.


“Not at this time.  Only their overall commander has that information, and the Consortium knows that the Kimdori have penetrated their security,” Lorna answered.  “So they’re keeping their operational plans secret, even from their own troops.  The ship commanders in the Consortium have no idea what the plan is, and they won’t until just before they open the wormhole.”


“Why don’t you think they’ll stage somewhere, like at planet two?” Assaba asked.


“It’s simple, your Imperial Majesty,” Lorna answered.  “The Consortium does know what kind of defense they’re facing at Karis.  If they attempt to open their wormhole a great distance away and stage their forces, it means they have to bring them in under constant attack, and they’ll lose a sizable number of ships.  They need those ships in order to breach the defenses at Karis, mainly because of the powerful defense of both the planetary shield, which prevents any bombardment or orbital attack, and that of Jason and Cybi, which will allow them to directly attack the ships in orbit using telekinetic ability.  If they attempt to come in at a distance and then cruise in at sublight, they won’t have the ships to take Karis due to them coming in under fire.  Their only real option is to open the wormhole as close as gravity will allow and attempt to blitz the defensive fleet, knock enough of a hole in our defenses that will allow them to get shield borers down to get ground attack units through the shield, and try to take the planet’s three critical points; Kosiningi, the planetary power control station, and the White House.”  Those points appeared on the planet on the holo.  “These three strategic points represent virtually all the critical systems on the planet.  Taking either Kosiningi or the power station will stop Jason from attacking the fleet in orbit, where taking the White House means they take the military command center directing the defense.”


“I see.  That does clear things up, thank you, General,” Assaba said.


“We also have a plan in place if they attempt to open the wormhole a medium distance form the planet and then rush in at sublight, but that’s the most infeasible of the three options available,” Lorna added.  “It represents maximum damage to the enemy fleet with minimum advantage.  But, since it is an option, we have a plan for it.”

“So, if they’re damned if they don’t and damned if they do, what do you expect them to do?” Ba’mra’ei asked.


“What we expect is for them to open the wormhole as close as physically possible to the planet,” she said, causing a swirl to appear the minimum distance from the planet Myleena calculated.  “We expect some kind of defensive or diversionary tactic to be used at first, to prevent the first ships through from being annihilated, perhaps some sensor burst device or some kind of physical defense, like a derelict ship or asteroid, that protects the first ships through.  Then they’ll send their ships through as fast as they possibly can, since the wormhole will be unstable and might be prone to moving large distances.  Since this represents a possibility their forces might be scattered, they have to move them as fast as they can through the wormhole so a ship isn’t all by itself, and therefore easy prey.  Our defenses are based on dealing with this tactic, of fighting a constant stream of ships coming out of the wormhole.  We’ll try to contain them as long as possible, but we already expect a breach, so we’ll allow them to breach where we want them to, opening a hole in our lines and allowing them to break through.  Where we allow that will depend entirely on where that wormhole appears, since it can appear anywhere around the planet.  But, since they have three critical sites they have to take, we expect them to try to aim the wormhole so it appears over the Kargan continent, since all three critical points on Karis are either on Karga or off its eastern shore.  Opening the wormhole over Karga gives their ground units the shortest distance to travel.”

“The very fact that you know this would cause me to open the wormhole elsewhere,” Field Marshall Grran’s vocoder intoned as his fingers deftly typed out his thoughts.  “A very foolish military commander does what his opponent expects him to do, even when it seems that it is his only choice.  I would expect them to open the wormhole a quarter of the circumference of the planet away from Karga, breach there, then use an angled controlled descent of their forces to those points.”

“We have plans for just that, Field Marshall,” Lorna said.  “As I said, what we do depends on where they open the wormhole.  That’s why we’ll have our forces strategically positioned around the planet, to be able to rally to that point quickly, as well as bait points in our defensive lines to lure the Consortium into attacking the shield where we want them to.”

Jason drifted through the next few minutes, not paying much attention as he made some notes, then he waited for Lorna to finish laying out what she wanted the rulers to know—which wasn’t everything—then spoke up when she was finished.  “I won’t be attending these meetings until after everything’s done,” Jason announced.  “I have too much work to do and too much to get ready for.  Secretary Yeri will be sitting in for me, and she’ll tell me everything I need to know.  In fact, I’ll be leaving in just a minute.  I have something extremely important to do.”


“What is that?” Overseer Brayrak Kruu asked.


“Spend the last bit of free time with my family I’ll have for the next week,” he replied bluntly and honestly.


Dahnai chuckled, and Grizzie gave him a weird look.  “A noble use of time.  Family is important, especially in these trying times,” she declared.


“Well, given I’ll be actively participating in the battle, I’ll just be too busy doing some last minute training and drills to be able to make it to the conference,” Jason replied.  “If this is the last night in maybe two takirs that I have any free time at all, I’m spending it with the ones I’m fighting for.”


And he meant it.  Five minutes later, he was walking with his guards to the Tracker, and the corvette took him home.  He’d timed it so he’d be there just as the kids were getting out of school, and his timing was almost perfect.  Just as he got out of his armor, the guards were bringing all the kids in, herding most of them to Maya and Vell’s so they could babysit, while a few got to go home because their mothers were home.  Rann, Shya, and Danelle burst into the house with their usual exuberance, all of them in their armor—Aya’s rule—and heading immediately up to their rooms to take it off.  Danelle hadn’t taken long at all to make the guest room hers, all the new furniture in and her “Daddy Jason things” all set up in her room.  She had two completely furnished rooms, one in his house and one in her own.  Jason helped Ayama cut green onions for a Terran food-only salad, catching up on the strip gossip—such as there was—while Surin prepared the grill.  Jason had ordered a cookout tonight, their last chance to get a little rest, and had arranged it so everyone would have at least a few hours.

After a few minutes, Rann and Shya came back downstairs.  Both of them were bare-ass naked, and Shya immediately put her arms around Rann from behind when they stopped by the counter.  Going without clothes wasn’t unusual for Shya, he’d learned over the few days she’d been living with them, but it was a bit unusual for Rann.  He usually only took off his clothes if he was taking a bath or going to the beach.  Shya was a little streaker, he’d come to learn.  She liked being as unclothed as possible when she was inside her own house, probably a reaction to always having to be perfectly dressed any time she went out into public for official functions.  Those days were more or less behind her, but she hadn’t had time to get used to the idea that she wasn’t in the spotlight anymore.  It was also one way that Shya was stamping her ownership of Rann on him, by convincing him to go without clothes in the house, but Jason wasn’t too worried.  Jason had it on high authority that Rann and Shya had had their first little confrontation over who was in charge, and her little Imperial Highness got the shock of her life.  Rann made it clear that he wasn’t going to do what Shya wanted all the time, and after her defeat, Shya had backed off a little to lick her wounds and try a different angle of attack.
“Hey kidlets,” Jason said aloud as he handed a bowl of chopped onions to Ayama.  “How was school?”

It was okay, Rann replied.  We got out early because of all the preparing.  We don’t go back til after the battle’s over.


I know, Jason replied with a nod.  I’m the one who ordered it.


Wow, could you like order it so we never go back?


He laughed and Ayama gave him a sly smile.  No, he sent crisply.  You more than anyone else on this planet has to have a good education, Rann.  How can you be a leader if you don’t know anything?


Sometimes being the next Grand Duke is no fun, Rann complained.


Welcome to reality, Jason told his son dryly as Ayama sliced tomatoes.  Have you gotten used to the new school yet, Shya?


Uh-huh, she replied mentally, which was more a wordless affirmation which his own mind translated as that Terran slang word, one of the ways sending was more pure than speech.  It’s a little behind where my tutors had me, so it’s really easy.  But I like being around other kids.  In the palace, the only other kids I really see a lot are my brother and sister.


I don’t coddle my kids, Shya, and you’re my daughter now, Jason told her easily as he started to shred lettuce.


I kinda like it.


I’m glad that you do.  I bet that being an Imperial Princess is really annoying sometimes.


Yes it is, she sent seriously, maturely, which made him chuckle.  Can we go down to the beach?

Of course you can, Jason replied.  Aya, can you send a guard down to watch the kids at the beach?


Suri will be right there, she replied immediately.


Don’t go in the water til Suri gets there, Jason told them.  And have fun.


‘Kay, Rann replied, and the two of them hurried towards the utility room where they kept the beach gear.


Danelle came down as Surin received a huge box from the local deli, filled with assorted grilling food, one of the guards bringing it in from the gate.  Inside was everything one could want at a cookout, from Terran hamburgers and chicken to grua.  Faey, Makati, and even some Alliance meats were in the box, all the favorites of the people on the strip, and Surin unpacked it onto platters to take it out.  Everyone who lived on the strip would be home within an hour, and he’d also invited a few outsiders.  Juma, Navii, and Sioa had been invited, Kyva and Aura had been invited, Miaari and Kiaari both would be there, Ayuma was going to get there when she could, Dahnai and her family were supposed to be there in about an hour, Anya Surrale was even now in transit to Karis, and Frinia Foralle and Yila Trefani were just getting ready to board ships to head to Karis.  Those three were his strongest allies in the Siann now, and he rather liked them, so he didn’t mind at al inviting them to a cookout.  It was a last gasp party of sorts, one last chance to relax a little bit before things got nasty, and it wasn’t restricted to the strip.  Jason had declared that afternoon a holiday for everyone to take a break, take a breather, and join together in their communities with cookouts and building or block parties and remember what they were fighting for.  The cookout that would soon begin on the strip would be mirrored all over the planet in one way or another.


 I hope you remembered the barbecue sauce, Jason sent lightly.  Anya’s coming.


I have her favorite sauce in the pantry and ready, he replied with a slight smile.


Jyslin hurried in, still in her armor, Saelle right behind her wearing a bikini top and a sarong-like wrap around her hips.  His wife kissed him on the cheek on her way upstairs, but Saelle leaned against the doorframe and greeted him.  Jyslin had been over at the Paladin offices today, finishing up the paperwork to create a new D-league team, the Warriors, putting two D-league teams under the Paladin umbrella.  They were also in the works to fold the entire KPL under the Paladin organization, where it was still operated by the KPL officials, but the status would allow IBL teams to draft out of the KPL.  But, since none of their scouts would be allowed on the planet to check them out, it literally became a Paladins-only resource…and was already earning the ire of several other IBL organizations that a planetary league was being certified as a draft resource, yet their scouts weren’t allowed to personally attend the games to scout the talent.  They could watch over viddy, but that wasn’t the same as being there.


Jyslin had settled into her new role as the CEO of the Paladins a lot quicker than Jason thought she would.  She wasn’t a total bachi nut like many Faey were, but she was a fan of the game, and Frinia was teaching her up with shocking speed on the intricacies of managing personnel and money and dealing with the towering egos and primadonnas that were most IBL players.  They were the absolute best, they knew it, and they both acted like it and expected everyone else to treat them like they were the Empress’ younger sister.


And that was the shock for the players.  Jyslin didn’t play that game.  She’d already had a couple of impressive spats with Paladin players over their treatment, mainly how they weren’t informed about the sale and that they wanted better quarters, more perks, even a contract renegotiation.  Jyslin answered that last one by threatening to cut her for conduct detrimental to the team.  IBL contracts were like baseball contracts in that they were guaranteed.  If Jyslin cut the player, she’d still be paid what was on her contract.  But there were ways to get around those contracts, and Frinia had made sure to put that language in all the contracts she signed, which were still binding both for the player and for the Paladin organization.  Every Paladin player had it in her contract that she could be cut and the contract terminated if she acted in a manner that was excessively disruptive to the team, like throwing a temper tantrum, getting arrested for a crime, or doing something monumentally stupid.  The other clause said that if a player played so badly, that if a player in the D-league at the same position had better statistics with the same minutes played, then the player got her contract terminated at management’s discretion.  Good players who tried hard but were just in a slump could be kept, but those just showing up for the paycheck and didn’t care how well they played or if the team won got axed.  Frinia called it the “incentive clause” to prevent a player from just coasting after signing a non-draftee contract and raking in the credits, but this usually wasn’t a problem in the IBL.  Even players in basement teams like the Paladins were playing to hopefully get signed to a better team, s they tried their hardest.  Besides, IBL players had pride, and they didn’t want to be singled out on the IBL network as some of the worst players in the league.  But despite the competitive spirit of the players, Frinia insisted on that clause, mainly after getting burned by signing a veteran at the tail end of her career who just wanted the easy credits before she retired.  If a player wasn’t performing better than someone in the D-league, then Frinia had the option to outright release the player, terminating the contract and not having to pay another credit.

Frinia was a hardass when it came to her bachi team.  That was one reason why Jason liked her.


Going crazy yet, Saelle? Jason asked lightly.


Not really, I’ve been busy.  I’ve been assigned to defend the Shimmer Dome.


I know.  I ordered it, he replied.  You and Jezzi are the strongest Generations that aren’t me and Myleena, and the Shimmer Dome is the second most critical location on Karis.  I want my strongest there to protect it.  You, Jezzi, Evirin, Goli, and Hirika are stationed there.  I’m sure the five of you can hold off anything that reaches you.

So, Jezzi’s sitting in the big chair and I’m in my Gladiator?


Exactly, he replied.  I didn’t spend all that money installing that tactical gestalt in your Gladiator so you can do party tricks.  You’ll do the facesmashing while Jezzi handles protecting the grounds.


I do love to smash face, she winked.  And with the upgrades they made to it, I’ll smash a whole lot of face.  The tactical gestalt in Saelle’s Gladiator was a major investment and also an experiment in the viability of a mobile tactical gestalt, which they’d massively upgraded to nearly triple its output power since Saelle had been brought back to Karis.  Saelle’s Gladiator training combined with that gestalt would allow her to move to where she was needed most, use her power when it was needful, but also fire rail slugs and pulse blasts at enemy mecha when that was more practical.  The big static gestalts had more power, but Saelle would have range and mobility, and if the idea panned out, they’d be building a few more for Generations with combat training.  Jason was of a mind to install a hardcore tactical gestalt on a Wolf fighter and make it his personal fighter craft, giving him all the speed and maneuverability of a Wolf combined with the powerful offensive and defensive capabilities brought by the gestalt.  With a gestalt in his fighter, he could bend all fire away from him, making him all but invulnerable, and was free to fight back with both the Wolf’s weaponry and his talent.


Speaking of Generations, I need to go talk to Myleena a bit, Jayce, she added, pulling on the strap of hr black bikini top.  Be back in a while.  She turned and headed out, the large jaingi tattoo on her back blatantly apparent against her blue skin and looking as lovely as ever.

Kiaari strolled into the house through the kitchen door.  Jason grinned and held his arms out to her, and she laughed as she jumped into his embrace.  “Hey you!  Thanks for the invite, I desperately needed a break,” she said.  “How you doing?”

“Just fine now that you’re here, silly puppy,” he said, which made her laugh brightly.


“How go the preparations?”


“They’re on schedule,” he replied.  “I’ll be meeting with all the Generations in the morning to go over their assignments with them, then I’ll be spending the rest of the time up until the Consortium gets here doing drills and practicing with Cybi.”


“We’re buttoning up the Academy right now too, they’ll be canceling classes on the day of the attack and the day after,” she said.  “But it’s still the Academy.  Plenty going on.  I’m certainly never bored.”


Jason chuckled.  “I can imagine.  What happened to the ambassador from the Prakarikai?”


“We have a new one now,” Kiaari grinned.  “The Grimja bit him on the face, and Grimja saliva is toxic to them.  He had to go home after his face swelled up like a beach ball, and they sent a new one after he had a temper tantrum in front of the High King.”


Jason laughed raucously.  “I knew I had a reason to like the Grimja.”


“Jayce, are they ever pissed at you,” Kiaari said with a wicked tilt to her voice.


“Ohhh, so Yeri finally got that offer out to the Grimja, eh?”


“Oh yes she did, and you could see the explosion of Prakarika from Terra,” she replied, which made Ayama laugh.  “You just completely hamstrung all their plans for the Grimja sector by offering the Grimja food replicators to help stretch their own resources.”


“As long as they don’t mind the taste, they can have at it,” Jason replied smoothly.  “Besides, the Prakarikai are annoying little weasels.  I never mind sticking it to them.”


“Well, that’s true enough,” Kiaari snickered.


“How about on the other side?”


“The Verutan sector?  Same old same old,” she replied as she picked up a knife and started cutting celery.  “Just the usual inter-Academy tensions between the Veruta and the Haumda.  It’s almost silly.  They like each other, but it’s the whole ‘our empires don’t like each other, so I just have to dislike you on principle’ deal.”


“I see that a lot,” Jason chuckled.  “In fact, that’s the way I was back when I first met Jyslin,” he grinned.  “Did you clear that Imbiri instructor?”


“Yup, she started two days ago,” she answered.  “She definitely turns heads on campus.  She’s one of the most unique species there.”


“I’ve seen pictures of Imbiri, I’m not surprised,” he nodded as Kiaari dumped her chopped celery into the bowl.  “Now, enough talk about work.  How’s it been?”


“Pretty good,” she replied.  “I have the Academy all wrapped around my finger, and Father keeps telling me how proud he is.  I’m about to test him on that.”


“Ohhh, really?  How?”


“I’m a Gamekeeper, Jayce.  I should be allowed to have cubs of my own.”


He gave her a sly smile.  “Miaari got to you, did she?”


“Well, maybe a little, but I should have the right to breed,” she told him seriously.  “If Father’s that proud of me, then he can give me permission to make myself available.”


“You’re awfully young,” he noted.


“I know,” she replied.  “If he approves, I’ll be the youngest female given permission to breed in nearly three thousand years.  But I’m fairly sure I can attract enough good quality males to have cubs the clan can be proud of,” she said, maybe a touch defensively. “If anything, sister Miaari proves that our bloodline is really up there.  I’ll get inquires just for that fact alone.”

“Still riding Miaari’s coat tails,” Jason teased, which earned him an elbow to the ribs.


“Hey Kee,” Jyslin called as she came back down in a pair of skimpy shorts and a tank top, both dark blue.  “Glad you could make it.”


“Miss free food?  Are you crazy?” she asked, which made Jyslin grin.  “So, how do you like being the owner of an IBL team?”

“So far, it’s ton of work,” she replied.  “I’ll be putting that on hold and letting Frinia handle the paperwork until after all this mess is over, though.”


“That sounds about normal all over,” Kiaari said as Kyva wandered in with Aura, Kyva in KMS workout shorts and a workout halter, and Aura still in her armor.  But she had a drawer of clothes in the pool house, so she wouldn’t have any problems if she wanted to change.


“Kyva, Aura, I want you to meet Kiaari,” Jason introduced, nudging his Kimdori friend.  “She’s the Gamekeeper of Terra.”


“I’ve met Kyva, you dink, but it’s good to meet you, Aura,” she said with a toothy smile.


“When did you two meet?”


“The last time I was over for a cookout,” she replied.  “Sheesh, you need to have Songa check your memory.”


She was the one that got elbowed, which made her laugh.


“So this is the mysterious Kiaari,” Aura said with a gentle smile.  “I hear so many things about you.  Some are even good.”


“Then he’s spreading bad rumors about me,” she said cheekily, then she gasped.  “Lunch!” she cried, then lunged at a gasping Danelle.  She picked her up and licked her on the face, as Danelle giggled and squirmed.  “How you been, tasty?” she asked.

“I’ve been okay, Kiaari,” she replied, wrapping her small arms around Kiaari’s furry neck.  “How have you been?”


“Busy, but that’s normal for me,” she replied, bouncing her a little bit.  “Where’s Rann and her Highness?”


“Don’t ever call her that around here,” Jason told her, which made Kiaari burst out laughing.


“So, you’re gonna beat it out of her like you did Dahnai,” she grinned.


“You bet your ass I am,” he replied.  “And they’re down at the beach swimming.”


“Oooh, sounds like fun.  How about a little swim, Danny girl?” she asked, giving Danelle a sly smile.  “I’ll change into a shark and scare them, how does that sound?”


Danelle laughed, then gave an evil grin.  “Do it, do it!” she said.  “But what’s a shark?”


Jason laughed.  “Don’t give my kids nightmares, Kee, or I’ll have to get out the newspaper.”


“Well, what is a shark?”


“It’s a Terran fish that’s really big and has all kinds of really nasty teeth,” Kiaari grinned.  “I saw one last week when I went deep sea fishing with the ambassador of the Shio.  They enjoy fishing as a sport.”


“Swimming good, scaring my son bad,” Jyslin added.


“Alright, alright, but you two are a lot less fun now that you’re all responsible and junk,” she said, which made Jason explode with laughter.  Kiaari carried Danelle out the deck door, her tail wagging.


“And to think she’s responsible for one of the most important Gamekeeper posts in the galaxy,” Jason said to Jyslin, which made her laugh and nod vigorously.


“She just knows how to have fun, your Grace.  Something you’re quite good at yourself,” Ayama said mildly as she pulled a covered dish out of the refrigerator.


“Old enough to be responsible, young enough to know when not to be,” Jyslin said lightly.


Anya Surrale came in the deck door only a brief moment after Kiaari left, wearing her usual wrap-style robe of soft blue, the crest of Surrale embroidered on it.  Well, I got here early, she noted.


I’m sure you’ll find something to do while you wait for the chicken to cook, he replied.  It’s good to see you, Anya. Glad you could make it.


I never say no when you’re the one inviting, she sent with an audible chuckle.  Especially when it’s barbecued chicken.  How are you, Jyslin?


Just fine, Anya.  Did you get that package I sent you?


Of course, she replied.  And it’s good to see you too, Ayuma, she added.  Thank you so much for sending that detailed viddy on how you prepare barbecued chicken.  It helped my chefs immensely.


Happy to be of help, your Grace, she replied as she started shucking corn on the cob.  And you can be of help and peel the ruga roots.  Jason always does a terrible job.


Hey! he protested as he put his hands on his hips, which made Jyslin and Anya laugh. At least I help out!  I could be one of those stuck-up Grand Dukes and make you do everything, then complain about everything you do!


Oh, he’s getting brave now, Ayuma.  It might be about time to put him back on his stool, Jyslin grinned.


I’ve never peeled a ruga root in my life, Anya admitted.  I’m afraid I’m a real Grand Duchess, Ayuma.  I’ve never done…kitchen work.


Cooking is never work if you enjoy doing it, Ayuma replied immediately and honestly.  I see it as a hobby I get paid to perform.


And you just got your pay cut, Jason sent teasingly.


The work comes when I have to clean up after you, she retorted.  I should get double pay for that, you messy man you.


Anya burst out laughing, leaning against the doorframe.  Somehow I get the feeling I shouldn’t be privy to this conversation, she noted to Jyslin with a smile.


Why?  You’ve never really seen those two go at it, Jyslin winked.  This is nothing.


I’ve said it before, Anya.  Ayuma’s the biggest pain in the ass servant you’ll ever find, but I put up with it because of her cooking, Jason sent playfully, grinning at Ayuma.


It’s always nice to feel wanted, Ayuma sent dryly, which made Anya giggle in her nasal voice.  Now, since you need so much practice peeling ruga roots, she added, pushing the bowl across the counter towards him.


Yes ma’am, he sent with a teasing smile.


After they got all the food ready, they moved outside to the deck.  Both the grills were going, with Surin tending one and Ayuma the other, and they’d set up the beach furniture just off the deck, out on the sand, to hold everyone.  Most of the strip’s girls had arrived, hanging out in bikinis, tanks, tee shirts, shorts, or just going natural in Sheleese’s case, and several guests had also arrived.  Ayuma got there just as they put the first hot dogs and hamburgers on the grill, and Kyva and Aura came back from a walk up and down the beach.  The two of them had struck up something of a friendship, which Jason saw as a good thing.  Aura needed that kind of social interaction to buff the burr off her accent.  Tim and Symone finally got home, changed into beach wear, and Symone more or less took over the beach while the guards kept an eye on the strip’s kids as they ran around.  They were joined by Dara, Sirri, and Maer when Yila Trefani, Frinia Foralle, and Empress Dahnai Merrane all arrived at the same time, having gotten on the same KMS ship at Draconis for the transit, and Dahnai’s guards more than doubled the armored women prowling the strip.

It was quite the party.  They listened to music and talked as the food cooked, the kids playing all kinds of different games on the deck and down on the beach, then once they had the first wave of food cooked, they moved down to the picnic tables set up on the beach and dug in.  All of Jason’s closest friends sat at his table, Cybi hovering just behind and between him and Jyslin, with Dahnai, Kellin, Tim and Symone, Aura, Miaari and Kiaari, Maer, Sirri, Rann and Shya at his long table, with two spots saved for Myleena and Saelle.  The other tables were set close to his, so nobody was far away from him, and that was just the way he liked it.  Guards drifted in and snagged burgers, chicken, brats, and other more exotic foods and then returned to their posts or to their patrols as everyone studiously avoided talking about the upcoming battle…or at least almost everyone.  Dahnai brought that up as she gnawed on corn on the cob, sitting with Kellin on one side and Sirri on the other.  She’d been chitchatting with the girls and Myleena most of the time, but when they sat down across from Jason and Jyslin, she broached the subject.  Not that I’m complaining about this, but I’m a little surprised you’re taking so much time off with so much to do, she sent even as she ate her corn.

“It’s very simple, Dahnai,” Jason said aloud as he picked up a bratwurst off the platter.  “With all the work we’ve done, everyone needs a few hours to rest and recharge to prepare for the next few days, which will be far more busy.  Besides, this is what all this is about,” he said, motioning his arm down the table.  “It’s not about territory or money or power.  It’s about friends, family, home, it’s about our lives, and I wanted everyone on this planet to take a few hours and remember exactly what’s at stake here, and what we’re all fighting for.  When the holiday’s over, everyone will go back to work with a fresh reminder of what’s most important.”

“I doubt that’d work for us, but as long as it works for you.  Besides, I’m glad I could come see my baby girl and see how she’s settling in,” she said with a smile at Shya.


“I’m doing okay, Mommy,” she replied from her spot by Rann.  “We’re all moved into the room and I’m in school now, and I really like living here.  I miss Nanna and Panna, but I talk to them every day on the viddy.”


“I know, and they’re very happy that you do,” Dahnai said with a smile.  “What’s school like?”


“A little boring right now, they’re doing stuff I already know.”


“Then Aya should be giving you different lessons,” she said, giving Jason a look.

“She lives with me, she goes to school like every other child,” he said mildly but firmly.  “She gets enough private lessons from the guards not to need more.”


“Oh?  In what?”


“Sending.  They don’t teach that in first grade.  And how have your lessons been going, Sirri?”


“Nothing yet, Uncle Jason,” she answered as she looked a bit suspiciously at a hot dog.  “Miss Saelle hasn’t been there.”


“She’ll be back in a couple of takirs,” Jason assured her.  “As soon as we have everything all worked out and we’re sure that Saelle will be safe.”


“Where is she, anyway?”


“She’s around here somewhere,” Jason noted.

“She and Myleena are in her lab.  I’ll tell them that they’re missing dinner,” Cybi noted.


“What about you, Maer?  Anything new and exciting going on?”


“Afraid not, Uncle Jason,” he replied with a smile.


“He’s finished his regular tutoring and will start pre-primary courses next takir,” Dahnai said proudly.  “Three years ahead of other kids his age.”


“It’s certainly not because of what you’ve been teaching him, Dahnai,” Jason said, giving Maer a sly wink.


“That’s what tutors are for.  He has fun with me,” she said haughtily.


Myleena and Saelle hustled out of Myleena’s house and reached the table, taking the last two seats at Jason’s table, which were held for them.  “Sorry, we got a little sidetracked,” Myleena apologized as she reached for the platter of hamburgers.

“And what mischief were you two planning?” Miaari asked.  She was sitting beside Tim, with Kiaari on her other side, and Myleena had sat beside her.


“Not mischief as much as going over the sims and test results for the gestalt in my Gladiator,” Saelle answered, brushing her dark, charcoal gray hair out of her face.  “The gestalt in my rig is a prototype, so we’re keeping a close eye on it.”

“Here’s hoping you don’t have to use it,” Jason said fervently.


“What good is a toy if you can’t use it?” Saelle asked impishly.


“Faey,” Jason sighed, to which both Miaari and Kiaari nodded.  That got some laughter from the Faey at the table.


After eating far too much than was good for him, Jason reclined on a lounger on the beach and simply watched as the others played volleyball, swam, built sand castles, or just relaxed like he was.  He wasn’t joking with Dahnai when he told her that this was to remind everyone just what they were fighting for.  Out there on that beach was almost everyone that Jason loved and cared about.  Wife, amu, children best friend, dear friends.  The mothers of his children.  Brave defenders of the ideals of the House of Karinne.  They represented everything he had worked for five long years to create.  The culture and society on Karis wasn’t perfect, but there was nowhere else Jason would want to live, and nowhere else many Karisians would want to live either.  They had something special here, and it had little to do with Karinne technology.  They were a community.  In some ways, the citizens of the House of Karinne were all one big family, and Jason was not going to allow anyone to threaten that.

He got his rest now, because he knew that in just a couple of hours, he’d be in the merge chair at Kosiningi practicing so he could defend the planet and people he held so dear from an enemy that wanted nothing les than to enslave him and everyone like him and turn them into weapons to use against their enemies.

This was an all-in situation.  They either won, or they died.  And he had no doubt that the Consortium felt exactly the same way, which meant that the battle to come was going to be bloody and without mercy.  He could only wonder how many names he saw on the casualty lists would jump out at him, names he knew, names that weren’t just numbers in a column, but people.  But they knew what they were signing up for when they joined the KMS, and much to his eternal respect and admiration, they were willing to fight for the ideals of the house and principles for which it stood.


It wouldn’t be the only moment of truth the House of Karinne would face in the future to come, but what was coming was definitely the most stark.  He either repelled the Consortium and defended Karis, or he and everyone he cared most about would be dead or enslaved.

When one thought of it in those terms, it made everything crystal clear.  There would be no quarter.  There would be no mercy.  There would be no surrender, either offered or accepted.  The Confederate forces in orbit around Karis would have orders to destroy the enemy invasion fleet to the last ship, even if they were powered down and motionless in space.  Prisoners were a different story, but not a single Consortium ship was going to leave Karis.
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Emergency Response Center, Kosiningi, Karis

They were coming.


They were nearly a full day later than expected, but the Kimdori in the moon at Trieste had just sent the warning that the Consortium were three hours from beginning their operation.


The extra day helped.  Karis was literally surrounded by Confederate ships, some 19,934 of them, though the vast majority of those were Skaa picket ships.  That let them theoretically outnumber the enemy, which according to Kimdori intelligence had 20,388 ships at its disposal and ready to attack Karis.  Both sides couldn’t really claim all those ships were all that, however.  Not every picket ship in the fleet had Torsion weapons, which would literally make them targets, almost like a Russian soldier in the beginning of World War II, when there was only one rifle for every five soldiers in the first major engagements of the Russian front.  Those ships would be firing hot plasma, ion, and neutron weapons, which weren’t as effective against Consortium ships.  But numbers were numbers, and there was little doubt that the Consortium, remembering the pasting they received when they attacked the Skaa the first time, would see all those Skaa ships had have a bad taste in their mandibles—mouths, whatever.  The Consortium had their own liabilities as well, since 2,107 of their vessels were Imxi cruisers, which were barely larger than a Faey frigate, but they were armed with Torsion weapons.  But like the picket ships, the Imxi vessels would be very easy to destroy.  Taking all those ships out, it left the viable Confederate ships heavily outnumbered by Consortium ships, and that was why Lorna was going to fight this battle with the fleet’s ass backed up against the shield, so Karis’ planetary defense grid could be brought into the battle.

They were already in position and ready.  Lorna hadn’t grouped the ships by government, she had instead mixed them into squadrons and fleets all around the planet, utilizing each government’s battle tactics into the formation.  Heavy, rugged Skaa and Urumi ships would anchor the formations with nimble Faey, Alliance, and Shio ships acting almost like cavalry.  Command level ships were sitting in the largest formations, holding the fleet admirals that would be reacting to the battle and deploying forces, and there were quite a few of them out there.  Jason had had no idea that the Skaa had so many command ships.  Karinne, Kimdori, and Colonial vessels were deployed between the major formations, allowing them to respond rapidly to any heavy attack point, but the big KMS ships, the battleships and two command ships, were parked over the most important locations of Karis.  The Aegis was directly over Kosiningi, and the Iyaneri was parked directly over Karsa, which included the Shimmer Dome since it was just on the edge of the city.  Both ships were carrying the highest ranking admirals that would be in the battle, the theater commanders who would be the first reaction to any Consortium moves.  The KMS battleships were parked over the Kirgan Kizzik hive colony, the main power plant control station in the center of the Kargan continent, the six most heavily populated cities on Karga, and the factory clusters up on the Virgan continent.  They’d gotten four more battleships off the docks in time to get them shaken down and into service, and those unfortunate crews would be doing their first deployment as a pitched battle to determine the future and fate of the entire galaxy.

But no pressure.


Swarms of fighters prowled between the ships, and only a fraction of them of them were KMS.  Alliance Warhawks, Skaa Un’Dara fighters, Urumi Krissha fighters, Raptors, Dragonflies, even older fighters like Starwolves, they’d pulled literally everything out of mothballs for this, filling the space between the cruisers and heavy ships with fighters, drones, and automated weapon platforms.  Their own Raptors were behind the shield, mixed in with Wolf fighters to protect the planet from the ground assault they were absolutely convinced was coming.


Jason agreed with Lorna’s analysis of Consortium tactics.  The only hope they had was to get onto the planet and take both Kosiningi and Karsa, eliminate Jason and capture Cybi, and their strategy would be to get landers to the shield with shield bores to get ground attack craft past the shield.  Lorna also believed that they’d go after the planetary shield generator and the power station, but not all of her compatriots in the command center were convinced they’d go that far.  Jason did, however, so he deployed extra defenses to the planetary shield.  The other admirals thought that they’d leave the shield up to form a barrier to Confederate ships that might be commanded to reinforce ground units, slowing down the response…but if that was the case, and it was that desperate, Lorna could just turn off the shield.  The shield only had an 87 second cycle time to get it back up after it was taken down, so it was feasible to lower the shield, let reinforcements in, then raise it.  It would take the reinforcements 87 seconds to get inside the shield anyway. 

Jason sat in the cafeteria of the EMC, which had been rebuilt after the first Consortium attack, and the staff there was moving about with urgency.  The EMC had a staff of about 40, and they did the same job the building was originally designed to do.  Kosiningi was more than just the home of Cybi’s core, it was the crisis center for the planet for dealing with a catastrophic event.  The center did that job again, acting as the “FEMA” of Karis, the center that organized and deployed crisis response to natural disasters, industrial accidents, or major events.  From the EMC, the Karis Emergency Response Agency, or KERA, managed and assigned disaster recovery assets and personnel to any afflicted part of the planet.  It was a civilian agency, but because Cybi’s core was on the island, the EMC staff, consisting mainly of the higher-up executives within the agency, had to deal with heavy military presence as well as have a very high security clearance.  After all, the door to Cybi’s core room was in the basement of the building.  Cybi had been designed to be the last line of defense for Karis, the emergency repository of all their knowledge, but her operational protocol as originally designed was to deal with crises and disasters, and that meant that Cybi was the one in charge of the EMC and of KERA.  She commanded the agency, she hired her staff and field workers, she created and supervised the disaster response protocols, she managed the fleet of KERA’s vehicles and disaster equipment, and she deployed those assets as required.  She had definitely evolved past her programming as originally designed, but at her core, this was what Cybi was designed to do, and she did it well.

The alert had gone out, and the cafeteria cleared out quickly, leaving Jason alone with Cybi’s hologram.  His family was over at the house on the other side of the island, his “summer home” he used when he came to Kosiningi, but with the alert going out, they’d be moving to the revamped bunker deep, deep under the island.  The Makati had built a new bunker that was in the upper mantle, nearly 32 kathra underground, so deep that the bunker had to run a cooling system else its inhabitants would be broiled.  It was almost as deep as the receiver chamber that held Cybi’s core when it was evacuated, and ran off some of the same systems.  The EMC staff had their own bunker that was fairly deep as well, which held their emergency command center, and from there they’d be managing and organizing emergency response to deal with battle damage after the fight was over.  KERA would have control of all rescue assets in a time of emergency except for medical, from local fire departments to emergency engineering assets, and they’d work closely with the Medical Service to get all medical care to all injured as quickly as possible.

“It is time, Jason,” Cybi intoned soberly as he put his fork down.


“Half of me is dreading this, the other half just wants to get it overwith,” he said aloud as he stood up, his appetite lost.


After four days of drills and simulations, he already knew exactly what to do.  He went down to the core room and climbed into one of the two merge chairs, making sure to strap himself in, then he took a few deep, cleansing breaths, closed his eyes, and allowed his consciousness to rise up to join with the biogenic relays in the room.  His mind expanded as he made a connection to Cybi, the two of them merging, and all of her computer power, processing, and connections became his to command.  In his mind’s eye, several images appeared, several tactical maps of the planet and its surrounding space, and camera pods in important locations so he could see what was going on.  There was a pod at Kosigi, in Dellin’s command room, one at the command center, one at the Shimmer Dome, one in 3D headquarters, a few in the bunker that would hold his family, and there was a camera pod following almost every member of his family at that moment.  They were all up on the island, and were hurrying towards the bunker elevator now that the alarm had been sounded.


[Get in here, Myleena, we need to evacuate the core,] he chided as the cameras spied Myleena running from the landing pad.

[I’m coming,] she replied.


While she was getting there, he touched base with the military command center.  Several Confederate generals and admirals were sharing space with Myri, Juma, and Sioa, while Navii sat in a comfortable chair in the corner, usually his “stay out of our hair” corner.  Lorna was the officer in charge of this operation, and she was standing at the main display table studying a tactical map layout of all ships and assets.  “As soon as Myleena gets her ass in here, we’ll be evacuating the core,” he said through the camera pod.


“Good, I was about to ask if you were doing so,” Lorna replied.  “Is Jyslin in the bunker?”


“They’re almost there as well.  As soon as they’re all on the elevator, they’ll start down.”

“We have all ships in position, now just comes the waiting,” Skaa Admiral Frazzil grunted, his thick, heavy tail swishing a little behind him.

“Make sure the fighters are warned to get behind the ships with Torsion shockwave generators at the five minute warning,” Lorna said.  “We don’t want to lose any of them in the initial missile blitz.  Are the missile shields in position?”


“Just a few more to go, General,” Shey called aloud from her relay station.  The missile shields were a 3D product, disposable, one-shot Torsion shockwave generators built hastily and without most of the control and safety systems in the real ones.  They’d burn out and explode after about ten seconds, like a Buzzsaw, but their only job was to destroy the missile attack everyone knew was coming as soon as the Consortium got enough ships into the system.  Lorna expected that the first action of every ship that came through that wormhole would be to launch a salvo of missiles, and that’s where the missile shields came into play.  They would protect Confederate ships without shockwave generators, at least for about ten seconds.  They had 317 fully mobile and fully operations shockwave generators they could move around to protect ships, but those were the only ones they could manage to build in four days.  The rest were built with only just what they needed to work, then they’d burn themselves out.


“Where will Kosigi be at the mark?” Lorna called.


“It will have line of sight to Karsa, General,” one of Myri’s other aides called.  “But not Kosiningi.”


“Then we should shift some assets to Kosiningi, if Kosigi can use its line of sight weaponry to attack ships attacking Karsa,” Admiral Jarik Furystorm noted.

“It means that they’ll open their wormhole just below the horizon of Kosigi, as close to Karsa as possible,” Navii said quietly from the corner.  “About halfway between Karsa and Kosiningi.  That gets them out of Kosigi’s line of sight yet keeps them close to one of their primary objectives.”


“I’d agree with that assessment, Admiral,” Lorna said with a nod.


Back in the core room, Myleena ran in and took off her helmet, then climbed immediately into the second chair.  [Alright, I’m here, let’s get this party started,] she communed as she gave a cleansing exhale, closed her eyes, and her face went blank as she merged effortlessly with the biogenics in the core room.  A sense of her appeared within Cybi, as she too merged to the CBIM’s main core, but she was locked out from most of the highest-level functions due to Jason already being merged.

“I’m in position.  Let’s lower the core,” Myleena’s voice came from the same camera pod Jason had been using in the command center.


“Core evacuation commencing,” Cybi’s voice called both from the overhead speakers in the command center and in his and Myleena’s minds.  Jason had enough of a sense of himself to feel the entire core chamber begin to descend, starting its ten minute rapid descent into the mantle of the planet.  Without having to see it, he knew that above them, a series of heavily armored doors were closing and annealing and two hard shields for each door activated both above and below it to protect the shaft and the core beneath them from explosive backwash if enemies attacked the core shaft.  Those 126 different armored doors and 252 individual hard shields would make it easier for an enemy to try to burrow through the rock to reach the core rather than try to go through those doors, which was exactly what the Consortium tried the first time they attack.  After about nine minutes, the core room began to slow, then the whole thing shuddered as it reached the base, where its independent singularity plant was located to provide power.  He heard the final set of doors close over the ceiling, the thickest and most heavily armored of all, doors that were nearly sixteen feet thick and made of a compressed Neutronium, the strongest armor Karinne science had developed.  The core room heated up quickly, but then as the environmental systems came online, it cooled almost as quickly.  The temperature outside the core room was hot enough to melt lead.  The network relays activated, and it put Jason and Myleena back online with the outside world.  “Core is evacuated, all doors are closed and sealed and all shields active,” Jason told the War Room through the camera pod. “All biogenic links are active.  We have complete access.”

“Alright, have Cybi run a high-order diagnostic to make absolutely sure everything’s ready, that nothing got jarred while the core evacuated,” Lorna said.


“Diagnostic running now,” Cybi’s voice called.


With the core evacuated, there was little for Jason and Myleena to do but wait, just like everyone else.  He watched as the fleet tweaked its deployments to take Kosigi’s position into account, watched as the fighters drilled, as maintenance workers rushed about doing some last-minute repairs on weapons platforms, and watched as toys were deployed and prepared.  He checked on the stellar collectors and saw that they were deployed and ready.  Jason focused on his duty, ignoring the trepidation and anxiety he felt.  In just a few hours, his entire house would literally be fighting for its life.  Everyone he cared about, everything he’d built here, it would all be in jeopardy.


And it was going to be just one of many such battles to come, once the Syndicate and the second wave of Consortium ships arrived in their galaxy.


“Getting a message from the Kimdori at Trieste,” Shey said, putting a finger to her interface.  Jason turned the camera to her even as he accessed her comm, and he read the message even as Shey did.  “They’re starting their operation.”


“If Myleena’s math is right, then we’ll see the formation of the wormhole in about sixteen minutes,” Lorna said.


“If my math is right?” Myleena challenged.

Lorna chuckled without much humor.  “Alright, we’ll assume that we’ll see the wormhole form in sixteen minutes,” she said.  “Evacuate the fighters and small units behind the missile shields.  Send out the alert to the fleet admirals.”


“Activate the GRAF cannons on Kosigi, and bring up the solar collectors,” Juma barked.  “Drone status?”

Bo, who was one of four Legion members acting as the 3D operators in the War Room, looked back at her.  “All 3D units are warmed up and ready for action,” he answered.  “Automated weapons are online, disposables are ready for deployment, and the spider cloud we seeded in high orbit around the planet is active and waiting.”


“Here’s hoping they didn’t get enough research on the spiders to counter them,” Maggie grunted from her seat beside him.


“We’ll find out in about fifteen minutes,” Tom said sagely.


“Planetary defense grid?” Lorna asked.


“Online, all weapons platforms and automated missile pods showing ready,” The officer in charge of the automated weapons called.


“Activate all on-site hard shields,” Sioa barked.  “Get our fighters in the air, our infantry in their positions, and our Gladiators on the line.  Report readiness by sector.”


“I would hear that Kosiningi is ready now,” Lorna said.


“Ground units are in place and ready, Gladiators are in place, ground batteries are hot, hard shield system is up, and our fighter umbrella is in place,” Colonel Brekli, commander of the Kosiningi forces, said over gravband.  “Captain Kyva and the KBB are literally standing in front of the building holding Cybi’s core.”

“And you have no idea how secure that makes us feel in here,” Myleena chuckled.


[Alright, Cybi, wire us in,] Jason communed.


[All comm channels are being monitored, all telemetry tracked,] she replied as Jason simply knew everything going on around the planet, and used that knowledge in his mind’s eye to build as detailed a tactical asset distribution map as they had in the War Room.  Every camera Cybi could access was being monitored, giving him real-time, real-world views of just about everything on and around the planet, from the bridge of the Aegis, where Palla paced back and forth in front of her chair, to the large bunker that held his family and the strip’s women children not actively in the battle, which was fairly large to accommodate so many people.  Maya and Vell were tending most of the kids, but most of the girls were outside doing real work.  Zora was piloting the Iyaneri, because there was a critical shortage of navigators rated to fly a command ship…and Zora was still one of the best pilots in the house.  It would be almost criminal at this critical time when the very survival of the house was on the line to make her sit in a bunker.  And that was a mentality that the other girls from the squad shared, for only Jyslin and Maya were in the bunker, the two women the others were depending upon to protect their own children.  Min and Sheleese were inside the Shimmer Dome, armored up and carrying pulse rifles, part of the last line of defense in case the Consortium got inside.  Lyn, Bryn, and Ilia were in Kosigi, in Admiral Dellin’s command room, operating weapon consoles, and Yana was stationed at the power plant control center.  Aura was also in Kosigi, piloting a cargo dropship running supplies, and Miaari was with Myri in the War Room, acting as an observer and liaison for the Kimdori fleet.  That left Jyslin, Symone, Tim, Maya and Vell to watch over the large pack of strip kids, along with most of the Dukal Guard.  Jason had sent them there rather than have them sit around in the core room with him, for if the Consortium got to him, then it was all over anyway.

Nobody was too important to sit out of this fight, with one very sulky and vocally put-out exception, and that was Symone.  Symone had wanted to fight in her Gladiator right alongside the KBB and the Red Warrior elite Gladiator unit from the Army.  Half of the Red Warriors were stationed at Kosiningi, and the other half were inside the Shimmer Dome.  There were 100 mecha and pilots in the Red Warriors, an elite combat unit attached to the 1st Gladiator Battalion, and they were the best Gladiator riggers in the Army that wasn’t the KBB.  The KBB was an entirely different animal.


“Ten minutes until mark,” Shey’s voice came in over one of the cameras.  Jason separated himself from the merge enough to blow out his breath and look around the core room, with Cybi’s main crystal core in the center of the rectangular room, the very heart of who and what Cybi was, which was beautiful in its own way.  That core was protected by an elegant three rail fence and an invisible hard shield to keep out both curious children and contaminating dust.  He marveled at that slender crystal spire for a moment, then sank back into the merge with Cybi, and to a lesser extent Myleena, since she was merged to Cybi’s redundant backup system.  They’d need those systems for this.

“Five minutes until mark.”  The Kimdori infiltrators at Trieste had managed to send a warning that the Consortium was past the point of no return; they were even now building the power in their system to create the wormhole.  Jason studied the space all around Karis looking for the spatial flux that would herald the appearance of the terminus of that one-way wormhole.


[I don’t see their terminus forming anywhere,] Myleena fretted.


[Let’s pray the whole thing blows up on them before it forms,] Jason replied grimly as he kept scanning with the sensors.


At two minutes, Jason got sincerely nervous.  With only two minutes, they should have seen something by now, would have recorded the Consortium’s system making a connection to local space to breach the boundary.  He scanned all over the planet’s immediate area, but nothing.  He heard Myleena audibly gasp, however, and touched on where she was looking.

Well out from the planet, behind Kosigi!


“They’re opening the gate 150,000 kathra behind Kosigi!” Myleena’s warning barked over just about every audio speaker.


Behind Kosigi?  What purpose did that serve?  Kosigi was an orbiting armada of weaponry!  To open their wormhole in a firing line with Kosigi was madness!


No…no, it wasn’t.  They were opening the wormhole out of range of everything but the GRAF cannons and rail cannons, and Kosigi’s size broke line of sight with 12% of the combined Confederate fleet that was on that side of the planet. Kosigi was currently at its “twilight” point in its orbit, sitting to the left of Karis as one looked towards the star, and that also put the wormhole in a direct line of sight with the star, which meant it could be targeted by the solar collectors.   But what it did do was put Kosigi between the wormhole and the fleet sitting over Karsa, which was a very large chunk of fleet.  Only 17% of the fleet had a direct line of fire at the wormhole’s opening point, if range wasn’t considered.  If it was, then only Kosigi and the solar collectors could directly fire on that area as soon as ships started to appear.


In a heartbeat, he saw what they had in mind.  They were going to use Kosigi as a shield, enduring the fire from the moon to protect them from even more fire coming from the fleet.


He heard Dellin’s voice from the camera pod in the Admiral’s ops center.  “Get every battery on the far side of Kosigi pointed at that area now!  Begin charging sequence on all GRAF cannons with line of sight!  Fighters, stay behind Kosigi until they’ve engaged, they have to go past us to get to Karis!”

Several cameras caught the first visual indications that the wormhole was forming.  A zoom got a good image of space there distorting, shimmering, almost undulating like heat shimmers on asphalt on a summer day.  A bright point of light appeared, and then the wormhole rotated into existence.  But where Stargate wormholes were a swirling blue, smooth and radially symmetrical, this wormhole was jittery, jagged, with borders that swirled between oval, circular, and elliptical, and the spatial flux energy within was red, similar to Torsion shockwave effects and Torsion bolts.  That red coloration meant that it was too unstable to use for anything, that anything that came through would be destroyed.


“Redeploy the fleets around Kosigi to the moon!  Fleets on the far side of the planet pull into the holes made by ships that redeploy!” Lorna’s voice barked in his mind.  “Keep Kosigi between the ships and the wormhole until the Consortium ships are through and in range!  Let the moon take the initial missile barrage!”

The wormhole continued to oscillate, but then it started to smooth out, stabilize, and the reddish swirl within started to darken, started to change color.  The red turned dark purple, and almost immediately, the first Consortium ship came through.  It appeared within the dark purple, but Jason watched as the entire ship just ripped apart as it emerged from the wormhole, a grayish puff from the explosive decompression of its atmosphere surrounding the twisted shards of black metal.  The thing looked like a piece of black glass that had been shot by a pellet gun while in midair, and the pieces were “falling.”  The wormhole shuddered and moved nearly 150 kathra laterally, then another ship came through, this one coming through intact.  Almost immediately, it opened all its gunports, and a hail of missiles launched from the destroyer, all of them aimed at Kosigi.


“Phalanx systems!” Dellin barked, referring to the Phalanx anti-missile system.  Since Kosigi was far too large for a shockwave generator, both it and the command ships used the recently developed Phalanx anti-missile system, which had just had the bugs worked out of it and installed on Kosigi two weeks ago, and had been installed on the Aegis and Iyaneri just a few days ago.  Jason had named it after the U.S. Navy’s system of using an array of gatling guns firing thousands of rounds a minute at incoming missiles to hit them and make them explode before they reached a ship, and this system was almost identical.  It used high-precision targeting computers and conventional small arms rail slugs fired from gatling-gun style multi-barrel weapons that fired 1,900 rounds a minute, which would let them fire on those missiles from extreme range.  The Phalanx batteries opened up even as the missiles started to accelerate, firing only single rounds precision targeted at each missile at that range, but if the missiles got within 400 kathra, they’d open up with full autofire and saturate space in front of the missiles with rail slugs.  Several more ships came through the wormhole and did the same thing, having to maneuver around the nine ships that were torn apart and exited the wormhole as floating debris.  The systems were very good at shooting down missiles, and they could also give fighters and drones nightmares if they got too close to the ships.

[They’re aiming at the GRAF cannons,] Myleena noted.


[I see.  They’re not dumb,] Jason agreed.


More and more ships made it through, moving through the debris field of their own as they launched more and more missiles.  The space between the fleet and Kosigi bloomed with explosion after explosion as the Phalanx computers scored hits on missiles that were incoming, but those explosions formed a strangely beautiful trail of fire that got closer and closer to the moon.  The explosions of other missiles made it harder for the targeting computers to lock onto new missiles behind the explosions, only getting a good lock when they came through the firestorm of the prior destroyed missile, which allowed the missiles to get closer and closer to Kosigi before they were destroyed.


“GRAF cannons ready, Admiral!” he heard Ilia’s voice.


“Fire!” Dellin barked immediately.


One by one, the 16 GRAF cannons with line of sight on the wormhole fired.  They couldn’t fire all 16 at once because the recoil could actually alter Kosigi’s orbit, so one by one, massive bars of white-hot pure energy lashed out from the moon’s pitted surface.  The half-mile wide bars of pure kinetic energy eradicated every missile in their paths as they streaked across the sky nearly as fast as a rail slug, and whatever they hit, the ripped into molecules in the blink of an eye.  Several Consortium ships simply turned to shadows within the incandescent brightness and then dissolved way, leaving nothing behind when the bar of energy passed by.


“Get the toys deployed, Bo!” Jason ordered over the speaker in the War Room.


“I’m working on it, Jayce!” he replied.  “We didn’t have them deployed close to Kosigi, they’re on the way!”

Jason checked the tactical map.  A combined fleet of Confederate warships was racing towards Kosigi at flank speed, but even at that speed, it was going to take them nearly 11 minutes to get there.  Kosigi didn’t orbit just outside the atmosphere, after all.  It was 526,000 kathra from Karis, or about 273,000 miles, so it was going to take the fleet time to get there, even at flank.  The KMS and Kimdori ships started pulling away from the others thanks to their superior engines, but then they slowed and allowed the fleet to catch up when Haema realized that they would be all by themselves when they got there.  They were angling to come in just behind Kosigi, to let the moon’s mass shield them from missile attacks until they were ordered to engage.

[I don’t get it, why come in there?] Myleena asked, puzzled.


[I think I see it,] Jason replied.  [If they can take out the surface batteries on their side of the moon, they can use it as a shield against the fleet and give them an anchor, something at their back to keep from getting surrounded.  If they can get landers on the surface, they can take out the batteries where they can’t fire back.]


[But we have Gladiators on the surface.]


[Yup, so they’re gonna find out that that’s a bad idea as soon as their first group of mantis mecha hit the surface,] Jason communed, a but smugly.

More and more ships poured out of the wormhole as it stayed relatively stationary, ships evaporating in the white blasts of GRAF cannons or fried by collector blasts lancing in from the star, but Jason saw that they were also losing a ship for every five that came through.  Myleena tried to focus the disruption field on the wormhole, but had mixed results due to how far away it was from the planet.  Jason watched through the sensors and cameras as a large formation of nearly 2,000 Consortium ships managed to get through in the minutes it took the fleet to reach the far side of Kosigi, more coming through than the collectors and GRAF cannons and rail cannons could destroy, and they continued their constant barrage of missiles.  The Phalanx guns were now firing at full auto, spraying small rail slugs into the space over the surface, but not even that cloud of projectiles stopped all the missiles.  Shields bloomed into visibility as the ground batteries’ shields were raised and almost immediately hit by missiles, and it wasn’t just the GRAF cannons that were being targeted.  Most of the missiles were aimed at the GRAF cannons, but every battery emplacement on that side of Kosigi was being targeted by missiles, and they had to raise their shields once the missiles were inside the kill zone of the Phalanx system.  Only pulse weapons could fire through a Teryon shield, so the Phalanx systems went offline as they resorted to the shields…and the absolute instant that happened, the Consortium ships surged to full flank speed as soon as they cleared the debris field of their own ships.  Plasma torpedoes started to rise up from the surface as the vanguard of the Consortium fleet charged the lunar surface, continuing to fire missiles, the ships behind them just coming through the wormhole adding to those missiles.

“All ships in sector two, engage, all ships in sector two engage,” Lorna ordered.  The Confederate ships behind Kosigi accelerated to come around the moon as Bo’s toys finally reached the moon.  Missiles with various warheads, Buzzsaws, and doomblasters screamed past the moon and for the charging formation, as the leading units deployed.  They were Torsion-based units, one of the toys they’d held back for something like this, creating a Torsion field in front of the weaponry that would destroy missiles and warp the trajectory of energy weapons fired into it randomly, bending the shots depending on the contours of the field.  They might veer away, they might bend and bend back and hit something behind, it was entirely random and not too reliable…but for 3D, it was good enough to protect the weapons behind the field from being burned down by defensive fire.  More and more Consortium ships came through the wormhole, then it suddenly screamed towards the star, traveling nearly 6,000 kathra in a matter of seconds, and rendering the ships in transit into fine metal dust that oozed out of the aperture.  The wormhole began to destabilize, destroying more and more ships, then it smoothed out and ships again started pouring out of it.

The 3D weapons intercepted the charging enemy fleet about 75,000 kathra from the moon. The enemy opened fire on them as soon as the Torsion field came down, after the generator units burned out and exploded, but there were too many toys.  Buzzsaws tore into enemy ships and detonated, tearing them apart.  Missiles exploded ahead of the fleet and spread spiders into their path, which attached to the ships and started working their way in.  Torsion blades and gyroballs, more held-back innovations, lanced by the ships at an angle and then orbited barely ten shakra over the hull, the Torsion effect slicing into their ships and causing atmospheric decompression, killing the crews without damaging the internal systems of the ships, allowing them to capture them after the battle, while the gyroballs spun through the enemy formations generating wild gravity fields designed to kill the insectoids.  Mobile platforms called doomblasters, overcharged plasma weapons, reached the enemy and started firing, firing plasma blasts of such power that not even a Neutronium hull could stand up to them.  Several weapons veered away and headed for the wormhole aperture, evading fire from the ships.  They accelerated geometrically once they cleared the enemy, then reached the wormhole and exploded about 10,000 kathra from the terminus.  They were loaded with a special type of antimatter bomb, a “dirty” bomb laced with synthesized Teryon molecules, and when they exploded and those Teryon particles saturated the space near the wormhole, their effect on space started taking effect.  The theory was that they would disrupt the wormhole until the synthesized molecules decayed, and it looked like it was mixed.  What the particles did was make the wormhole move, pushing it back away from the particle field, but while it moved it destroyed every ship trying to traverse it, so it did its job…just not in the way that Myleena had predicted.

Yet still the Consortium came, running the gauntlet of the toys, ship after ship losing power and starting to drift when the spiders got inside and destroyed their computer cores and power conduits.  The Confederate fleet was around the moon, and Jason watched as they met head on about 20,000 kathra from the surface of Kosigi.  Missiles lanced back and forth, hitting ship after ship, then fighters came around the Confederate ships and joined the battle.  Jason focused on a small group of ships, seeing a Faey battle cruiser’s entire bow simply disappear as it was pounded by Torsion and then dark matter shots, spinning away as an Urumi heavy cruiser came up behind it, Torsion bolts firing almost in every direction.  The Urumi cruiser took hit after hit, yet it kept coming, guns blazing, plowing right into the middle of the advancing Consortium ships.  But they didn’t stop, they went right by, right through the fire of the Confederate ships, one destroyer spinning out of control after its starboard wing was sheared off by a KMS destroyer and crashing directly into a Skaa destroyer, tearing both ships apart from the incredible force of the impact.  Fighters turned and chased the Consortium ships as they went right through the Confederate advance, and the bigger ships turned and started to pursue.

They didn’t even really try to engage…what was their game?


He watched from a surface camera as the Consortium reached Kosigi, and the came right at the capitol doors.  Ships hit the hard shield in a dome over the doors and utilized shield bores, and once they had holes in them, they deployed landers, both mantis mecha and some kind of large blocky unit, like a flying Lego brick, and when they landed directly on the doors, Jason gasped and realized what they were doing.


They were trying to get inside Kosigi!


Lorna had never planned for that!  Kosigi had so much firepower, everyone thought that the Consortium would be crazy to attack on its side of the planet…but they weren’t attacking Karis, they were attacking Kosigi!  If they could knock out Kosigi, they’d rob Karis of one of its most formidable defenses, and if they did it from the inside, they wouldn’t have to go through Kosigi’s hail of fire to take out its weapons!  Not just that, but inside Kosigi there were biogenic computers, biogenic modules, half-built ships, a treasure trove of Karinne technology.  And if they got inside, they’d have the heavily armored shell of the moon protecting them, even as it protected those inside the moon right now!  They’d done it perfectly, tied up the ground batteries just long enough to get landers onto the moon, and now they were going to try to cut the doors open and get ships inside before they were destroyed by Kosigi’s defenses!


He brought up a tactical asset map at Kosigi, and he saw that the interior of the moon wasn’t defenseless.  He saw Wolf and Raptors activating inside the moon, as well as 12 ships that were inside for repairs, and Gladiator units were moving towards the landers to engage them as Lorna ordered the Naval ships to open fire on the landers.


“Get the Tarks to the door control room!  Scramble all fighters and operational ships to the capitol door tunnel!  Prepare for boarders!” Dellin shouted.  “Get our Generations to the area with tactical gestalts!  Turn off the door shield and turn the Phalanx guns around the doors on the landing craft!”

That was a brilliant bit of creativity, Jason saw.  The Phalanx guns flanking the doors turned and started firing on the landers, who didn’t have the Karinne’s own shield protecting them from external fire.  But turning off the shield let more landers get to the doors.  The fighters chasing the Consortium ships dove on the landing craft just as Gladiators rose up from bunker emplacements and ventured out onto the doors themselves, and they engaged the enemy ground units.  In mere seconds, a wild, chaotic, pitched battle erupted on those metal doors as Consortium units tried to protect those blocky mecha, which were trying to cut a hole in the door using a Torsion blade…but they’d have little luck with that.  That door was 57 shakra thick, so they’d better have one hell of a cutting blade in those mecha to get through it.  Gladiators moved confidently through a blitz of rail fire as the targeting computers in the Phalanx units disseminated friend from foe, walking their fire around Gladiators and low fighters, shooting only at Consortium units.

A sudden blip got his attention, and he saw that enemy ships were absolutely pouring out of the wormhole now, dozens a second, and that included the twisted, burning wreckage that came out with them from ships that were destroyed by the flux.  The Consortium was sending the bulk of its fleet now, getting as many ships into Karisian space as possible, but they were losing about 16% of the ships coming through as the wormhole remained far more stable than Myleena anticipated.  Those ships hung back, well out of range of anything but missiles…waiting for the advance force to penetrate Kosigi and get the doors open, he surmised.  Jason saw that their blocky units were cutting all the way through the doors, but they were going very, very slowly, and that made them sitting ducks.  Mecha after mecha was destroyed by a concentrated hail of fire from both Phalanx guns and defending mecha, then by infantry units, Karinne Marines and Tarks by their armor colors, coming up from the service tunnels and engaging the mantis mecha with pulse weapons.  Consortium insectoids in armor boiled out of those blocky mecha and charged the infantry units, so there were both mecha battles and infantry skirmishes happening all over the doors.


But in an instant, everything changed, and that was when Erin, Femali, and Jori got there.  The three Generations had their tactical gestalts, and they turned that power against the landers.  In perfect unison, three of the blocky landers trying to cut a hole in the door just crushed, as if they were beer cans stomped on by a 500 pound man.  And they continued to get squashed in threes as the three Generations turned their power against their enemies, using the one weapon against which there was no defense, and that was their telekinetic talent.  The tactical gestalts gave them the power to smash those mecha, but they had to be relatively close to do it…and in this case they were right on the other side of the massive capitol doors. After smashing the last cutting lander, they turned their power into a shield of warped space that turned every Torsion, dark matter, and missile shot fired down at the doors back around at the very ships that fired them, forming an area of warped space directly over the doors that prevented the Consortium from supporting their ground units without interfering with the Phalanx guns’ ability to fire on them, since they were beneath the area of warped space.  In short moments, nearly half of the mantis mecha and armored bugs were down, and dozens of ships above had smoking holes in them from their own shots.

“Turn the GRAF cannons and solar collectors on those ships sitting by the wormhole,” Lorna ordered.  “All ships in sector three deploy to sector two, all ships in sector two engage at Kosigi.”

[They’re not coming into range of the planetary defense grid, or us,] Myleena communed.


[They’re not stupid,] Saelle answered, and Jason realized that other Generations were merged into the planetary network, which would let them hear each other as they shared communal thought.  [Trying to invade Kosigi, that’s not a bad plan.  We’d have a hell of a time getting them out of there if they took the moon, even though we could turn off all the computers.  There’s only two ways in, and they could just concentrate all their fire on those two tunnels while they strip the interior bare of every biogenic crystal and piece of Karinne hardware they can find.]


[Yeah, but how do they get away with them?] Jezzi asked.


[Think, silly girl.  They still have spies in the other governments, and we showed them how to jump the interdictors when outbound.  If the other Confederate ships can do it, a Consortium ship can definitely do it.]

Jason almost smacked himself in the forehead.  Of course!  If they could get in there and get Karinne technology, then jump out with it, they could hide somewhere in the galaxy and so far away that only the KMS and the Kimdori could chase them…where they’d be massively, massively outnumbered.  The Consortium was here for the secret of biogenics, and if they didn’t think they could take Karis to get it, well, they could take it from Kosigi!

“Myri, you do not let any KMS ship outside the gravity well of the planet, out where a Consortium ship can jump hyperspace,” he ordered immediately to the War Room.  “Saelle thinks the enemy is going to concentrate on Kosigi, and I think she’s right.”


“Explain,” Lorna said.


“They’re after biogenics, well, there’s a ton of biogenic units in Kosigi,” he answered.  “And they may have stolen the secret of how to jump the interdictors outbound from one of the other Confederate governments when Myleena sent them the specs to upgrade their ships to do it.  Saelle thinks they’re going to break into Kosigi and use it as a fortress to hold us off while they loot the place clean, then try to make a run for it when they have enough of our tech to reverse engineer it.  Then they can take it and however many Faey and Terran prisoners they take in Kosigi back to the Consortium so they can use it against both the Benga and us.”

There was a long moment of silence in that room, then Lorna frowned.  “All ships in sectors five and six deploy immediately to Kosigi,” she ordered.  “I don’t want another Consortium ship to get within fifty thousand kathra of those doors.  Redeploy planetary defenses to fill the holes.”


“Just watch for them to change tactics,” Shio Admiral Jarik Furystorm said.  “If they see us counter them at Kosigi, they’ll make a run at Karis and attack the holes in the defenses.”

Jason saw the ships start to really move, on both sides.  The large concentration of Consortium ships rushed forward, straight at Kosigi, even as Confederate fleets redeployed.  But while the main battle was happening at the doors, the easing of the constant barrage of missiles allowed the ground batteries on the surface to take down their shields and start firing again.  The entire far side of the moon lit up as MPAC, Torsion, and pulse blasts flew, aimed at the Consortium ships close to the doors, as they ascended higher once one got too close, and the three Generations down there managed to tear the entire port wing off the destroyer when it got within their range, rising up into the firing arcs of the batteries more distant from the doors.  Jarik also turned out to be right, Jason saw almost immediately, for the ships streaming out of the wormhole were turning and circling away from Kosigi.  The Consortium was splitting their forces, attacking Kosigi and moving to attack some other part of the planet.  Trajectory showed a closing orbital arc that would bring them close to the shield on the far side of the planet from Karsa, over the northeastern quadrant.  That area was mainly open ocean, but the Virgan continent’s western edge and the far continent of Harga had landmass in that quadrant…and right where many of the Confederate assets had just been pulled to protect Kosigi.  The Consortium was going to attack the weak point in the defenses, get their landers past the shield, then come down in a descending trajectory that would allow them to attack either Karsa or Kosiningi.

“That’s it!  Missile batteries, open up on them!” Myri shouted, slamming an armored fist on the display table.


“Do it,” Lorna agreed.  “All Confederate long range assets engage.  Cut them from Trelle’s hair!” she barked.


The missile gunboats and orbiting missile pods, which had been held back, were held back no longer.  They’d been waiting for a large number of ships to get into the system before unleashing them, and Lorna obviously felt they’d hit the threshold.  More 3D toys were also screaming into the fray, the second wave fired from the launch freighters dispersed through the fleets.  The result was a virtual rain of missiles and toys screaming away from the planet, all of them converging on a point right in the middle of the ships that were now trying to circle around the planet.  More ships continued to absolutely pour out of the wormhole, Imxi ships starting to appear along with Consortium vessels, and from those Imxi ships, fighters were launched.  They rushed forward towards the missiles and weapons.

“Imxi fighters inbound.  Rail units focus on them before they can shoot down our missiles,” Lorna ordered.  “Fighters on standby.”

Explosions of Imxi fighters started to appear on the image in his mind’s eye as rail batteries from the ships and orbital platforms opened up on the fighters, the shots coming between the gaps in the missiles, hitting them before they could react.  A field of fiery dots appeared before the Imxi fighters started taking evasive action, and they started firing just as the missile shields in the vanguard activated.  The units turned aside Torsion bolts from the fighters, and destroyed quite a few fighters that got caught in the effect as the units slammed into the Imxi formations.  The Imxi fighters that had scrambled out of the way turned and chased after the missiles and weapons.  But they weren’t going to catch up.  Jason watched as the cloud of missiles. Buzzsaws, gyroballs, and other nasties hit right in the center of the Consortium fleet as it moved laterally in relation to the planet, tearing ships apart in explosions, cutting them to ribbons, destroying computer cores, killing crews.

But still they poured out of the wormhole like angry wasps from a disturbed nest.  Hundreds of ships a minute streamed out of the relatively stable wormhole, then the wormhole suddenly yanked, careening nearly 2,400 kathra in a matter of seconds, shattering every ship in transit as it moved.  It yanked again, then again, and it dawned on him that it wasn’t random.  The movement was in the same direction.  They were trying to move the wormhole from its origin point!  Using Cybi’s systems, he quickly calculated its trajectory based on its movements, and saw that it would intersect a tangent that would put the wormhole just on the horizon when viewed from Kosiningi, shortening the distance the Consortium would have to go to get there.  Jason projected that onto the main view table in the War Room, but Lorna had already figured that out.  “Pull all ships from sector eight to coordinates 16-53-122,” she ordered, which would put those ships right in the enemy’s path.  “They’re starting their push.”

“All ground units, stage two,” Sioa ordered, which would put all ground units and Army fighters on alert.  “Activate all ground batteries, prepare for enemy action.”

Around the doors at Kosigi, it was an all-out brawl.  Ground mecha and infantry traded shots as Consortium and Confederate ships fired at each other almost at point blank range, as Haema and the Iyaneri stuffed themselves right down the throats of the enemy fleet.  The massive capitol ship was escorted by two tactical battleships, the Prophet and the Jason Karinne, and all those particle beams had an immediate and utterly devastating effect.  The two tactical battleships were firing all 18 of their particle beams in a continuous cycle, firing until the units had to recharge and recycle then firing again, and they were the head of a spear of combined Confederate ships that quickly tore a gaping hole in the Consortium formation.  But the Consortium wasn’t just folding, they fought back with almost desperate savagery.  Jason watched as a burning Consortium cruiser, grouting plasma from a primary exchanger into space through a molten hole in its aft sections, turned and rammed a Skaa battle cruiser, taking the Skaa ship with it just as its aft section exploded.  He felt a jolt of fear and concern with the KMS cruiser Steadfast was focused and pounded by Torsion blasts, then the ship veered and turned, spinning by the yaw.  He saw Gladiators and infantry units running in terror as the ship spun down towards the moon, then crashed upside-down just to the east of the doors, gouging a trench in the native rock and obliterating several ground battery emplacements.  The Steadfast ground to a halt, smoke billowing from several breaches in the hull, leaving behind a trench of molten rock and twisted bits of metal that had once been ground batteries or external sensor towers, but almost miraculously, the compressed Neutronium armored hull had withstood that mind-boggling impact…mostly.

“Push them back from the doors!” Lorna barked.


Around the moon, a huge formation of fighters screamed in, Wolves, Raptors, and Alliance Warhawks, the bruisers in the Confederate fighter fleet.  They turned on the Consortium warships while the fighters already there focused on the enemy ground units on the doors, just as the reinforcements from the Consortium reached the fray.  The Iyaneri marshaled the Confederate ships around it as they were quickly surrounded, the massive capitol ship parking itself directly over the doors and daring the Consortium to try to move it.  MPACs, rail slugs, pulse blasts, hot plasma, stream weapons, and Colonial iso-neutron bolts fired in every direction as missiles and particle beams lashed out from the formation, slicing enemy ships apart.  The Confederate ships almost couldn’t miss due to so many enemy ships surrounding them, as fighters attacked the Consortium ships in the gaps between the ships.  He saw the destroyer Tikanne get taken out, falling towards the moon in a trail of fire from its aft section, but the Confederate ships closed the gap, a Colonial star cruiser and a Shio fast attack ship pulling in to cover the gap..  A bright white light illuminated the fight at the doors as GRAF blasts again rose up from the surface like fireworks, the massive cannons firing on the ships trying to circle around the planet, firing on them before they got out of line of sight.

“If they want the doors open, then let’s give them what they want,” Dellin barked. Jason looked into his control center and saw him putting on his helmet.  “We got those units in place, Ilia?”

“In position,” she replied.


An evil smile graced Dellin’s face just before the smoky transparent titanium faceplate of his helmet covered, and the short Faey man picked up a pulse rifle just like an infantry grunt and activated it with an exaggerated slap on the panel.  “Then open the doors and welcome them inside.”

Jason was about to object, but he saw the ground units scrambling off the doors, using the engines in their armor or the glide drives in the Gladiators to get off the doors.  The doors jerked, then began to open, and the Consortium ships tried to go past the Confederate ships to get into the tunnel, not noticing or not caring that the Confederate ships were scrambling out of the way, moving away from the doors.  But as the doors opened wider, they saw that the tunnel was occupied.  There were 17 ships sitting just behind the doors, some battle-damaged, some only half built, but they all had operational weapons, and mixed in with them were the thousands of pulse weapon units waiting to be installed on ships, rigged to fire without being installed, some on power packs, some on broadcast power, and held in place by Kosigi workers in armor.  That was genius, Jason decided as a virtual blitz of pulse blasts fired from manually held heavy pulse weapons opened up, firing around the retreating Confederate ships as dock workers in armor aimed those weapons manually, men and women in armor pushing the barrels as a third worked the trigger, firing the weapons.  Jason also saw that the Consortium mantis craft and infantry units on the doors had nowhere to go.  The doors had no clearance where they retracted back into the moon’s surface, and the ground units were slammed against the side of the door unit when they ran out of real estate where the mantis craft used their own engines to get clear, rising up and directly into the fire of prepared infantry and Gladiator units, literally turning them into a turkey shoot.  It became a slaughter when the Confederate ships turned and started firing on the ships trying to get through that onslaught of pulse fire, tearing enemy ships apart, blowing them up, turning them into Swiss cheese before they could reach the doorframe.  The Consortium ships were pincered between the hail of pulse fire coming out of the tunnel and the Confederate ships they tried to get around, and enemy ships exploded or crashed into the surface of the moon in windrows.

By opening the doors, Dellin had created a kill zone…that man was a genius.


The interior Wolf and Raptors joined by Gladiators with flight pods then poured out of the interior of Kosigi, and they engaged the disrupted Consortium formations along with the others, allowing the Confederate forces to gain the upper hand at the doors in a matter of moments.  The pitched battle around the doors started to push away, as the enemy ships closest to the doors were annihilated, and the reinforcements were disrupted and put on the defensive as the Confederate warships were backed up by those free-floating pulse weapons, fighters, and ground batteries.  He saw a swarm of Warhawks and Wolves blow a Consortium destroyer in half with a constant pounding of pulse and Alliance hot plasma fire, then the fighters whipped away in unison to turn on a Consortium battleship, but not without losing three Warhawks and two Wolves to enemy fire.

And in the middle of it all, he saw a Faey fighter pilot, without her fighter and with an ejection exo-pack attached to her back, wielding the pulse rifle that was part of the exo-pack.  She was firing at anything she could see, fighting on even without her fighter, fighting on no matter the odds, fighting on because she knew there was no retreat from the battle.  Telemetry identified her as Naval Ensign Kiomi Feralle of the 132nd Fighter Squadron, and Jason watched as she destroyed one of those slapdash drones the Consortium had started to employ, then slid to the left almost like she was an ice dancer, slipping aside as a Torsion bolt twice and thick around as she was tall lashed out from the nearby destroyer.  She turned her pulse rifle on the destroyer, firing at full auto even as she slid laterally, then she was yanked, pulled towards the lunar surface.  Jason sensed that that was Erin’s doing, pulling her out of what was certain death, using his boosted talent to get her out of there…and she didn’t seem very happy about it.  She continued to fire even as she was pulled towards the tunnel.


He made a note to himself to give that girl a medal when this was all over.


With the door situation looking handled, he and Myleena turned their attention to the enemy fleet circling in towards the planet.  They were nearly out of line of sight of Kosigi, rail fire and GRAF blasts chasing them all the way to the horizon, a constant train of ships whose line turned like a snake as the wormhole shifted position, littering the space behind them with the flaming wreckage of their compatriots.  [Bring up the GRAF cannons facing the horizon,] Myleena ordered via commune.  [Jason, get ready to bend shots into the enemy.]

[We’re ready,] Jason answered as he centered himself, engaged the biogenic relays around Kosiningi.  He displayed shot trajectories onto the main tactical in the War Room so they’d keep their own ships out of his firing lines, then he started building the spatial tunnel as Myleena acted as his spotter.  She’d tell him where to aim, he’d send GRAF blasts to that location.  The biogenic units in the core room started to hum as he built power even as the GRAF cannons prepared to fire, and Myleena fed coordinates directly into his mind via communion as he formed the spatial tunnel.  She had him aiming at a Consortium super-battleship, bigger than the other battleships but not big enough to be one of their command ships.  [Ten seconds, second target,] Myleena communed, giving him a second set of coordinates he translated in his mind to how he had to manipulate the tunnel to hit that point.  That was what four days of drills and practice had been about, teaching him how to aim.


[GRAF firing,] Myleena warned, and he saw the angry white bar lash out from the edge of Kosigi.  The blast hit the spatial tunnel exactly on target, in the exact center of the tunnel, and the bar then turned, twisted, bent around the circumference of the planet above the shield as Jason warped the space through which the blast traveled, exiting the spatial tunnel and hitting the super-battleship almost dead center.  The entire ship and the 12 Consortium ships that just happened to be in the path of the beam simply dissolved away, shattered into molecular dust in a microsecond, hit by something so powerful that not even Neutronium could stand up to it.  Jason adjusted the tunnel just as the second GRAF cannon fired, then the third, then the forth, Myleena’s mind linked to his through Cybi and allowing them to communicate and react in the timeframe of the mindscape, which was far faster than the physical world.  They carried on a nearly full conversation about the wormhole and how stable it was just in the 1.3 seconds between the fifth and sixth GRAF shots, as they bounced ideas off each other about how they might be able to make it much less stable using what assets they had available.

Eventually they came up with an idea.  Myleena took control of the toy deployment from Bo long enough to redirect every gyroball in inventory right at the wormhole, the idea to use their spatial flux generators to destabilize space around the wormhole, which would in turn destabilize the wormhole.  She then looked over the map and chose the next target, then fed the spatial tunnel coordinates to Jason to allow him to adjust the tunnel.


The power displays climbed higher and higher as Jason maintained the spatial tunnel, requiring more and more power units to come online to handle the demand as Myleena targeted every big ship she could see in the stream of Consortium vessels…but no command ships had come through yet.  Or they had and had been torn apart in transit, one or the other.  A blinding bar of energy slammed into the formation from the other side as the solar collectors had finally been redeployed and started firing, being careful only to fire on ships that weren’t on a physical line between the collector and the shield…and that window closed quickly as the enemy fleet traversed the “twilight” region of the planet and came fully into the day side, where the collectors couldn’t fire on them without hitting the planetary shield. Jason added GRAF shots to that, giving the Consortium withering fire from two directions as he bent indescribably powerful blasts of pure kinetic energy around the planet and slamming them into the enemy ships as white-hot lances of pure solar energy melted their way through the ships from the other side.  He saw the fleet get in position to meet that train of ships head-on, and it was led by the Aegis, flanked by four command ships from the Faey, Urumi, Alliance, and Skaa navies, and escorted by the KMS battleships Trelle’s Gift and Jenda with the new tactical battleships Abarax and Shikoi, captained by Staff Admiral Rinli Karinne, one of the staff admirals that had returned to the bridge because they were in such desperate need of experienced captains to command the big ships.  Sevi nosed her Abarax into the lead, forming the tip of the spear, which was where she always shined the most.

[Jason, what would happen if we fired the GRAF cannon directly into the wormhole?] Saelle asked.


[Not as much as you’d think,] Myleena answered for him as he adjusted the spatial tunnel.  [The energy would be dissipated into the spatial flux without doing any damage to the ships inside.  Kinetic energy has no effect inside an area of spatial flux, because it’s not multi-dimensional.  Rail slugs would just get bounced off the spatial boundary, because their mass can’t penetrate the border of a one-way gate.]


[Okay, what about MPACs and pulse weapons?  Aren’t they multidimensional?  Wouldn’t they have an effect even inside the wormhole?]


[Hmm, now that would work.  They’ll enter the wormhole and damage anything inside they hit,] Myleena mused as the next GRAF cannon fired.  [Too bad it’s out of range of our pulse weapons to give it a try and see what happens.]

[Maybe, but plasma torpedoes have lots more range, and they’re multidimensional too, I recall] Rahne mused.


[So they are.  Okay, Rahne, have the ships at Kosigi get within torpedo range of the wormhole once they finish off the Consortium fleet, give them Trelle-damned bugs something to think about, while we wring as many shots out of the GRAF cannons as we can before they engage our fleet.]

Rahne had a good idea.  If they could destroy the ships before they could even get out of the wormhole, it was fewer ships they had to fight when they could shoot back, and the debris itself posed a navigation hazard to any ship that made it out in one piece.  And the ships could sit at maximum range, where they’d have time to run if the Consortium turned on them, flee back into range of the ground batteries at Kosigi.  Those batteries had the same idea, he saw.  All the rail batteries were aiming at the wormhole, sending slugs into the area just hoping that a ship would come out and get hit.  Since rail slugs had no range limitation, as long as the wormhole was in sight of Kosigi, they could shoot at it.  But the wormhole wouldn’t be in range for more than a couple of moments, given how it was slowly making its way around the planet in skips and jumps, skirting the gravity well of the planet where it could open stably enough to let ships through.

Jason could only fire at the tail end of the stream of thousands of Consortium ships when the firing lines got too close to the planet or got their own ships in the way.  A horde of Skaa picket ships formed up behind the main line Confederate vessels, nearly 4,000 picket ships, and they prepared to engage.  But the precarious nature of the picket ships displayed itself when one ship detonated of its own volition, spraying fiery shards of metal into the picket ships around it as it suffered some kind of catastrophic breakdown, which resulted in its power plant exploding.  Such was the nature of the picket ship fleet, the ships were held together with bubble gum and duct tape.  But those rickety old ships had guns, and those guns were online and waiting for the Consortium fleet to get in range.


“Gunboats, open fire,” Lorna ordered.  The flare-hulled gunboats opened their doors and unleashed their payloads as the vanguard of the enemy fleet approached, sending a cloud of missiles towards the enemy, as Bo’s deployment ships opened their cargo doors and launched their salvos of 3D toys right behind the missiles.  The Confederate ships in the formation also fired their missiles, primarily from Alliance and Skaa ships, adding to the hail of death screaming at the enemy.  Every KMS ship behind the gunboats and Naval corvettes opened up with rail fire as the gunboats fell back into the middle of the formations, but the Naval corvettes held position as Wolf and Warhawk fighters moved up into position.  At Palla’s command, the fighters and corvettes surged forward, moving between rail shots fired from the ships behind them, coming up behind the missiles and 3D toys to hit the enemy just as they came out of the missile barrage, hitting them before they could recover.  Raptors, Un’Dara, Krissha, and Shio Rapier fighters remained close to the fleet vessels to provide anti-missile and close support when the Consortium engaged.  More and more orbital platforms moved into position, providing a second layer of defense should the Consortium get past Palla.

The lead Consortium ships simply vaporized in the hellstorm of missiles, but they plowed right through, sacrificing the ships in the lead to protect the ships behind, and then the fighters hit them.  More and more ships spiraled out of the advance or simply exploded as Wolf and Warhawk fighters made their presence known in ferocious fashion, savaging the lead cruisers and destroyers, destroying ship after ship as the nimble Wolves and the insane reflexes of the Shurai Warhawk pilots kept their own losses at a minimum, since the Consortium ships were firing wildly in almost every direction to keep the fighters at bay.  But the Consortium ships just kept coming, and kept coming, and kept coming, two replacing every one they destroyed, still pouring out of the wormhole in a constant stream and following the same trajectory, all of them en route to attack the same point.

Then it changed.  The ships gushing out of the wormhole changed direction, heading almost straight towards the planet, the shortest possible distance.  They again split their forces to force the Confederate forces to meet them, trying to tie up the defensive ships as much as possible.  Lorna reacted to the change by redeploying Naval forces on sentry at other locations to converge on the projected trajectory of the incoming ships while Haema’s fleet at Kosigi mopped up the last few dozen enemy ships, securing the doors, which began to close once the last ship was destroyed.  Instead of heading for the enemy ships, most of the Confederate forces there instead headed for the wormhole, following Rahne’s command to fire plasma torpedoes at the wormhole to try to disrupt the constant stream of ships exiting it.  the Iyaneri and its two escorting tactical battleships broke away from the fleet, changed course to intercept the Consortium at their new projected attack point, but they weren’t doing it quietly.  He saw the doors hiding the GRAF cannon on the Iyaneri open, and the shimmering haze inside the barrel of that weapon made it clear they were about to fire it.  Now that they had the space and time to bring the cannon online and fire it, Haema wasn’t wasting the chance.


Palla’s ships met the train of 3,763 Consortium ships head on even as Jason adjusted his spatial tunnel to fire on the ships heading along the new vector, since they were in his arc of safe fire.  Jason’s bent shots and shots from the Iyaneri and the 7 cannons on the surface of Kosigi with a line of sight opened up on the new train of ships, targeting the largest of them for destruction and vaporizing them.  The Consortium plowed headlong into the waiting cadre of Confederate ships, and within seconds, the two fleets were intermixed and firing nearly at point blank range at each other.  The first hundred or so Consortium ships had no chance, torn to pieces by the concentrated fire of the defenders, but for every ship that was destroyed, two more filled the hole it left behind.  In mere seconds, it was a brutal slugfest much as Lorna expected, ships trading fire and nearly scraping hulls as the enemy tried to knock the defenders out to give them time to get shield bores onto the planetary shield and get landers past it.  The picket ships really made a difference as they moved in and engaged, the rickety old vessels blowing holes in much more advanced Consortium ships.  They were destroyed with single shots from the enemy, but they were taking Consortium ships with them, and that was what they were literally designed to do.  Like an angry swarm of bees that died as soon as they delivered their sting, the Skaa picket ships were being taken out at a shocking rate, but they were destroying Consortium ships even as they were destroyed themselves.  For every five Skaa picket ships destroyed, they took a Consortium ship with them. 


Three Confederate command ships, two Skaa and the Shio’s lone surviving command ship, converged on the new projected point, looking to meet the Iyaneri within a minute of the KMS capitol ship reaching that point. Lorna was starting to commit the heavy hitters to the battle, Jason saw.  The KMS capitol ship slid around almost like a skidding car and came to a halt facing the oncoming enemy ships with its GRAF doors open and the cannon charging for another shot, which made it abundantly clear that Zora was at the helm of that ship.  It unleashed a full power blast, so strong it had to use its engines to keep position on top of using the recoil reduction system, and it fired that blast right down the throat of the oncoming enemy fleet.  Since it was firing directly into the line of ships rather than at them from the side, Haema took out 137 ships with a single shot.  The Consortium ships screaming at them at full flank that weren’t annihilated by the blast flinched away, spread out and opened up their formation as the GRAF cannon recharged.  Haema was going to get three more shots, he calculated, and could possibly get a fourth if she pushed it, but that would be extremely risky.  If the Consortium hit the GRAF cannon while it was charging but before it fired, all that kinetic energy it had built up was going to feed back into the ship.  That command ship was too fucking new to be obliterated in its first major action.  The bulk of the Confederate forces converged on the Iyaneri just as it fired its second GRAF blast, taking out a couple dozen advancing Consortium ships as the incoming swarm tried to avoid the blast.  More and more ships assembled around the KMS capitol ship, preparing to beat the enemy back.

But then they suddenly spread out, scattering in the face of the Iyaneri, breaking into clusters of several dozen ships that moved to the weakest points in the defenses.  The ships streaming in at Palla’s position did the same, and Jason saw that they’d drawn the Confederate forces into concentrations, and now they were going to try to hit the shield at open points to get through…just as Lorna had expected.


“Spread out and engage enemy forces at field commander’s discretion,” Lorna ordered calmly.


Within four minutes, the battle Lorna envisioned had erupted.  Denied their attempt to quickly get into Kosigi, the Consortium was spreading out to attack the shield in multiple areas to spread the defenders out as much as possible.  Literally the entire hemisphere of Karis around the shield saw fighting as Consortium ships used their numerical advantage to hit the weakest points in the arrayed Confederate defense, but Lorna had wisely deployed her forces to allow the quick response to nearly any point around the planet.  Swarms of Skaa picket ships roamed the perimeter of the shield and moved wherever they were needed, attacking concentrations of Consortium ships.


“Not yet, Jason,” Lorna said calmly.  Jason watched from the War Room camera as the Confederate command staff studied the asset allocation holo, watching as blips that indicated friendly and enemy ships moved and vanished from the display.  Jason didn’t want to wait, he wanted to attack now, especially when the dot that represented the heavy cruiser Hailaeri vanished off the holo, and then the tactical cruiser Revenge.  Those were people disappearing off that map, not icons on a hologram, for God’s sake!  But Lorna held him back, held him back, watching and studying.  For nearly ten minutes, she held Jason back, as more and more Consortium ships engaged Confederate defense all over the hemisphere.  She then looked up and nodded.  “Now.”

It was almost like the hammer of a wrathful god descending from the heavens and smiting the sinners.  The power feeds for the biogenic network all over the planet spiked as Jason gathered in every iota of power he could muster, and then he unleashed it.  He focused on the ships that had destroyed the Revenge first, passing by the burning hull of the cruiser and wading through stubborn picket ships and four orbital platforms defending the shield.  Jason reached out with a phantom hand and crushed those ships like they were eggshells, wringing them out and tearing them apart, then he turned his attention and wiped out an entire squadron of Consortium battleships within 200 kathra of the shield over the equatorial island chain north of the Parri village, striking them with a blow of pure telekinetic power, shattering their hulls and sending the debris flying off into deep space.  The power generators whined in protest as Jason smote the enemy with righteous fury, destroying a collection of Consortium and Imxi ships that had wiped out a formation of picket ships and only had orbital weapon platforms holding them at bay. He tore apart the largest battleship and used it against the others, hurling the remains into the Imxi ships and fatally crippling them, leaving them burning and spinning out of control.  Jason smashed group after group of Consortium ships, anywhere they threatened to reach the shield, able to attack anywhere around the planet instantly, allowing him to back up the stalwart defenders struggling to hold the unending avalanche of Consortium ships at bay.

For nearly six minutes, Jason flailed at the enemy, until the power generators feeding the core room finally went red, taking him offline as the generators cooled and reset.  He saw several red blinking areas on the tactical map, where Consortium shield bores had managed to get landers through the shield, and he saw Sioa’s forces moving to intercept.  They were coming down in a ballistic arc that would land them on the western edge of Karsa, going after the Shimmer Dome.  If they could jump out, then that made sense.  Why lose tens of thousands of ships and landers trying to get to Cybi when they could hit the Shimmer Dome, plunder the biogenic crystal-growing units, and escape with them?  He was grateful that Saelle was there with Jezzi, the two next-strongest Generations on Karsa, defending the second most critical place on the planet.  Raptors and Wolves raced towards those landers even as the ground batteries on the planet’s surface opened up on the invaders, batteries placed at strategic position that would allow them to fire at large swaths of sky, especially since the enemy was still outside the atmosphere.  Lander after lander exploded or burst into flame as rail batteries started taking their toll, capable of firing through the atmosphere and hitting the landers before they even started their descent into the atmosphere, leaving trails of fire lancing up into the sky rather than the usual corkscrew trail of vapor and smoke due to the altered slug shape and increased velocity to let them reach that far.  The slugs were nothing but vapor dragging air molecules behind them when they reached that far, but even gaseous iron and titanium could do horrific damage to enemy ships when that stream of free molecules hit the landers going that fast.  The descending landers only had a moment’s respite when the batteries ceased fire, but that was only so they wouldn’t hit the Army fighters who engaged them just as they started their descent into the atmosphere.  A cascade of fiery falling debris heralded the initial engagement of army Wolves and Raptors when they reached the first concentration of landers, making the Consortium fight for every inch of airspace they traversed, making them fight all the way down to the surface.

The generators came back online, and Jason was too busy to watch the landers.  He again turned on the invading ships above the planet, sweeping 18 different locations where ships had reached the shield away, destroying them as they tried to bore through the shield.  After that was done, he again acted with Myleena, letting her find where he and Cybi were needed most, and then searching for the next one as handled the problem.  The two of them worked in complete harmony, protecting the vulnerable areas of the shield as defensive forces redeployed to protect them, doing exactly what Lorna and the others wanted of him, to be the strongest defense protecting Karis and preventing unmanageable numbers of enemy landers from getting through the shield.  As long as Jason held the enemy back, Sioa’s ground forces could handle what was getting through.

He’d never been in such an intense fight in his life, and the thrill almost matched the sheer terror of it.

Commander Justin Taggart snaked his ship through a line of Torsion bolts fired from an automated enemy drone that was on his tail, turning and weaving as his wizzo brought a drone in to shake it.  He turned into Joae’s drone’s fire almost perfectly, allowing the drone’s pulse weapons to destroy the enemy drone threatening his ship.  Joae redeployed the four drones she controlled so one was shadowing their six and the other three attacked with the fighter.  He had Iyoi on his wing, babysitting his greenhorn while his usual wingwoman was limping back to the Trelle’s Gift with most of her port wing gone and running on her emergency backup engine, which barely gave her any maneuverability.  It was purely there to get the fighter out of a fight if the main engine was damaged.


If only it was that simple.  He’d lost Jikki and Muyi from Wing Three and Pria from Wing Two, but Pria’s wizzo Ruji had survived.  Even the Ghost Squadron was taking casualties in this absolute brawl, because the ships rallying around the Aegis were completely surrounded by Consortium ships.  He lined up with an Imxi frigate and unloaded on it, white balls of pulse fire strafing the long, narrow ship right amidships and blowing it apart, then flinching as a heavy Torsion bolt passed almost too close to his starboard wing.  A KMS corvette leading four Warhawk fighters slashed by in front of him, chasing a trio of Imxi fighters, but the corvette vanished in a brilliant burst of yellow-red fire when it was struck dead center by a dark matter blast from a  Consortium destroyer.

“It’s getting pretty hairy up here, boss,” Iyoi’s nervous voice came over STG.


“Just stay on my wing, girl,” Taggart ordered as he veered up and to port, sending a blitz of pulse fire right into the open gunport that had destroyed the corvette, and he was rewarded by a crippling explosion on the enemy ship, shuddering it as its atmosphere started to vent into space.  He noted almost clinically that another Ghost fighter’s telemetry vanished from his board, Lassa.  He spared a split second to check for armor telemetry, and thank God he spotted it.  Lassa had ejected, but her wizzo Giviri’s telemetry was flatline.  He’d lost another one.  “Ghost Squadron, regroup in front of the Aegis,” he ordered on their dedicated STG channel while chatter from local, pilots calling for assistance or responding to calls, orders relayed from cruisers, came in a constant stream.  He turned his ship hard as he headed for the bow of the command ship, which had several fires burning on its hull, but it was faring much better than the fiery hulk of the Skaa command ship that had been beaten down to the point where it finally succumbed.  The ship was dead in space and on fire, locked in orbit so at least it wasn’t crashing into the shield.  The Aegis turned as all its particle beams on its port side opened up at the same time, carving over a dozen enemy ships into pieces, the support ships for a super-battleship and the vessel itself, then it fired several plasma torpedoes into the void.

The 34 remaining Ghost fighters grouped up right at the bow of the ship, as well as a small flight of 10 sleek Warhawk fighters.  The Shurai flight leader hailed him on STG.  “We are at your command, flight leader,” he called.  “What is the plan of attack?”

“We have no orders, so let’s see if we can open a hole in this mess and give our ships room to maneuver,” he replied as he quickly scanned the area.  “There, 102 mark 23.  Let’s take out those destroyers and give those Urumi ships some breathing space.”


“Understood, flight leader.  The honor of first kill is yours.”

You heard me, girls, let’s pry this can open a little, he sent to his remaining pilots.


Let’s rock, Berya sent enthusiastically.


The 44 fighters accelerated quickly as they rushed back into the fray, the ten sleek and dangerous Warhawk fighters keeping up with the Wolves.  The fighters wove and danced through enemy fire and some of their own fire, two Wolves sliding around a particle beam from a KMS destroyer as it sheared an Imxi cruiser in two.  Taggart painted the enemy ships with sensors, determining kill order, then the 44 fighters broke into three groups seamlessly, fluidly, the ten Shurai pilots moving in complete harmony with the pilots of the Ghost squadron.  Taggart had the flight leader of the Warhawks and his wingman with him and Iyoi, and the four of them opened fire on the lead destroyer.  The relentless pounding from pulse and Torsion weapons blew a gaping, flaming hole in its port aft section, making the destroyer veer off course as it lost engine power.  The four fighters turned and fired at the destroyer behind it, one of the Warhawks vaporizing in a reddish blaze from a Torsion bolt, and the three remaining ships lanced by, leaving the enemy destroyer on fire and with its lights blinking on and off as its power system failed.  Another destroyer went dark, then another as the others destroyed their ships, and that gave the Urumi destroyers room.  The moved into the breach and unleashed everything they had as the fighters pulled out.


“They’re breaking!” Iyoi called in excitement as the hole they started widened more and more as the Urumi poured into the breach, splitting the enemy forces, and then the massive Aegis wedged itself into that hole, firing in almost every direction as the picket ships dealt with ships that were trying to bore through the shield below them.


Orders flashed up on his command window.  “Ghost squadron, break off and assist the picket ships at the shield,” he called as he turned his fighter around.  He punched the throttle—


—And then darkness.


Iyoi flinched and recoiled violently as a stream of blackish-red dark matter shots fired through the wreckage of the destroyers slashed by her port wing, and that turned to near panic when she realized that she was the only fighter left.  The boss’ fighter was spinning away with its entire rear blown off, and the Shurai fighters were gone.  Just like that. No warning, no dogfight, no glorious last stand against the enemy.  Just…gone.

Gone.


She screamed when her fighter was slammed, like some giant hammer had hit it in the stern just between the stabilizers.  The fighter spun out of control, the gyro going crazy as her entire board went nuts, flashing red everywhere.  “Eject!” she screamed to her wizzo as she mentally punched the panic button.  The armored box of the fighter’s internal cockpit disengaged from the structure of the fighter and then was ejected from the main body, the box opening and falling away as her exopack activated.  She looked back to the remains of her boss’ fighter and saw Joae eject from the upper cockpit, but nothing from the central body.  The fighter was twisted wreckage, the ejection system may be beyond hope of working.

Rather than head for the nearest ship, she instead punched the exopack towards the lead fighter.  She reached it quickly, saw that the armored cockpit was intact, but the outer doors in the belly were mangled beyond any hope of opening.  But the ship was ripped in half just behind the cockpit, so she moved around to the sparking, plasma-venting ruins behind the ship and looked in.  Taggart was still in the armored box, floating freely after the locking system failed, and he wasn’t moving.  She disengaged the exopack and wriggled into the red-hot metal wreckage and grabbed him by the helmet and pulled him out, and found that his armor was intact.  He was unconscious, but his armor wasn’t breached and his armor telemetry was broadcasting the medical emergency beacon.  She wrapped her arm around him as she re-engaged her exopack, reattaching it to her back, and then punched the engines towards the closest ship, which was the Aegis.


By the skin of his teeth and Trelle’s eternal grace, her boss had survived.  Had that dark matter blast hit his ship two more shakra towards the bow, it would have taken his head off.


But that was the life of a fighter pilot.  Death was often avoided or met by a single shakra.

 The Consortium battle plan was both succeeding and failing at the same time.

As they no doubt planned, their assault on virtually the entire hemisphere was getting landers past the shield.  The Skaa picket ships were making that a very costly proposition, however, as the picket forces reached a group of ships that had managed to bore through the shield and destroyed the ships while the landers started to descend.  But it was failing in that no ship was surviving long enough to get any lander back.  If their plan was to grab enough biogenics to reverse engineer and escape Karis space with it, well, they couldn’t maintain a foothold at any point where they’d bored through the shield long enough to recover a lander.  Any time they tried to secure a position to give their landers time to grab something and get back, the Consortium ships were wiped out by an onslaught of frail but deadly Skaa picket ships.


Lorna was also taking no chances.  No ship that engaged Confederate forces was allowed to retreat.  If a ship picked up the wreckage of a KMS ship or captured a Wolf fighter, they could escape with biogenics or pulse technology.  The command staff had made it clear that no ship that came within 500 kathra of the planet would be allowed to retreat.  Any ship that tried to withdraw away from the gravity well, supposedly to jump out, was targeted by ranged weaponry and destroyed.  The Kimdori were ensuring that no enemy ship was capable of transmitting any information out of the system, so to get any secrets away from Karis, they had to do it on a ship that managed to jump out.  And Lorna was not going to let that happen.

The landers were having little more luck.  Every single lander that breached the shield headed straight for Karsa, for the Shimmer Dome, but they were beset by swarms of vicious Wolf and Raptor fighters, and those that got that far found that the Shimmer Dome was a heavily fortified bunker bristling with Gladiators, Marines, ground batteries, and five Generations inside the erected infantry hard shield, and they were what the Consortium could not get past.  Any mecha that got within a city block of the hard shield was obliterated in the blink of an eye, ripped apart or crushed like a paper cup, while the Imxi and insectoid infantry units were held off by both heavily dug-in defenders and protected by the Generations within who were warping space around the hard shield to bounce Torsion bolts harmlessly up into the air.  The defenders could fire through the hard shield with their pulse weapons but they couldn’t fire when the Generation was protecting them, so they would hold off until the Generation gave them the signal to fire, unleash a withering storm of pulse fire at the attackers, then the Generation would again erect that protection before the Consortium ground forces could fire back.

The only luck they were having was that they had something else in mind, another phase of their battle plan they were preparing to execute.  Consortium ships still streamed towards the planet in unending waves, pouring out of the wormhole, but ships were starting to mass far out of range, behind the wormhole.  For every twenty ships that came through in one piece, one ship was pulling back to join that reserve.  Lorna had already taken note of it, and she was preparing to deal with whatever they had up their sleeves.


Jason panted a little as he rested, the strain of the merge and the energy he personally exerted wearing him out.  Myleena had taken over the merge, though with far less power than he could bring to bear, to give him a chance to catch his breath and get his strength back.  His mental eyes were glued to the planetary asset allocation holo, as he hurriedly counted ships, checked personal armor telemetry of close friends in the KMS, seeing who was still alive and who he’d lost.  It wasn’t all good news, but it sure as hell could have been worse.  Inaba Takeshi and virtually the entire crew of the Temeron were dead, the ship completely destroyed.  Hiae from the Prophet was alive, but had been grievously injured, according to medical reports.  Same with Commander Taggart from the 76th, whom he admired greatly.  He was in a sickbay on the Aegis at that moment, and initial reports were not good.   He had severe brain hemorrhaging from massive trauma, so heavy a hit he took that it managed to get through his armor and injure his brain.  Taggart may never fly a fighter again, Jason realized grimly.  He may not even talk again.  An injury like that, it could leave him a vegetable, the brain destroyed and killing everything that made him who he was.  Faey science could regenerate his brain, but it couldn’t recover whatever memories he’d had that were lost, and it couldn’t exactly replicate the neural pathways that helped form Taggart’s basic personality, not unless they had a highly detailed brain scan of Taggart on file.  If they had that, they could possibly restore his basic personality, but all his memories, experiences, his motor skills, they’d all be gone.  He’d be like Rahne had been, a blank slate.

And what worried him most was the Iyaneri.  It was dead in space, its power gone and fires raging all over the hull as Kimdori ships towed it out of the battle zone.  He was getting no telemetry from anyone inside the ship, so he had no idea who was alive and who was dead…and Zora was on that ship.


But the ship had done its job.  It and its supporting ships had beaten back the major Consortium assault on that position, though it had taken so much damage that it was dead in space, not even its emergency beacons or telemetry links operational…and a rupture in the jump engines was putting so much hyperdimensional flux into the area that it was disrupting all Teryon and gravband communications in the ship’s vicinity, as well as distorting local space and making conventional gravometric engines unstable.  Only KMS and Kimdori translation engines were working properly, necessitating the Kimdori towing the Iyaneri away from the surviving ships in its squadron so they could get their engines back online.  That was blocking all telemetry from everyone inside the ship, so Jason had no idea who was alive inside the crippled capitol ship.


He looked back to the Shimmer Dome.  He was certain that the Consortium was shocked that they’d put so much defense there, so sure that they’d come for Cybi that they could sneak in and grab the units that grew biogenic crystals and then escape with them.  Saelle was in her Gladiator and on the edge of the shield, using her tactical gestalt to wreak havoc on the enemy.  Her gestalt wasn’t as powerful as Jezzi’s but since it was mobile and she could get it very close to the enemy, it gave her just as much power as Jezzi.


He felt his strength return, and took back the merge from Myleena.  He went right back to work reinforcing areas of weakened defense, destroying ships trying to bore through the planetary shield.  [We have got to get that wormhole closed,] he complained to Myleena. The gyroballs had had limited effectiveness, mainly because most of them were destroyed before they could affect the wormhole.

[I’m working on something,] Myleena promised as Cybi calculated ship totals and put up a graphic in his mind.  They’d only seen 58% of the Consortium’s available fleet, if intelligence was correct.  He looked to the wormhole and saw ships still streaming out of it, along with the wreckage of ships destroyed in transit, but he noted that more and more Imxi ships were coming through now.  Those ships were still breaking into elements and spreading out, attacking virtually the entire planet all at once, groups identifying areas where the shield had little or no defense and swarming to that spot.  Skaa picket ships and the planet’s automated orbital defense platforms also swarmed to those points, attacking the Consortium ships that tried to bore through the shield and get landers to the planet, while main Confederate forces focused on the largest groups of enemy ships.

But still they held those ships back.

He checked Karsa.  There were multiple fires burning in the city from shot down and crashed landing craft, and around the Shimmer Dome, it was a double siege.  The defenders fought mantis craft and armored insectoids in the open grassy park that was part of the restricted area around the facility, Sioa pulling defenders from other positions and having them converge on the area, trapping the enemy ground units in a half-donut ring, the beach and sea cutting the circle short.  The center was a fortress and the enemy infantry was surrounded on all sides by determined defenders, forcing them to fight in both directions and gut through a nasty crossfire as they tried to get past Saelle and Jezzi.  More landers tried to reinforce them, but they had to come in under heavy fire from ground batteries and attacks from Wolf and Raptor fighters.  The mantis craft were dropping into the sea some distance from Karsa and coming in underwater, but the first Consortium attack had let the Karinnes see that trick, so they had defenses in place under the Karsan sea, torpedo missiles launched from sea bed defensive batteries that protected the shoreline abutting the Shimmer Dome.  Geysers of white water denoted every mantis craft and infantry transport that was destroyed trying to come in from under the water’s surface.

Sioa looked to have the Shimmer Dome well defended, so he went back to his duty, crushing enemy ships that reached the shield.  They were spreading out more and more, spreading out the defense more as they spread from attacking the hemisphere to attacking the entire planet.  Battles and skirmishes were being fought in every sector around the planet’s shield, as more and more automated platform and Confederate ship icons wavered and vanished off the tactical display.  The superior numbers of the enemy was taking its toll, wearing down the defenses around the planet…and pinning down almost every ship in its defense of the shield, he realized.  Much as Cybi expected, eventually, the last line of defense would be her and Jason, if the Consortium kept coming the way they were.

Leaving Kosigi virtually unprotected.


Dellin saw that, too, he reasoned.  The capitol doors were again closed, and all the free-floating pulse weapons were back inside, as well as most of the fighters and Gladiators.  But the GRAF cannons on the moon’s surface were firing at any ship that dared come within line of sight, and he saw from the tactical that most of the damaged ground batteries had been put back in service, hastily repaired by crack maintenance crews.


Bo was also marshaling his resources, gathering up all automated weapons with an eye on that reserve fleet.


He focused on the Aegis for a moment.  The GRAF doors were closed—far too risky to fire it at that range—and the ship was engaged against a concentration of enemy ships that outnumbered it and its task force by nearly seven to one.  Multiple fires were burning on the hull, but the ship was still fighting, particle beams and pulse weapons blasting in every direction as fighters swarmed in the space between the bigger ships, shooting at the cruisers and at the Imxi fighters that had started to show up in numbers.  Faey Raptors and KMS Wolves were taking a big bite out of those fighters, dominating the pilots and using them against their comrades.  The Abarax surged ahead of the Aegis and cleared the three Consortium battleships in front of it out of the way, its nine particle beams shearing apart the large ships, Sevi using the ship in the manner in which it was intended.

Jason studied the tactical map a second, and realized that there were only five Confederate capitol ships left.  The Consortium was going out of its way to knock them out, as they had the Iyaneri, focusing on it and pounding it until it was down. They had done the same to 13 other capitol ships around the planet, finding them and sending huge squadrons of ships to take them out…and now they were trying the same thing with the Aegis.


Attrition.  That was what this was about.  The Consortium was simply trying to wipe out the defending fleet, and once they were out of the way, the planetary defenses smashed, they’d take what ships they had left and try to take the planet.  And even if they couldn’t take it, they’d have Karis blockaded, trapping whatever was left of the Karinnes behind their own planetary shield.


No.  They’d go after Kosigi.  Karis was too expensive to take, and everything they really needed was inside Kosigi.  With the Confederate fleet wiped out, they could conceivably take the moon base once they broke its defenses.


[They’re going to try to take Kosigi,] Jason communed to everyone who was listening.  [They’re trying to take out our fleet so we can’t stop them from breaking in.  Jezzi, Saelle.]


[Yes, Jason?]


[I’m about to ask you two to do something absolutely crazy.]


[Get us on a fast corvette, and we can make it to Kosigi,] Jezzi replied confidently.


[Do NOT use the doors,] he warned.  [Have the pilot land the corvette in a corvette bay.  If they use those ships they’re holding back, they could storm the doors if they’re opened.  If they try to storm the corvette bay, they can only get ground units inside.  Myri, I want the best corvette crew you have inside the shield to land at the Shimmer Dome immediately.]


“We’re one step ahead of you there, Jayce,” Myri said, looking up as if she could see him.  “We’re gathering up the ground units we can spare and getting ready to ferry them up to Kosigi.  If they break in, every woman with a pulse rifle is going to matter.”


“Transports only, Myri.  If we open the doors, they’ll rush the moon.”


“We’re fully aware of that, Jason,” Lorna said calmly.  “We have sufficient transport dropships and fighter escorts on the planet to handle the deployment.”


“We have Confederate shipboard infantry transferring to Kosigi as we speak,” the Shio Admiral added.  “If you check the board, you’ll see the transports moving towards the lunar base.”  And that was true enough.  Shuttles and dropships were leaving ships, even ships in the middle of battle, and racing towards Kosigi.  He saw a Skaa infantry transport launch off one of their battleships and explode almost immediately when it was struck by a dark matter blast, demonstrating that the troop movements were not without considerable risk.  Fighters disengaged from the battle and escorted those transports towards the moon, while the ones that had arrived were entering through the many small fighter and corvette bays scattered across the surface.  They were ways into the moon, but they gave no ship the ability to get completely inside.  The only connecting tunnels between those bays and the interior were personnel passages and cargo elevators.  The only way to get anything larger than a spinner inside the vast empty space within the moon was through one of the two sets of doors.

“Pull every Gladiator we can spare and get them to Kosigi.” Jason ordered.


“We have confirmation, General,” Shey’s voice called.  “The Consortium can jump outbound from the interdiction effect.  Kimdori spies just got it to us.”


“That tears it,” Lorna barked.  “We can ‘t let anything escape.  Myleena, can we stop them from jumping out?”

“Actually, we can,” she replied immediately.  “Jumping out depends on the waveform being stable.  If we cycle the transmission power randomly, it should create a distortion in the interdiction effect that would stop them from jumping outbound.  But, it’s gonna reset the interdiction field,” she warned sternly.  “The size of the field depends on it operating on that stable frequency.  If we randomly cycle the power, it’s gonna collapse the interdiction field to a volume only about sixty million kathra in diameter.  That’s pretty big, almost all the way to the star, but the bugs’ sensors will see it and they’ll conceivably turn and run at flank speed, trying to race out of the effect to jump.”


“Work up what you need to do to stop them from jumping, but don’t implement it without a direct order, Myleena,” Lorna warned.


“I’ll have the program to govern the interdictors ready in about five minutes,” she replied confidently.


Jason’s attention was pulled away when a bright flash blinded a camera he was monitoring, and he saw the Aegis succumb to the constant barrage of fire.  The ship’s power shuddered and then went out, and it started to list as the engines fluxed just before shutting down from power starvation.  The ships around it closed around it like ancient Greek Hoplites closing ranks around a fallen companion, protecting the crippled ship as best they could as they fired in every direction.  The remaining ships continued to fight, destroying four Consortium ships for every one they lost thanks to the planetary defense systems adding to their firepower.  But they were surrounded, and they were outgunned.  Jason watched in painful helplessness as every ship in the formation was either outright destroyed or damaged so severely that it was crippled, with only one ship escaping once the outcome was inevitable.  Sevi’s Abarax led the 14 ships trying to get out of the trap, but only the Abarax managed to survive to reach the outer perimeter of the enemy and flee, trailing six different trails of black smoke behind it from hull breaches and fires.  The Consortium didn’t keep firing at the crippled ships until they were completely destroyed, however.  As soon as a ship stopped firing back, went dark, they left it be and moved on to a ship that did.

After all, they could salvage any ship they didn’t outright destroy if they won the battle.  They were leaving them alone to pick over for technology.


But they were making a mistake they could exploit, he saw.  They were focusing on the KMS ships first, knocking them out so they could come back to salvage them later, and that meant that they were ignoring the vast majority of the available firepower the Confederate forces could bring to bear. They were losing way more ships than they would have if they weren’t singling out and targeting Karinne ships.  The picket forces especially were eviscerating the Consortium formations, the rickety old ships arriving wherever they were needed and attacking with nearly suicidal fearlessness.  Assaba had told his ships that they would not retreat, and that was exactly how they were fighting.  For every picket ship the Consortium destroyed, two more took its place, matching numbers with numbers.

They could use that against the Consortium.


“They’re singling out KMS ships,” he said over the speaker in the War Room.  “Let’s use it against them.”


“They do seem to be inordinately focused on KMS vessels,” Lorna agreed as she studied the tactical holo.  “Do it.  Pull all KMS ships back, put them in the largest squadrons and put lots of picket ships between them and the enemy.”


“Let’s move all KMS ships to Kosigi, both to reinforce the moon and pull their forces within range of the moon’s batteries,” Navii intoned calmly.


“I concur,” the Skaa Admiral nodded.  “I’ll pull the picket forces from subsector six-three to protect the KMS ships.”


“I have another round of toys coming up from the planet.  I’ll put them in defense mode around Kosigi,” Bo added.


“We need to get the crippled KMS ships out of there to prevent bug boarding parties that might snatch tech and run.  Have them tow them to Kosigi as well,” Lorna called.


Jason watched as the forces realigned.  Kimdori ships swooped in and started towing damaged or crippled KMS ships out away from the planet, often while being pursued by Consortium destroyers and battleships, while the remaining operational KMS ships moved to converge on the near side of Kosigi, keeping the moon between them and any long-range enemy attack.  A large armada of picket ships pulled away from the planet and rushed for the moon, and the Consortium immediately attacked the section of the shield they left undefended.  But Jason was there, eradicating the ships as they tried to bore through the shield, but not getting them all in time.  He didn’t bother with the landers, allowing them to descend towards the planet, because Sioa’s ground forces would deal with them.  Other Confederate ships gathered around the KMS vessels as they redeployed to Kosigi, mainly Faey battle cruisers, and fighters swarmed in to create a perimeter to protect the ships as they retreated away from the planet’s protective shield.


And they certainly drew a crowd.  Large swaths of Consortium ships followed the KMS vessels, trying to chase them down and cripple them, but the Kimdori finally played their hand.  A massive armada of Kimdori ships jumped in without warning, startling even Lorna, nearly a thousand newly built ships that Zaa had been keeping secret at Kimdori Prime.  They broke into squadrons and screamed in at high speed at intercepting courses, and wherever those ships made contact with the enemy, they left drifting, eerily undamaged vessels in their wake.  Kimdori stream weapons did almost no damage to the ships, but they exterminated virtually every living thing within them with frightening efficiency.  The Kimdori cut a wide path of death through the pursuing Consortium ships, then surrounded the ships heading for the moon like guardian angels.


“Damn that secretive Kimdori,” Lorna growled.  “The Kimdori didn’t report they had that many ships!  They were holding them back!”


“That’s Kimdori for you, never honest about anything,” Myri grunted.  “But I’m certainly not complaining.”


“Kimdori Expeditionary Fleet Two joining the theater,” a Kimdori flag officer said as his face appeared on a flat hologram.  “We have orders to protect the lunar base at Kosigi at all costs.  Bring all damaged vessels into our formation and we will effect battle repairs.”


“How?” Lorna asked.


“Duchess Myleena isn’t the only one working on damage control robots,” he replied urbanely.  “We have both repair macro units and repair nanites ready for dispersal to all friendly ships.  Bring them to this point so the repair spiders can enter their ships and begin repair operations.”


Just about everyone in that room looked both relieved and really fucking annoyed with the Kimdori in that moment.

“That’s a good idea.  I have maintenance teams inside Kosigi I can pull from combat duty and send out if you can get ships close to the moon’s surface,” Dellin agreed.  “Bring them in close to the planet-side doors.”

Lorna glanced at her six command-level officers, then nodded.  “Spread the word.  Damaged ships still under power rendezvous at the planet-side doors of Kosigi for repairs, so we can get them back to the shield and in service.  Ships with damaged weapon systems are priority.”

Jason was about to say something, but a spike in the data got his attention.  He focused on the mathematical irregularity in the mathematical expression of the distortion field that Myleena was running, and then he fixed on the cameras currently on the wormhole.  He saw it shudder, expand to nearly triple its size, then it began to distort.  [Myli, are you doing that?]


[Not me,] she replied, then she laughed brightly, which he heard audibly since she was in the room with him.  [It’s their wormhole system!  It’s losing integrity!  Their whole system must be overloading!]



[Cybi, get me a visual of Trieste,] he asked quickly as he watched the wormhole’s internal swirl of color shimmer through several colors as the wormhole lost stability, gyrating wildly without moving, then the literally exploded in a spherical burst of wild Torsion flux, a reddish burst of energy that absolutely annihilated the ships and debris that had been close to the gate, including the large number of ships the Consortium had been staging for another attack on the moon.  In the blink of an eye, those 4,000 ships were eradicated in a Torsion shockwave generated by the explosive collapse of the wormhole.  But like most Torsion effects, the energy quickly dispersed into space, smoothing out, until the shockwave was nothing but a tiny gravity ripple by the time it reached Kosigi.  But the damage to the Consortium was absolutely crippling.  They’d not only lost the wormhole, they’d lost the reserves they’d been staging for the second attack.  The collapse of the wormhole had wiped them out.

Cybi got a visual of Trieste via spy probes, and he watched in a moment of almost disbelief as he watched the moon of Go’jur’mi shatter.  The wormhole system inside had gone completely haywire, and before it lost power, it created a powerful spatial distortion that gave the wormhole in the center of the moon the gravitational pull of a small star for 1.2 picoseconds, and that was all it took to shatter the entire moon.  Rocky debris crushed inward, then the whole thing exploded when the wormhole lost integrity and explosively returned to normal space, ejecting all the energy holding the wormhole open back at the device trying to maintain it.  The backlash caused that picosecond of hypergravity, and that spelled doom for the moon of Go’jur’mi.  The moon crushed to half its volume in a split second and then exploded, sending pieces of the moon and the remains of the Consortium fleet yet to traverse the gate drifting away in every direction.

The Consortium’s experiment with one-way wormholes was over.  The Consortium fleet at Trieste was gone, and in about 36 minutes, the planet of Trieste was going to be bombarded by rocky debris from what was once one of the planet’s moons.

“What the fuck just happened?” Lorna shouted, banging her armored fists on the table.


“The wormhole destabilized, and their jerry-rigged system couldn’t handle it anymore,” Myleena answered, almost smugly.  “The moon of Go’jur’mi just exploded, General.  Every ship they hadn’t sent through just got ground into fine powder.  Oh, warn the people on Trieste to take shelter, they’re about to be bombarded by moon fragments,” she added absently.


“So no more reinforcements,” Jarik said with a relieved smile.


“They have enough ships here to still accomplish their objective, Jarik, to steal Karinne technology,” Navii warned.


“Myleena, get that program ready to stop them from retreating,” Lorna called.  “They may break off and retreat, and we can’t let that happen.  We have to wipe them out here and now, or they’ll just hide until that second wave from Andromeda gets here.”


“You got it, General.  It can take effect six seconds after you give the order.”


“Send it out to every ship, Shey,” Lorna barked.  “Tell everyone the wormhole is gone, and now we just finish off what’s here.”


“Yes ma’am,” Shey said in a victorious voice, turning back to her comm board.


And just like that, the entire battle changed.  The Consortium, which had been pressing the attack on every side and had the Confederate forces trying to regroup to counterattack, had been just ten minutes or so from gaining a decisive advantage in the battle, suddenly had no more ships replacing those that were lost.  The bugs in the enemy ships immediately switched tactics.  Enemy transports launched from main ships and headed for any KMS ship that was crippled or dead in space and had yet to be towed away.  As Lorna warned, they were going to try to grab any Karinne tech they could get their claws on and try to escape with it.  But those ships were trying to deploy amid the fighters the Confederate forces still had in the theaters, and they’d been converging on damaged or crippled KMS ships.  Those boarding ships were set upon by a storm of angry fighters, and fighters relayed warnings of boarders to crippled ships via sending, flying close enough for the pilots to reach the surviving Faey inside, who then abandoned damage control and prepared to fight off the invading enemy.  Four Consortium destroyers pulled up to the crippled KMS destroyer Kitoki, and they captured it with towing beams and turned for open space, trying to get far enough away from the gravity well of the planet to jump out.  They didn’t get very far, however, when two fighter squadrons from the carrier Brian Fox intercepted them, destroying the two lead destroyers in a blitz of pulse fire, then they swung around for another pass as the other two destroyers disengaged towing beams so they weren’t sitting ducks, but they also didn’t abandon their prize.  A Faey destroyer, the only Confederate ship anywhere near the Kitoki, stormed in with MPAC batteries blazing, supporting the 65 fighters swarming around the two enemy destroyers.  The two destroyers were blown to pieces under the withering hellstorm of plasma and pulse blasts, and the Faey destroyer parked itself within 200 shakra of the burning KMS destroyer, defending it from another attempt to capture it.

Savage battles erupted all around the planet, not at weak spots in the defenses, but around any KMS ship that was unable to maneuver.  Consortium ships converged on those crippled ships to either try to tow them away or get boarders inside to grab equipment, but the Confederate forces were prepared to defend those ships and what was inside of them.  Jason watched a couple dozen different intense firefights as the Consortium committed everything to capturing a KMS ship, and the Confederate forces defended the KMS ships from capture while Tarks and Marines fought boarders within.

Jason focused on one group that had managed to wipe out the picket ships that was defending the crippled battleship Trelle’s Gift, its bow and stern sections heavily damaged and venting atmosphere, smoke, and fire into space. The fifteen destroyers and two battleships quickly captured the powerless ship in towing beams and turned for deep space.  “Myleena, shift the interdictors twenty seconds before those ships reach jump distance.  Element 28, converge on transmitted  coordinates!  Don’t let them get away with that battleship!”


“Twenty seconds, you got it, General,” Myleena replied.


Jason watched as a group of 31 Confederate ships turned and started chasing to Consortium ships.  They had enough towing the Trelle’s Gift to pull it at full speed, but just as they started to slow down to execute a jump the absolute instant they were far enough away, Myleena shifted the interdictors.  The ships kept slowing down, but then lurched ahead at full flank when the bugs inside realized that they couldn’t jump out, but could see the edge of the interdiction effect on their scanners.  But that deceleration gave the Shio, Alliance, and Faey ships behind them time to catch up.  Missiles fired from the Shio and Alliance ships, streaking across the distance with Warhawk fighters riding the wakes of the missiles, running at full throttle to catch up to the enemy.  The missiles tore into the Consortium ships towing the battleship, and the Consortium ships turned, all but two battleship breaking off and rushing the advancing ships to give the battleships time to get away with their prize.

But they went too far out.  A beam of blazing, incandescent light lashed in from deep space and slammed into both battleships towing the Trelle’s Gift, as the towing ships came out so far from the planet that they were in line of sight of the solar collectors that were waiting for targets to shoot.  The concentrated, coherent beam of solar radiation vaporized its way through the near battleship and then through the far battleship’s very stern, nearly missing it, in the blink of an eye, blowing a hole nearly 60 shakra wide through the stern sections of both ships, and then the near battleship shuddered and detonated in an absolute inferno of blazing white light.  The ship was blown apart, the explosion tearing the far ship away from the KMS battleship as the towing beam overloaded.  Another beam blazed in and vaporized the narrow neck holding the bow section to the stern section of a destroyer, causing the bow section to spin off into space with greenish-red fire pouring from its exposed sections, then another coherent beam of solar radiation streaked by a turning destroyer, missing it as it veered out of its vector.  The Consortium destroyers seemed unsure of what to do for a second, and that was just long enough for element 28 to get within MPAC range.  The Faey ships in the formation opened fire with MPACs and plasma torpedoes, but it was the Alliance Warhawk fighters that drew first blood.  They swarmed over the nearest destroyer in a fury of Torsion fire, and the entire ship exploded, sending shrapnel flying in every direction when one of the Shurai pilots hit something important...at the probable cost of his own life.  The fighters were too close to the ship when it went up, and 12 Warhawks were destroyed in the explosion.  The other Warhawks were joined by automated drones from Bo’s inventories as he got them out there, and Buzzsaws lanced in from the direction of Kosigi and blew apart five more destroyers.  The rest were destroyed in a blitz of MPAC and Torsion fire when the Confederate ships got within range, and the element then encircled the Trelle’s Gift and began to tow it themselves, turning towards Kosigi.

“Bo, spread out every mine, drone, toy, and platform you can get your hands on in a ring outside the perimeter,” Jason ordered.  “Don’t give them a free run at deep space.”


“I don’t have much left, but I’ll try,” he replied, biting his tongue a little bit as he put a finger to his interface.


“Any ship not actively engaged with enemy forces pull back to 600,000 kathra from the planet and form a defensive perimeter.  Let no Consortium ship get past,” Lorna ordered.  “We have our boots on their necks, ladies and gentlemen, it’s time to start pressing down.”

And that was it.  The Consortium ships suddenly turned and started making suicide attacks, going after the largest ships they could see.  With the Confederate forces forming a perimeter and the interdictors shifted into a mode that prevented jumping out, the remaining 2,190 Consortium ships had no chance to either take the planet or escape with biogenic technology.  And when they knew it, they tried to do as much damage as possible before they were destroyed.  Jason did what he could to destroy any ship in range before it could do damage, but he was helpless to watch as other ships were rammed by Consortium ships running their engines at flank, tearing ships apart and creating blinding explosions all around the planet.


When the last Consortium ship vanished off tactical, with just a few mantis ships and individual infantry units left alive, Jason leaned back in his chair and blew out his breath.  The Consortium again proved that they were formidable opponents.  They had done what nobody had expected them to do, attacking Kosigi with the intent to take the moon and plunder it, and that had been their plan the entire time, he realized.  The attacks on Karis could have gotten them some technology had they managed to get inside the Shimmer Dome, but it was mainly just to tie up the defenders at the planet and give them time to assault Kosigi.  Everything had been about Kosigi, from the first shot they fired right up until the wormhole exploded. Lorna and the general staff acquitted themselves nicely by adapting and countering their strategy, but still, had that wormhole not destabilized and exploded….

He didn’t want to think about it.


The immediate danger passed, he reached out to survey telemetry for purely personal and selfish reasons, checking to see whose armor was online and whose wasn’t.  He breathed a sigh or relief when he finally pinged Zora’s armor, online and registering an injury to Zora’s right arm via sensors, but Zora’s vital signs were stable.  She was most likely receiving medical attention at that moment.  He found every other one of the girls’ armor units online, and all of them hadn’t so much as gotten a scratch.  Zora, Min, and Sheleese were the only ones that had been in actual combat, and Min and Sheleese hadn’t taken a single hit as they defended the Shimmer Dome from the bugs.  But there were a few notable large ship captains whose armor he could not find.  He already knew that Inaba had been killed, but he couldn’t find Gema Karinne’s armor, or Leta’s, or Drae’s.  They were either dead or their armor was offline.  He also couldn’t find Admiral Dellin’s armor, but he seriously doubted that the short, handsome commander of Kosigi was killed, or even injured.  He had been in his command center at the very center of Kosigi.  Odds were, he had his armor deactivated for some reason.

He did check, though.  He looked into the command center, and there Dellin was, the entire left arm of his armor taken off as a technician worked on something in the backplate, where the power plant and much of the equipment was located.


He did a quick tally, based purely off armor not transmitting telemetry checked against all registered armor, and he counted 11,002 units offline.  Those were people who were dead or injured.  He surveyed the ships and found that every single KMS warship larger than a corvette had taken at least some battle damage, but he also counted 209 ships that were completely destroyed, over a third of the fleet…if one counted Naval corvettes and gunboats.  Discounting the smaller ships, that was 53% of the fleet.


Half the fleet destroyed in a single battle, with upwards of 11,000 casualties.  But it could have been a hell of a lot worse.


Worse like the Skaa.  They had taken dreadful casualties among their picket forces, losing nearly 12,000 of them, and the Confederate fleet as a whole had lost 2,591 ships, or 62% of the fleet.  In return, they had destroyed 6,019 Consortium and Imxi warships, not counting those destroyed by the wormhole explosion, with automated defenses, ground batteries, Kosigi munitions, missiles, and 3D toys accounting for nearly 7,000 kills themselves.  The rest of the 20,000 or so Consortium ships had been in Karis space and wiped out by the wormhole explosion, in transit through the wormhole, or while waiting their chance to go through the wormhole at Trieste.


As Lorna predicted, they won…but it had been a costly, costly victory.


“All forces begin search and recovery procedures.  Stand down from battle alert,” Lorna called over every gravband channel.  “Tow all damaged ships to Kosigi for repairs and bring up the sweepers to start clearing debris in orbit.  Upload all combat logs to central command as soon as possible for analysis.  Good job, ladies and gentlemen.  Good job.”

Jason disengaged the merge and sat up from the chair as Myleena did the same, his friend scrubbing her face as they both felt the mild disorientation that came with severing a merge that deep with a biogenic unit.  We’re hearing the stand down order, Jayce, Jyslin called.  Is it over?


It’s over.  It wasn’t easy, but we won, he replied.  Go ahead and have Aya let you guys out.

[I’m counting half the fleet gone,] Myleena communed soberly.


[About that, and a few pretty important ship captains seem to be missing,] he replied.  [It was almost exactly as Lorna predicted.  A victory, but at the cost of over half our fleet.]


[Turned out we weren’t needed as much as we thought.]

[They learn, Myli.  They knew from the first time they attacked Kosiningi that they weren’t gonna pull it off, so they went for what they could get.  Kosigi, and the Shimmer Dome.]


[Surprised they didn’t go after the power, or the shield generators.]


[The shield was keeping the rest of the fleet out of what was going on on the surface,] he answered.  [Once they got ships inside the shield, it was protecting them as much as us.  If the shield hadn’t been there, the orbital missile platforms could have pounded the landers into dogmeat without so much as having to turn around.]


[Ah.  Well, I’m an engineer, not a tactician.  Now let’s get out of here and start cleaning up.]

[Good idea.  Cybi, let’s start the checklist for raising the core.]


[Certainly, Jason.  Just sit back down and I’ll take care of it.]
