Chapter 8

Kaira, 1 Kedaa, 4401, Orthodox Calendar


Monday, 24 May 2014, Terran Standard Calendar


Kaira, 1 Kedaa, year 1327 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


Kaishwain, Karsa, Karis

There was no better place to have a birthday party.


The park was simply known as Kaishwain, which was one of the most recently opened entertainment complexes in the city.  It was on the western edge of Karsa, actually not very far from the strip, further down the coastline and built on a gentle bluff overlooking the ocean.  Kaishwain was Shio for unbridled joy, and it was a recently formed Shio investment group that had built and operated the park, numbering some of the first Shio to come to Karis, before the mass Shio invasion after the Consortium attack.  There had been a few Shio that had joined the house before that, mainly investors and entrepreneurs that fit in with the goals of the house, and they had worked for over a year to build Kaishwain.  It was a theme park much akin to the many that could be found on Terra, but it was mainly a water park.  It had games, rides, shows, and attractions, but what it had more than anything else was pools, slides, and water-based attractions.  Aquatic animals from 17 different planets were on display in the aquariums, including Terran animals like sharks, and there were water shows with some of the animals.  There were acres and acres of different kinds of pools, from wave pools to waterfall pools to roundabout water canals that pulled people floating on tubes or mats in a loop around some of the inner pools.  There were slides that were four stories high, some of the twisting and looping, some arrow straight and designed for speed, even a slide that ended in a cliff that sent the rider plunging 45 feet into a pool of water below, which would be suitably frightening for anyone that wasn’t a pilot, but the pool below actually employed technology to make sure the free-fallers weren’t injured.  Their water landing was always very soft thanks to density diffusers that took the “concrete” feel of falling into water out without reducing its density to the point where someone couldn’t swim through it, so it was more like landing on an airbag rather than the water’s surface.

Like Terrans and Faey, Shio adored water parks and considered water activities among their most enjoyable hobbies and entertainments…just another curious way that the three species were so similar.  Then again, the Shio were from a very hot world compared to most.  Shio physiology gave them a core body temperature that averaged around 104 degrees Fahrenheit, but could fluctuate between 98 degrees and 110 degrees safely; the Shio body was built to be able to handle very large swings in core body temperature, something a Terran body could not do.  A six degree increase in a Terran’s body was potentially life-threatening, and an eight degree increase was fatal.  the average temperature of a Shio summer in the temperate belt was around 100 degrees, so they liked activities out in the open air and near the water.  It was even worse in the equatorial belts, where temperatures hitting a sweltering 130 degrees were relatively common.  It was like living in Death Valley back on Terra, with tropical humidity.  The Shio were a species that liked the heat, tolerated it much better than many other humanoid species, but they also loved a good swim.


Shio was a planet Jason never wanted to visit during the summer.  He hated heat.


But Jason couldn’t deny that the Shio could build a damn fine water park…and today, it belonged exclusively to Jason Karinne.  Jason had rented out the entire park for the party, then had turned around and invited close to 13,500 people to the park to enjoy it for free, who were the families of KMS servicemen and government employees, giving the families of those working so hard a day at the most popular water park on Karis, with no entry fee, only having to buy food and pay for any souvenirs they bought.  They were the families of his military and government workers, so the idea one may try to hurt him was almost laughable.  But Aya was eternally suspicious, and had instituted security screenings for the family members and their kids to get inside to ensure no weapons got inside the park.  It was hard for any of the parkgoers to get in hiding a weapon in a bathing suit, however, and the entire park was enclosed in a temporary mobile infantry hard shield for the duration of the Grand Duke’s stay, which throttled all traffic down to the one entry point.  With those precautions in place, Aya had grudgingly agreed to allow Jason and his family to run around without armor.  After all, when it came to bare hands, nobody was going to hurt Jason Karinne, not when he could tie just about anyone in a knot in hand to hand combat.  In addition, the guards were in armor, and they were very close to their charges and keeping a close eye on absolutely everything.  But, she’d also put restrictions on the movement of the Grand Duke, the Empress, and their families, creating a moving security bubble around them as they enjoyed everything the park had to offer.  Jason had to almost fight Aya hand to hand for the privilege to actually have fun at Rann’s party, then fight Dahnai’s guards to let Dahnai come into close proximity to commoners in a non-secure location.  But even they had to admit, since everyone was in bathing suits or even less, and it was Karis, it wasn’t like there was a whole lot of danger.

While Jason was making sure Rann had a good time, outside the park, it was almost insanity.  Everyone on the entire planet was running around like crazy to prepare for the inevitable Consortium attack.  All cities were being hardened, mobile hard shields brought in and installed, infrastructure reinforced, while Karis Guard units and Emergency Militia drilled in open areas to prepare for the possibility that they may have to fight.  Just like last time, nearly 75% of the population of Karis had volunteered for the militia, and this time, Myri was employing them.  Many of them who were already registered for guard service had been trained to fly Raptors, pilot Gladiators, or man mobile artillery pieces, and they were put to use as civil defense, stationed in their home cities and tasked to defend them.  People without that training or brand new volunteers were instead put in Crusader armor if they didn’t have it, handed a pulse rifle, and started emergency drill training to form a home-guard infantry that would repel any surface attack.  These militia volunteers would reinforce Sioa’s army units and would defend low-priority locations to allow Sioa to move her trained units to more critical areas, which gave the entire inhabited zone of the planet complete defensive coverage.  They were being put where nobody expected any fighting, but their presence there would discourage any Consortium ground units from trying to make a landing there and attack those locations.  After all, the Consortium didn’t know that those grounds units had no training. Their armor was the same as the regular infantry, they were carrying the same weapons, they had Gladiators, mobile artillery and gun platforms, and Raptors reinforcing their ground positions.  They looked just like regular army, and that deception was going to be convincing.

Up in space, the KMS was mustering its fleet around Kosigi, and inside Kosigi, Dellin had shifted all manpower to finish any ship that could get done in six days while leaving the rest until after the battle.  All foreign workers were still there, though, helping as best they could, mainly because Miaari didn’t want to send them home and let their sudden influx into the Confederate systems tip off the Consortium that the Karinnes knew they were coming.  They’d be evacuated in six days, just before the first windows of opportunity for the Consortium to jump their assembled fleet into the Karis system.  Until then, however, they were working as madly as the Karinnes were to build everything they could get off the docks before the deadline, be it KMS, Imperium, or Collective vessels.  Every ship had already been checked over to ensure it was in peak operational condition, and they were now preparing for the battle using the battle plan the War Room over on Terra had come up with, and one of which Myri and Navii approved.

The plan was actually fairly simple.  Every Confederate military asset they could gather together was being done so in the Terran system, and in eight days, they’d deploy to Karis.  They would ring the planet like a defensive phalanx, using the planet’s hard shield and its orbiting cloud of automated weapon platforms like a wall to protect their rear.  Lorna’s entire strategy revolved around forcing the Consortium to fight the Confederation within range of those orbital platforms, which nearly tripled the firepower that the defenders could bring to bear against their enemies.  If the Consortium tried to fight at range, well, that was what the 3D toys and millions of missiles were for.  The KMS wasn’t the only ones that heavily employed missile technology.  Both the Skaa and the Alliance had highly advanced missiles and utilized missile cruisers akin to KMS gunboats, ships designed to launch a withering hail of firepower to overwhelm an enemy quickly.  The defensive phalanx would be lightest around Kosigi, because that moon was a bristling armada of firepower all by itself and the Consortium would be insane to try to attack the side of the planet where Kosigi had line of sight on the attacking ships.  There were 29 different GRAF cannons on the lunar surface laid out in a pattern that allowed 12 of those cannons to fire on a single target no matter where it was, and the surface was littered with conventional pulse batteries, rail cannon batteries, MPAC batteries, plasma torpedo launchers, missile launchers, and even Torsion batteries.  Kosigi was a bristling armada of firepower that orbited the planet, and no sane military commander would attack the side of the planet where that Death-Star-level orbiting military station could unleash that firepower.

The other key aspect of Lorna’s strategy was the use of Skaa picket ships.  The ships, which were corvettes and frigates mainly, were armed with as many Torsion weapons as the Skaa could refit onto them, and they were the basic staple of the Skaa’s formidable military strategy concerning defense of their own systems.  The ships were ancient, obsolete, but they were ships that could fire weapons, and Lorna estimated that they’d have some 16,500 of them staged in the Terran system by the deadline.  Those ships were not fun for the Skaa stationed on them, however.  They were battered, broken-down, rusting hulks that suffered mechanical and operational breakdowns with daily regularity, where the ship’s engineers had to use the ultimate in jerry-rigging tactics just to keep them going.  Replacement parts were not made for ships relegated to the picket forces.  Half those ships were held together with duct tape and super glue, because the Skaa method was to simply leave those ships to their own devices, where the engineers did what they could with what scant resources they had available.  Any ship that couldn’t be repaired was cannibalized to repair other ships, and that was the way they ran with it until every ship of that class was out of commission.  But while they were all half-operational rustbuckets, they had weapons, and they could use them.  And while one shot would take out a picket ship, there were a few thousand more right behind it firing away with whatever weapons they had managed to fit onto the vessel.  Jason did not in any way envy the unfortunate Skaa stationed on those defensive picket ships, it was a high mortality and high stress posting, but it was the only way a Skaa could get into the real Navy, in both the Empire and the Republic.  A hopeful had to serve on picket ships first, where they were then “drafted” up into the regular Navy after proving they had the mettle by serving on picket ships. Skaa Naval recruiting was something of a trial by fire, where Skaa serving in the defense forces tried to attract the attention of Naval officers by taking useless old junkpiles and actually making them fly, making them fight, and not letting them explode on a daily basis.  The Skaa that could handle those terrible conditions and still serve with distinction went on to the Navy.  Those that didn’t tended to die in engine explosions, accidents, or catastrophic system failures, if they didn’t die in combat.  But if a Skaa wanted to serve in the Navy, that was the only way in, by running the gauntlet and surviving five or six years in the defense forces, where blind luck played as much a part to one’s success as skill, education, training, and ingenuity. 

Jason couldn’t refute the effectiveness of the Skaa’s tactic from a strategic point of view, even if it did seem a little, well, callous.  He’d never do that to his own girls, but the Skaa were the Skaa and they did things their own way, and in that same callous way, it did make the Skaa Navy very formidable.  Even their greenest recruits were hardened by the precarious, dangerous duty of serving on a picket ship..

With the armada of Skaa picket ships reinforcing conventional Confederate warships, and with the nasty array of weapon platforms, 3D toys, drones, and missile batteries backing up the last but most powerful defense, which was Jason and Cybi, it was a ring of defensive firepower protecting the planet Karis from Consortium attack.  Lorna projected victory over the Consortium even if they managed to get their entire fleet to Karis safely, though the projected ship losses and casualty rates went up almost exponentially the more and more ships the Consortium got to Karis in the simulations.  It would be a complete brawl with high casualties on both sides if the Consortium managed to get their entire fleet to Karis, but Lorna was still confident of victory.  That would be a costly victory, but in this situation, victory was absolutely necessary no matter the cost.  Defeat meant the fall of Karinne, the death of Cybi, the strangling of the Confederation without a way to jump the interdictors, and the loss of the Generations, and it also meant that the Consortium and the Syndicate would be able to establish a foothold in the Milky Way and begin both their attempts at conquest and their war against one another.

Defeat was not an option.  Not for Jason, not for Dahnai, not for the entire Confederation.


The first battle, however, would be in the PR sector.  Myri and Juma had a plan in place to attack the main command center in the nebula, where the energy beings were suspected to be, as well as the two egg-laying queens.  A task force of 170 KMS ships were on the board to attack that nebula, led by the Aegis and Palla Karinne.  That attack would take place two hours after the Consortium jumped the defensive ships they had in place in the nebula to their sector, when that station would be at its most vulnerable, and they estimated that that would be in six days, since the Consortium would most likely be towing Imxi ships and thus they couldn’t simply go into stasis and make the trip in one continuous jump.  To prepare, the Parri had sent a shaman to PR-371 to enact those mysterious, mystical protections to blind the clairvoyant among their enemy to their fleet size, and Maggie had scaled back all her operations in Imxi space to save their resources for the attack.  That might hint to the Consortium that they were preparing to make a major move, but that couldn’t really be helped.  They needed the toys Maggie hadn’t used yet to take that nebula.

Strangely, the Parri shaman had not left yet PR-371.  According to Maggie, he had taken an interest in the planet, and was studying it more closely before returning to Imbria.  Jason couldn’t fault him, really.  It was a fairly lovely planet, as long as one could withstand the extremely heavy gravity and double the average air pressure, right on the upper edges of both Faey and Terran tolerance.

But while all those things were extremely important, Jason wasn’t allowing it to infringe on Rann’s birthday.  Jason had made it clear that unless the planet was in danger of immediate and imminent destruction, not to bother him during the party.  Even with everything going on, Jason could spare four hours to pay attention to his son on his birthday…after all, about the only thing he really did was read reports and make sure everything was going according to plan.  It was his staff and workers and military doing all the actual work, Jason was just keeping an eye on everything from his office or from his house.  Jason had even gone so far as to leave his gestalt with Aya, so he could devote all his attention to his family.

While the park was built by the Shio, it had to bow to the fact that the park was located on a planet where Faey customs held sway, and those were not Shio customs.  Shio were nearly as modest as Terrans were, though they weren’t as morally outraged at the sight of a nude body as Terrans could be.  Because of that, the lone Shio currently close to the Dukal family, Ensign Mikano Strongblade, was wearing a rather stylish if very revealing bikini while the Faey woman beside her, Duchess Jyslin Karinne, was bare-ass naked.  Mikano had won a raffle Jason conducted among KMS personnel to attend the party, her and 29 other KMS personnel ranging from Fleet Admiral Haema Karinne—who had declined the invitation and gave her winning ticket to an engineering officer on her ship—all the way down to Petty Officer Second Class Jevin Hemalle, who worked in astrocartography on the destroyer Tikanne.  Mikano looked just a little uptight being surrounded by rulers, nobles, and dignitaries, but she seemed to be getting along fairly well with Jyslin, and Rann really liked her.  Mikano was mixed in with people like Empress Dahnai Merrane, the Denmother Zaa and Denfather Grun, Grand Duchesses Yila Trefani and Frinia Foralle, Secretary General Kim Duk Moon of the United Nations—who looked much more athletic in his bermuda shorts and no shirt than Jason ever suspected—and in a somewhat strange happenstance, Overseer Brayrak Kruu, executive leader of the Moridon.  If anyone really looked out of place, it was Overseer Kruu, since he was an eight foot tall demon-looking guy with red skin, glowing red eyes, and menacing black horns, but he was wearing what Jason would call a speedo, covering only his genitals and showing off a massively buff physique.  The guy looked like an NFL linebacker, not an ounce of fat anywhere on him and looking strong enough to roll a car.  Brayrak had come to Karis at Kumi’s invitation and Jason’s permission to discuss some very important financial matters with her, things that could only be discussed face to face, and since he’d been here, Jason invited him to the party out of respect for him.  Jason was quite surprised that the ultra-serious Moridon would actually show up, show up in a speedo, and look quite comfortable socializing with the other party attendees.

“Breathe, Mikano, breathe,” Jason said lightly as he handed Jyslin a pair of sunglasses.  They’d just finished the almost mandatory cake-eating, they’d enjoy themselves in the park for a while, then Rann would be given his presents in the afternoon when they had dinner inside the park.


“Leave her alone, you bully,” Jyslin replied with a wink, patting Mikano on the shoulder.  Mikano’s skin under what she usually wore was paler than her face, indicating that the Shio tanned, and unlike Faey and Terrans, Mikano could tan and sunburn on Karis.  Because of that, she was in the act of slathering sunscreen on her green-skinned arm, which was usually covered by either her armor or a shirt.


“What?  I just don’t want her to pass out,” he protested as Mikano gave him a sheepish look.  “This is a party, after all.  It won’t be much fun for her if she spends half of it unconscious.”


“I’m sure you’d enjoy giving her mouth to mouth,” Jyslin teased, which made Mikano blush furiously.


“Now who’s teasing?” he retorted as Rann and Shya ran by, then jumped into the pool.  Rann was a very good swimmer thanks to their own pool at home, so Jason wasn’t worried at all that he was in water over his head.  Besides, Aya, Dera, Ryn, Suri, Kaera, and Hara were all watching him.  They wouldn’t let him drown.  Don’t horseplay with Shya in the deep water, little man, Jason warned.  She’s not as good a swimmer as you are.


‘Kay, he answered as he came up for air.


“So, what do you think of being at the party?” Jyslin asked the Shio.


“Equal parts exciting and terrifying, my Lady,” she replied in an honest voice that made Jyslin laugh.


“Drop the my Lady shit while we’re at a party,” Jyslin chided with a smile.  “I love that bikini, by the way. Where did you get it?”


“A little shop on the east beach pier called Doggy Dog’s,” she replied.  “Weird name, but they had some really nice bikinis.  I rather like this one,” she said, plucking a bit a the strap of her bikini top, which was a very narrow fiber cord of pale blue.  It looked a little unusual against her green skin, but it actually didn’t look that bad.  Besides, it didn’t cover up very much, and Jason found what he could see to be extremely attractive.  Being in the military with its stringent fitness requirements, Mikano had a killer body, toned and trim, with nice breasts, a flat belly, long legs, and a really cute butt.  And since she wasn’t afraid to wear a thong, it gave his eyes much more of her butt to appreciate.  “This suit was only sixty-three credits.”

“Wow, that’s cheap for something that nice,” Jyslin said.  “I’d expect a bikini like that to run a hundred at least.  I just hope you don’t mind being the only one wearing one,” she winked.

Mikano both blushed and laughed.  “I’m…adapting,” she said delicately, which made Jyslin laugh harder.


“We’ll have you out of that suit and looking entirely proper for a Faey water park in three hours,” Symone said swaggeringly, throwing an arm over Mikano’s shoulder, which made her go a shade of leaf green.  “Now let’s find out if you can swim!”


Symone bullied Mikano all the way into the pool, and Jason felt she was in good hands.  Symone was just too charismatic to let Mikano stay that uptight for long, and she looked like she was going to go out of her way to make the Ensign relax and have a little fun.  Rann and Shya joined in, swimming over to Mikano and Symone, then Rann surprised the Shio by throwing his arms around her neck and holding onto her while Symone tortured Shya maybe just a little bit, picking her up and completely out of the water, dunking her all the way under, then repeating it four or five times as Shya giggled and laughed when she could breathe.  Jyslin jumped in and joined them, and since Rann was the center of attention, all four of Jason’s other children and Danelle followed them into the pool.  The three women found themselves surrounded by kids, and they all looked just fine with it.  Dahnai and Kellin sat down on the loungers just by Jason’s lounger, both of them nude, but that was entirely normal for Dahnai where a pool or any body of water was concerned.  Dahnai was Faey to the roots of her hair, and she took any chance she could to show off her sleekly muscular body, all of it.  Maer sat on the edge of the pool and kicked his feet as Sirri leaned over his shoulders, showing a few things a grown man shouldn’t see on a ten year old.  Sirri and Maer had a really good relationship, Jason had learned.  They were very good friends on top of being siblings.

Come on, you coward, let’s go on the super-slide! Sirri taunted, pointing at the four story tall fast slide that was only a couple dozen yards away, which dumped the riders into a receiving pool right beside the pool they were using.


You go ahead, I ate too much cake, Maer replied.  I’ll try it after my stomach settles a little.


Aww, it’s no fun if I can’t get to hear you scream like a little boy, she teased, then she slid around him and dove into the pool.


You feeling okay, Maer? Jason asked.


Just too much cake and that soda pop they served.


Too much sugar too fast, Jason chuckled aloud.  Yeah, just give it a few, you should be okay.

Maer watched the younger kids and Sirri play in the pool for a bit, joined by more and more kids from the strip.  Latoiya and Jack Junior joined the throng, as did Sami and Yuri, and Riza and Miza.  Min’s daughter Zara was over in the shallower water with Myri’s daughter Ryla and Jari, the three of them just chatting, doing it aloud since Jari hadn’t expressed yet, and Sora was swinging back and forth about ten shakra off the pool’s surface on a footboard, which was something like a flying skateboard. She was as good on that thing as she was on a hoverbike, showing surprising coordination and body control for a five year old, swinging around in a complete circle, going up about ten shakra, then scaring the life out of half the people in the pool and Jason by kicking off the board and divebombing the pool.  She almost landed on top of Danelle, and Danelle showed her displeasure by splashing a laughing Sora when she surfaced.  Jason didn’t have to do a thing, Zora swooped down on their daughter and read her the riot act from the edge of the pool as Kyri retrieved the board with her talent, pulling it into her hands a little further down the edge of the pool.  Jason saw his two sons Aran and Zach way down at the shallowest part of the pool with their mothers, Dara behind Zach with her arms thrown over his shoulders almost possessively, Vell, Sheleese, and Sheleese’s daughter Bria.  The rest of the residents of the strip were running around the park somewhere, probably on a slide or a ride, in one of the aquariums or sitting down to watch a show, out doing what they were supposed to do, have fun.  They didn’t need to be right there with Rann to do that.

And that was exactly what this party was supposed to be about, to have a little fun and at least decompress a little given all the high-stress crap going on at the moment.


Jason made sure to partake in that fun.  He spent some time with Dahnai and Kellin, then after Rann got tired of a “boring” pool that didn’t do anything, they went out and toured the park, Rann and Shya pulling their parents around by the hands as they rushed from attraction to attraction that caught their fancy.  They rode the twisty slides, and Rann dared to try to high speed slide.  They watched a show that had Terran dolphins doing tricks.  They got in the wave pool and tried their hands at real surfing, using actual surfboards, then they rode a couple of the rides.  Dahnai and Kellin were more than happy to do everything that Rann and Shya wanted to do, even when Kellin got dizzy on the tilt-o-whirl and almost threw up.  They got into the “petting zoo” pool where Rann and Shya got to swim with some large but completely safe and gentle marine animals from various planets, mostly large fish or ray-like creatures, then Jason got really surprised when Rann actually talked Overseer Brayrak Kruu into trying one of the high dives in the big pool…and Jason was astounded.  He went all the way up the highest diving platform, some 40 shakra over the pool, then he did an amazing dive into the water from all the way up there.

These rulers and their hidden talents…never in a million years did Jason ever believe that a Moridon would be that good at diving!  He didn’t even know Moridons could swim!  Jason was mostly shocked that those horns on his head didn’t either break off or break Brayrak’s neck when they hit the water, since they grew from his upper forehead, to the insides of and above his temples, and they extended forward before curling upwards.  Horns like that hitting the water at that speed, and his neck didn’t break?  He had to have some hardcore neck vertebrae.


Zaa and Grun watched as Brayrak surfaced, to quite a bit of applause to people around the high dive, and she chuckled throatily.  “That is something I did not expect to see,” she declared.


“You and me both,” Jason grunted.  “How did he do that without those horns breaking his own neck?”


“Moridon are very tough,” she told him off-handedly.


“No fuckin’ doubt,” Jason breathed as the towering red-skinned male climbed easily out of the pool  “You are an amazing fellow, Overseer,” Jason told him honestly as he approached.


“I selected competitive water sports as my physical concentration during my days in the Institute,” he said modestly in his sober voice.  “Diving was but one of the events in which our team competed.  It is a reminder of my days of scholastic competition.”


“I bow to your mastery of the diving platform,” Jason told him, actually bowing a little.  


Brayrak regarded the two Kimdori.  “It is my honor to greet you, Denfather.  I am a lucky Moridon to meet the elusive mate of the Denmother.”


“I am rarely allowed off our home planet,” Grun said with a modest smile.  “And the honor is mine, though I’m sure the others are waiting for the explosions to ensue.  A Moridon and a Kimdori being in such close proximity, you understand.”


Brayrak actually gave a very slight smile, which was about as much emotion as one would ever get out of a Moridon.  “These are different times, Denfather, and we all must bow to change if we wish to continue to prosper.”

Jason ended up with Rann, Shya, and Danelle after parting ways with Brayrak, riding with them on a relaxing float that drifted down the canal.  Rann and Shya were sending privately as Danelle dozed a little, getting a bit tired after all the running around.  Jason had his arm around her, nestled up against his side as Rann maybe showed off a tiny bit, picking up a couple of juice bottles from a serving table and bringing them over to the float, then offering Shya one of them.  The two of them were discussing what to do about their room, since Shya’s things from Draconis would be arriving tomorrow and they’d have more stuff than they had room.  It was the first test, to see if they could work out what to keep and what to store, and both Jason and Dahnai had decided that it was something they had to work out on their own.  The excitement over being together was still high, but soon, Jason knew, the reality of them living together was going to set in…probably the first time they had a disagreement.  But that too was their business, and they had to work it out.  Jason wasn’t going to interfere unless they came to blows or started throwing things at each other.

He was still waiting for the hammer to fall on Shya.  Rann was a smart, well-mannered little boy, but Shya was going to expect him to act like a Faey boy, which naturally would mean that Rann did what she wanted.  Rann did have some manners in that respect, since Jason had taught him how boys had to act when dealing with Faey girls, but Jason also taught Rann that a boy could be polite and still get girls to do what he wanted them to do…after all, Jason got Faey girls to obey him all the time.  Rann had a strong will and was fully invested in the idea that he would be in charge someday, so Shya had her work cut out for her if she thought she was going to be the one ruling the roost when their bedroom door was closed.  Just because he had manners, that didn’t mean that he was submissive.  Shya had never seen Rann assert himself with any seriousness, and she was going to be in for a shock when she finally tasted Rann’s temper.

Jason had every confidence that his son would tame Shya Karinne, and do it without alienating her.

Danelle yawned and nestled against Jason’s side a little more as they reclined on the couch-like float, drifting lazily along the canal, and Jason pulled her a tiny bit closer to him.  I can’t believe she’s sleeping, Rann sent, doing so gently so he didn’t wake her up.


She’s been running around a whole lot today, Jason replied with a loving smile at the little girl he considered his adopted daughter.  He stroked back her blond hair from her face, revealing her little pointed ear.  And she’s been up since sunrise, where you two slept in.  She wanted to be with her mother before she went back up to Kosigi.


Why didn’t Aunt Myleena come to my party?


She’s been here for a while now, you just haven’t seen her, he answered.  She just couldn’t be here for the cake, she had something really important to do.  She’s with your mother and Miaari right now.


So she’ll be at dinner?


Yeah, she will, Jason assured him.  Rann and Shya went back to their discussion about their room, letting Jason snuggle a little with Danelle, at least until she stirred and leaned up, her little hands on the back of the lounger.  Well, I see someone’s awake.

Wow, I fell asleep?


For a little bit, he answered, then Danelle rather boldly climbed onto his lap.  Five years ago, he’d have found it extremely improper for a five year old girl to be sitting in his lap when they were both nude, but Danelle didn’t think a thing of it, and after so many years of exposure to Faey culture, Jason didn’t think much of it anymore either.  He wrapped his arms around her and leaned over her back, and she looked straight up at him with a silly little smile.  So, with Shya living in Rann’s room, do I stay with Ranny when I stay over with you, Daddy Jason, or do I get my own room in the house?


That is a very good question, Jason replied, looking down at her.  I guess that’s up to Rann and Shya, but I do think it’s about time you had your own room in the house, he decided.  The room by Rann’s room is open.  So, I think from now on, that’s your room, Danny.  I’ll even let you decorate it just the way you want.


Good, cause the furniture in there looks awful silly.


It’s guest room furniture, it’s supposed to give a guest somewhere to sleep but not make them feel too much at home, he winked.  Don’t want them getting too comfortable now, do we?

Danelle giggled as she looked up at him.  You’re so mean, Daddy Jason.


I like being mean, I’m good at it, he replied flippantly.  Lemme break the bad news to your mom.  He turned and looked in the direction of Myleena and Jyslin.  They were together with Miaari and Mikano, whom Jyslin seemed to be dragging around with her.  The two had been together most of the day, with Symone joining them off and on, at least when she wasn’t flirting with men or trying to convince both Dahnai and Kellin to sneak off somewhere private with her…Symone was never going to change, and he didn’t want her to.  Myli.


Yeah babes?


I’ve decided it’s about time for Danelle to have her own room in the house, he declared.  With Shya moving in with Rann, she needs her own space when she’s over.


Sounds like a good plan to me, she answered.  I want her to be happy when you’re babysitting.


She gets to decorate her room, and she doesn’t like the furniture that’s already in there.


Me either, it looks like something my great aunt and uncle would have in their bathroom.

Jason laughed.  So much hate for my eclectic style, he sent cheekily.  You and her can look at some furniture tomorrow and let her pick out her set, and we’ll move it in.

Actually, I think Danelle and Ayama will be doing it, we’re both gonna be too busy tomorrow.


True, he grunted as reality rushed back at him.  With everything going on, both of them were going to be just a bit too busy to look at furniture.


That’s okay, Mommy, I understand, Danelle sent seriously.  With the bad people coming, we have to get ready for them, and that means all the adults are gonna be really really busy for a while.


I’m glad that you do, pippy, Jason sent, patting her stomach fondly.  But we’re not letting that stop us from living our lives either.  So tomorrow after school, you are going to pick out your new furniture, he told her with firm decisiveness in his thought and an encouraging smile.  Then we’ll move it in and you can set it up any way you want.  After all, it’s going to be your room when you’re over with us.


I’ll be using it a lot, she sent absently, which stung Myleena a tiny bit.  Myleena often felt guilty that she didn’t have more time for Danelle.  I’ll have to get all my stuff out of Ranny’s room.  I have a lot in there.


Well, that just makes more room for Shya’s stuff, Rann sent easily.


After the ride, Jason let Rann get swept up by most of the other kids and go back to the slides, going down them over and over while Jason and Jyslin sat with Dahnai and Kellin and watched.  Others wandered in and out to talk to them, Symone crept over to try to lure Dahnai and Kellin somewhere secluded to do some naughty things with them, and they all militantly avoided talking about anything even remotely serious or connected to the upcoming battle.  Rann and the kids stayed on the slides for nearly two hours, until it was time for dinner and Rann’s presents.  They all went to a dining area in the park just as they were, in various states of undress, Jyslin dragging a startled and nervous Mikano Strongblade along with her.  The eating area was a series of long tables covered by a tent-like canopy roof with no walls, and music piped in on speakers in the ceiling.  Park workers served a large dinner to the guest of honor and his friends and family, which filled up the entire two long tables under the roof.  Another cake was brought out for the dinner, but Rann had his eyes on the table full of presents for him.

It was going absolutely wonderfully well…until nature butted in.  A bank of clouds formed up to the west as they ate, and by the time they got to the cake, a pretty strong shower swept over the park, causing the workers to turn on the airskin in the canopy to keep the rain out.  Everyone outside still having fun weren’t all that worried about rain, since it was a water park, but people did put away those things they didn’t want to get wet.  The rain blew itself out to sea by the time Rann started opening presents, and he pulled in quite a haul of primarily toys and clothes, as well as a couple of knick-knacks and a few pieces of jewelry fit for a little boy.  Shya inspected Rann’s gifts with a critical eye as he opened them, really studying a small robot toy that Myleena had built for Rann that had amazingly fluid movements, built to look like Kyva’s Gladiator, and it had amazing detail.  It even had Kyva’s name by the cockpit doors and a tiny replica of the Dukal Medal of the Champion.  Amber, who had spent most of the day riding around in a basket carried by Ayama, inspected the little robot, then put her nose up and sniffed disdainfully as she turned her tails to it and marched back to her plate.

“I think Amber’s a little jealous,” Jason noted lightly.


“It’s not a vulpar robot, that’s why,” Jyslin replied.


“It wasn’t supposed to be,” Myleena protested.  “It’s just a toy, Amber, it’s not a replacement.  Stop being so melodramatic!”


Amber flicked her tails in Myleena’s general direction.


“What can it do, Aunt Myleena?” Shya asked.


“It’s just a toy, Shya,” she replied.  “It can walk around, fly, and it has an attachable toy cannon that goes on the shoulder.  It even has retractable arm blades like a real Gladiator.  And it responds to voice commands.  “Gladiator KBB one, attention!” Myleena barked, and the little toy snapped to attention.

“Your command, General?” the toy asked, speaking in Kyva’s voice.  Kyva, who was sitting further down the table, did a double-take when she heard her voice coming out of the toy.


“Why do I see a Small Soldiers moment coming,” Jason grunted.


“A what?”


“Ancient Terran movie about robotic toys that go berserk and attack people,” he chuckled.


“My Gladiator go berserk?  Push off, Jayce!” Myleena said indignantly.  She then gave Amber a sly look.  “I’ll upload a program that makes it chase Amber around, Rann, so she always gets enough exercise.”


Amber gave Myleena a glare, which made Jason laugh.


Zaa, however, seemed a little intrigued by the toy.  She picked it up and inspected it carefully, and Jason saw how detailed it was.  It was built exactly like a real Gladiator, just at a smaller scale.  Jason could make out the parts, which were Gladiator parts, just on a toy scale.  Myleena had literally built the toy using the real Gladiator blueprints…which meant that Rann could never let that toy out of the house, since anyone could take it apart and reverse-engineer the manufacturing process, even if they weren’t able to put the same technology in it.  And since it was built to be a Gladiator, everything worked just the same way on the toy as it did on the real thing.  The cockpit opened to reveal a little replica doll of Kyva Karinne, it had replica pulse weapons in the forearms, retracting replica monomolecular blades, and it even had the pod sockets in the back for external equipment pods.  Even the monomolecular blades that extended on command were perfect replicas, outside of the fact that they weren’t sharp.   “This is quite sophisticated for a toy, Myleena.”


“I built it for Rann, Denmother, it’s exactly identical to a real Gladiator, built of scale parts, and it has some extra features you wouldn’t find in the average toy,” she replied.  “It’s even using a biogenic control computer so Rann can merge with it and pretend to be a rigger.”

“Oooo, really?” Rann asked in surprise.


“Yup,” she nodded.  “I thought you wouldn’t mind practicing merging if you could do it with something fun.  And the computer is designed to let you pretend to be a real rigger, to have the whole rigger experience.  When it’s in rig mode, it’s exactly like if you were a real rigger, Ranny.  Everything you’ll see in the merge is set up the exact same way that Kyva sees it when she’s driving her rig.”


“That sounds neat, I’ve always wondered what it’s like to work the Gladiators,” Rann said brightly as Zaa handed the toy back to him.

How’d you pull that off? Jason sent privately.


Not hard, just a standard rig interface visual projection paired with merge induction of motor control.  It’s part of the computer’s interaction program for when he wants to pretend to be a rigger. When it’s in rigger mode, it restricts his merge capability to the same parameters as a non-Generation rigger.  But he can turn off rigger mode and enact a complete merge if he wants to.


Now that might be useful for more than a toy, Jason mused.


Way ahead of you there.  I’ll send you some reports, she winked.


Rann took nearly a half an hour to finish opening his presents, then the party started to wind down.  Myri and Mikano returned to duty, Tim and Miaari went to the office to pore over the latest data, and Myleena returned to 3D to finish working on one of the ideas they were kicking around for the impending attack, a gravometric flux generator to wreak havoc on the wormhole they intended to open.  The girls from the strip also left to get back to work, since they were all just as busy as the rest of them.  Since they were all Marines, those that didn’t have jobs like Zora did were acting as emergency trainers in basic military tactics for the militia volunteers, giving them a seven day crash course in how to use the functions of their armor, use a pulse rifle, use plasma grenades, work in squads, communicated with other units, and for the people with class 3 licenses, how to operate military transports.  Marines were more than capable of training recruits, and Jason had seen the reports.  Everyone was taking the training very seriously, even if the odds were very low that any of them would have to actually do any fighting. Zora, on the other hand, was being attached to the Iyaneri  temporarily as its pilot.  She was too good to sit out, and no matter how much Jason hated the idea of her fighting in combat, they were in desperate need of experienced navigators.  Zora could pilot anything in the KMS, from a capitol ship all the way down to a zip ship.  And if Zora was going to fight, she was going to be on the biggest ship they had, which would minimize the risk she’d get hurt.  Symone too left, much to her irritation and disappointment at not luring Dahnai and Kellin into some secluded spot, since they were on a 29 hour schedule at the rigger school to get their most advanced students graduated and into rigs before the attack.  Symone had traded her usual dayshift for an evening shift, so she wouldn’t be home until late.


The guards helped them gather up Rann’s presents, and they headed home…in armor, of course.  Dahnai and Kellin chatted animated with Jyslin, taking them back to a curiously empty strip.  Maya and Vell were the only ones left, in the corvette with them along with the entire pack of strip children.  Maya and Vell would babysit while everyone else was busy, which was both their usual role and their pleasure and privilege.  Maya and Vell were nearly as loved by the kids as they loved their own mothers.  Jason made sure to see his family into the house, then he went straight up to his home office, shut the door, and got back to reality.


And that reality was preparing for war.
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Command Ship Aegis, Task Force Seven flagship, orbiting planet PR-371-2

Things were almost crazy.

Admiral Palla Karinne stepped out of her ready room and onto the bridge and accepted a handpanel from a yeoman.  There were 117 other KMS vessels out there in a loose group orbiting the planet, and most of them had only just arrived.  Corvettes, gunboats, destroyers, cruisers, and the heavy ships were lined up by squadrons and spaced so the combined mass didn’t affect the planet’s orbit, nor the orbit of its two moons.  Shuttles, dropships, Sticks carrying cargo containers, and zip ships zoomed between them as supplies and personnel were ferried around in preparation for the attack.  Nobody knew exactly when that would be, but they knew it would be soon.


The Kimdori would let them know. They were keeping close watch on the nebula, watching for that telltale action when their foes jumped parts of the defense force protecting the command center to the home sector.  When they jumped those ships, then they would have two hours before the operation began.  The attack had already been planned out, and everyone knew exactly what they had to do.


It was going to be a two stage assault.  The first stage, to think of it in medieval terms, would be the attack on the walls of the fortress…or in this case, an attack on the nebula itself.  Her engineering team had gotten together with the 3D techs and had worked up a way to punch a hole in the nebula using the rail cannons, plasma torpedo launchers, specially designed concussion burst missiles, and the GRAF cannon on the Aegis.  The nebula was nothing but a cloud of gas and dust held together by its own gravity, which meant that the particles that made up the nebula were vulnerable to external force.  Grevkik and Grzz’kik had worked out a way to form a tunnel of sorts through the nebula, using the GRAF cannon to create an initial movement in the nebula gases, then reinforcing it with low-yield plasma torpedo bursts.  If it worked the way her engineers predicted, it would create a shockwave of nebula gas driven before the fleet, a howling cyclone of gas and dust that would be pushed before the fleet to allow them to go much faster, penetrating into the nebula much faster than ships that size should usually be able to go, in effect moving the nebula along with them as they raced into its interior.  The shockwave formed in the front of the effect would have the bonus of also protecting them from missile fire and act like a blind against visual detection.  The shockwave, combined with the sensor-dampening effects of the nebula, would make it very hard for the Consortium to get any weapon locks, or even see the ships until after the shockwave went by, and by then Palla’s fleet would be right on top of them.  That was when the second stage would begin, the attack on the command center and its defensive fleet.

Even with the idea of building a shockwave that would carry them into the nebula faster than they could otherwise go, it wasn’t going to be easy.  Any kind of energy weapon except Torsion weapons had reduced range within the nebula, including their particle beams, caused by diffusion as the energy struck the gas molecules and dust particles.  Because of that, they’d be relying on  rail cannons, whose effective range wasn’t reduced by nearly as much.  The gas and dust slowed the rail slugs down, but not enough to negatively impact their effectiveness at the range that they expected to be from the command center.  In order to simply get close enough to see the command center to see it, they would be in rail cannon range.  They would also have every single Gladiator in the inventory in bunker positions on the hull with their external rail cannons to provide additional firepower. The main punch from energy weapons would come from the Wolf fighters, who would be able to get close enough to use them, and the Aegis and its GRAF cannon.  The main crux of the plan was simply getting the Aegis close enough to use the GRAF cannon against the command center.  It would only take one shot to take it out, and her engineers projected that the gas density in the nebula where the command station was located would make the GRAF cannon even more powerful, creating a shockwave from the gas that would deal additional damage to the parts of the station that the main beam didn’t hit.  It was that same principle they were going to use to reduce the density of the gas around the fleet to let them move very fast, without suffering hull heating or ionization.  That would let them sprint up to their target while running behind a blind, then blast the hell out of them before they had a chance to respond.

The Kimdori would play a role.  The Consortium had sensor pods scattered through the nebula, and the Kimdori inside the command center were going to conceal the approach of the fleet, then escape just before the attack.  Palla would have a dropship out there to pick them up, the location already determined, to get those brave Kimdori who had done so much for them safely back home.  If not for those Kimdori who had managed to infiltrate the command center, they may have lost this war.  Thanks to them, they had all the Consortium’s encryption algorithms, fleet locations, plans, and communications.  Palla would get them out of there, then probably kiss all of them squarely on the mouth.

The face of Maggie MacCleod appeared on the main monitor as she checked the latest status report.  “Got some news, Admiral,” she said.


“Go ahead, my Lady.”


“We just intercepted a communication to our side of the galaxy.  They’re warning them that the last fleets here are about to mobilize.”


“Time?”


“Three hours,” she replied.  “But they’re not stripping the nebula.  They’re leaving most of the defenses around the command center where they are.  We’re gonna be outnumbered almost ten to one.”


“This isn’t going to be a battle, my Lady, this is going to be a hit and run attack,” she replied immediately.  “Get in, hit the command center, get out.  The increased number of defending ships means we adjust our strategy, that’s all.  Are your automated weapons ready?”


“We have them reprogrammed the way you asked,” she replied.  “We just have to upload some patches and bug fixes the new software.”


“Then I suggest you do so, my Lady.  We’re going to need those weapons in five hours.”


“You got it, Admiral.  We’ll get right on it.”


He face vanished, and Palla wasted no time.  “General quarters!” she shouted.  “We are at general quarters!  Recall all shift personnel!  Comm, get me every ship captain and fighter squadron commander on conference in my ready room,” she said as she stood up.  “And send down the warning that we jump in five hours.”


“Aye-aye, sir!” her comm officer called.


She returned to her ready room and brought up a tactical hologram of the nebula as icons representing the ship captains and squadron commanders began to appear as holos in the background.  The nebula was roughly elliptical, and thanks to the scans they had of it, they knew the exact location of the enemy fortress.  It was as close to the center as they could get it, offset about six degrees vertically and nine degrees horizontally from the nebula center.  The exact center of the nebula had a forming proto-star in it, in the first stage of star creation, and as a result there were too many gravity and magnetic fluctuations to put the command center there.  But that star formed a wall protecting that side of the command center from attack, since nothing could come in from that direction.


When the last icon lit up on her board, Justin Taggart of the 76th, she steepled her fingers together in front of her on the desk.  “Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen,” she said, addressing them.  “We just intercepted a transmission that gives us a timetable.  We’ll be attacking in five hours,” she declared.  She stood up and picked up a holopointer, then transmitted her tactical holo to all parties.  “This is how we’re going to do it,” she said.  She used her interface to mark the arrival point on the map, which was high up on the inward side of the nebula, several thousand kathra above the command center.  “In 38 minutes, a Kimdori SCM team will begin phase one, jumping an interdictor to this point.  It will enter logarithmic mode and cover the nebula exactly two minutes before we jump in and begin phase two.  This will entrap the Consortium ships within the nebula, and isolate them and the command center whether our attack is a success or failure.”  The image zoomed in to a closer view of the nebula.  “Thanks to the internal scans, we have a way in,” she began, pointing at the edge of the nebula.  “We’ll jump in at this point, then begin the operation my engineers and the 3D agents devised.  We’ll build a pressure wave in the nebula using the GRAF cannon, low-yield plasma torpedo explosions, rail cannon slugs that will vaporize, and specially designed concussive burst missiles that Lady Maggie and Lord Jake made for us.  The plan is to build an artificial current in the nebula that will let us go much faster than normal.  The ionization, electromagnetic discharges, and gravometric disruption this shockwave will cause should hide us from the command center’s main sensors, while the Kimdori will both disable the sensor pods stationed along our planned approach and create false readings that will draw the defending Consortium fleet out of our path,” she explained, as sensor pods in the nebula appeared.  “Our artificial shockwave will join to a naturally occurring large current of nebula gas right here, and then we ride this river of gas and dust literally right to the command center.

“Once we penetrate the nebula, we have three main objectives in this operation,” she continued.  “First.  This station is one of their honeycomb stations the size of a small moon, meaning that it can’t be easily destroyed.  But thanks to the Kimdori we know exactly where and how to hit it.  The Aegis can take out the main command center in the station and kill the clairvoyant energy being if we can get a weapons lock on it, and that’s the primary goal of this attack.  Everything we do is centered around that one tactic.  If we can see it, we can kill it, so the fleet will be deployed in a defensive ring around the Aegis.  Once the main command center is destroyed, we turn around and run like hell.  Intel of enemy plans is that they do not plan to jump their defensive fleet out of the nebula, so we’ll be coming in under fire.  I expect that once they detect us, they’ll try to engage us here,” she said, pointing to an area inside the nebular, “where gas density is at its highest.  That restricts our speed and severely reduces the range of our particle beams, and allows them to fire their Torsion weapons without interference.  We’ll be relying on rail cannons and Gladiators in bunker positions on the hulls of the ships, because our rail cannons will have enough range to hit them before they hit us.  Our tactics will be designed to get the Aegis through that gauntlet with the GRAF cannon still operational, then the entire fleet bombards the station while the GRAF cannon takes out the command center, to do as much damage as possible.  The battleships Dreamer and Jenda will have the additional roles of locating and destroying the habitat modules that hold the egg-laying queens.  We’ll be running the gauntlet into the nebula, taking out their command center, then we go right through the nebula, come out the far side, and jump back to PR-371.  Ship captains, I can’t stress enough that the one ship that has to get through the enemy ships and to the command center is the Aegis.  You punch a hole in their lines, we go through, then you disengage and follow to keep them off my ass.  Once we’re in range of the station, we destroy the most important parts of it, do as much damage as we can to the rest in the time window we’ll have, and then get out. If in the event the Aegis is unable to destroy the command center, we have ten Skaa antimatter bombs that will be employed.  These bombs are concealed to look like battle wreckage and invisible to sensors, which we’ll drop at the station during the attack.  We’ll detonate these bombs after we jump out of the nebula to destroy any Karinne equipment that gets left behind, but if the attack on the command center somehow fails, if they have some defense we don’t know about or the GRAF cannon misses its shot, we will detonate those antimatter bombs.  But, since we’ll be detonating them inside a nebula and with us in close proximity, I don’t think I have to explain to anyone at this conference the kind of damage it will do to our own ships.  That will be our option of last resort.  Our withdrawal from the nebula will be covered by 3D’s newest automated weaponry to slow down Consortium pursuit, as well as a battery of drones and mines protecting our planned jump point once we’re clear of the nebula.  We let the machines cover our retreat and worry about getting back to Karis on one piece in time to defend the planet from the main fleet.

“Second.  We need absolute proof and confirmation that the egg-laying queens are destroyed.  The battleships Dreamer and Jenda have the responsibility to take out the egg-laying queens.  They’re in isolated habitat units not connected to the main station, because they have to be kept far away from each other.  Since those modules aren’t connected to the station, they can and do move.  Fighter commanders, that is your primary objective once we reach the station.  You will find those habitat modules, call in the battleships to hit them while you attack them yourself, and make sure they’re destroyed with visual confirmation.  We fully expect the bugs to employ Imxi fighters, so deploy your fighters so some protect the fleet while others hunt down and destroy those modules if battleships for some reason cannot destroy them.

“Third.  We have Kimdori in that station that we have to recover.  They’re going to escape before we get there, but they’ll need extraction.  Commander Taggart,” she said, bringing up a picture of him, looking at his holo.  He was in armor with his helmet on the desk beside him.


“Your orders, sir?” he said, saluting sharply.


“I want the Ghost Squadron to recover those Kimdori infiltrators. The Kimdori don’t have an escape ship, so I need a heavy cargo dropship to go to these coordinates and pick them up,” she ordered, creating a blinking point not far from the command center.  “They’ll be in some kind of worm-like form that can survive in the nebula, so we need a dropship big enough to carry them.  Captain Marayi, you have four hours to refit a heavy cargo dropship to airskin the cargo hatch and make it as battle-ready as possible, and put the best damn pilot you can find in the pilot’s seat.  That pilot is going to go out there and rescue those Kimdori.  The pickup zone will be hot, ladies and gentlemen, so be ready to fight your way in and recover those Kimdori while under fire, then get the hell out of there.  The 3D cargo freighter will be ready to jump to this location in case you can’t get back to the fleet for some reason,” she said, pointing at the edge of the nebula.  “If you can’t get back to the fleet, escape along this vector and rendezvous with the freighter.  They’ll pick you up and jump out.”

“Understood, sir,” Taggart nodded. 


“That’s the general overview of the plan,” she told them.  “Specific ship assignments and squadron deployments will be sent down by the usual channels.  We generate an artificial current and shockwave to get us into the nebula, hit the command center with the GRAF cannon, destroy the egg-laying queens, Extract the Kimdori infiltrators, then retreat back to PR-371.  Any questions?”


When nobody spoke up, she nodded.  “Orders are coming down.  While you wait for them, finish all preparations and go to general quarters.  I want everything ready in four hours.  This is it, ladies and gentlemen.  Let’s do our Grand Duke proud,” she said, then she cut the conference.


She stood up and went back out to the bridge.  “We have four hours to get ready, ladies and gentlemen.”  Department heads, report in every fifteen minutes with preparation progress and current status, she sent across the ship.


Four hours.  They’d be ready.


On board the Dreamer, Commander Justin Taggart of the 76th got up from his desk in his office and seated his helmet behind his head.  He headed out of his office and headed straight for the main hangar bay on the port side, where they kept the heavy dropships, as well as Wing One of his squadron, where his own ship was parked.  All members of Ghost Squadron report to the port main hangar bay immediately, his sending boomed across the ship as he waited for a lull in the sending chatter, as ship-wide orders were being sent and relayed.  General quarters had just been issued, so everyone was calling in their people.

I have a maintenance team on the way there right now, Justin, Marayi sent privately to him.  They should be there by the time you arrive.


Thank you, sir, he replied.


His 79 girls assembled within four minutes of his summons, all of them in armor.  The 40 fighters of Ghost Squadron were split between the port and starboard main hangar bays, so there were only 20 of his squadron’s fighters in the bay, some on the deck, some hanging from racks on the walls, with a large shelf of assorted drones, missile pods, and spinners in the back for arming them.  The last one to arrive was Iyoi, running in behind a pair of Makati wearing maintenance stripes on their armor.  “Sorry boss,” she apologized.


“Gather in,” he said.  His 39 pilots and 40 wizzos gathered in a loose semicircle as Taggart projected a hologram from a ceiling projector unit fed with data from his interface.  “As you heard, we’re going to attack in five hours, but we have special orders,” he said as a holo of the nebula came up between them.  He explained the battle plan as it was delivered by the Admiral, then zoomed in on the pickup point.  “After we breach the lines, we’ve been ordered to extract the Kimdori on the station,” he said.  “They don’t have a ship, they’re going to shapeshift into some kind of shape that can survive exposed to the nebula, so we’re taking a heavy dropship out there to pick them up.  This is going to be a rough ride, ladies,” he said bluntly.  “We’ll be trying to extract those Kimdori in the middle of a dogfight with the station’s defenses firing on us and any ships that chase us in.  Iyoi, you’re piloting the dropship,” he ordered, which made her frown and put her hands on her hips.  “Don’t give me attitude, Lieutenant,” he said flatly.  “You have the most experience flying nebulas on this ship, and there’s a chance we might get cut off from the main fleet.  After they destroy that station, they’re bugging out, and they will not wait for us,” he said.  “If we have to get out of the nebula on our own, I want the best nebula jockey I’ve got in the chair of that dropship.”


“Aye-aye, boss,” she said, a little less irritated.


“Amdara, you’re second chair,” he said to one of his Wing Four pilots.


“Aye-aye, boss,” she said immediately.


“That’s going to put us two fighters down, but we’ll manage,” he said.  “Cheya, Rikirri, since you won’t have a fighter, I want you two on the dropship to assist the Kimdori if they need it, and also run sensors and drones we’ll assign to the dropship,” he told the wizzos of those two pilots.  “Once we pick up the Kimdori, we return to the fleet if possible.  If not, we escape on this vector,” he said, drawing a line.  “The 3D freighter that’s been carting their gadgets around will jump in and pick us up, then jump out.”

“Do we have detailed scans of that quadrant of the nebula, boss?” Iyoi asked.


“No,” he replied.  “And that’s why I need you in the dropship, Lieutenant.  Alright, girls, I want you to get your ships ready,” he said as the holo winked out.  “This is a full-out attack, so there are no weapon or drone restrictions.  Equip as you see fit.  Iyoi, Amdara, Cheya, Rikirri, come with me.  Joae, go prep our fighter.”

“Aye-aye, boss,” his wizzo said, then she turned and literally ran towards where Taggart’s fighter was parked on the deck, on the far side of the hangar.


Four Makati and a Kizzik noble with two drones were at the dropship when they arrived, commanding a maintenance unit of Faey and Makati.  “Commander, this is the ship assigned to you,” the shorter Makati said.  Like Justin, he had his helmet locked behind his neck.  “We’re gonna install an airskin shield on all doors and ports, and we’re gonna reinforce the power system and install a shockwave generator to kill off missiles.  This boat is just big enough to take a shockwave unit.”


“I won’t say no, Commander,” Justin said.  “This is one of those KBK-90’s, right?”


“Yup, pretty damn tough,” he replied with a nod.  “She’s the military variant.  She’s got rail cannons in the bow and she’s sporting a class six Teryon shield, but you can’t use that in the nebula.”

“Armor?”


“This is the new version, so it’s a carapace.”


“Outstanding,” Taggart said.  “Commander, can you rig up a hull cooling system in four hours?  Something that will let the dropship put on some extra speed in the nebula without turning into a fireball?”


The little Makati’s eyes lit up.  “I think we can, Commander,” he said.  “We can rig up some Vandrilic heat sinks we use in the jump engines, those hyperendothermic bastards that can freeze an entire lake in about three seconds, and seat them into the secondary hull to protect the crew.  The hard part will be building the control unit so they don’t drop the entire dropship to absolute zero on you.”


“It can be done.   The question is, can it be done in time,” the Kizzik’s translator intoned.


“Well, let’s find out,” Taggart told them.  “I want this ship out of the nebula in one piece, even if it’s unescorted.  After everything those Kimdori did for us, I want them out of there alive, they deserve nothing less for everything they did for us.  If this dropship can outrun the enemy, it’ll make it.”


“I’ll make it happen, Commander,” the Makati told him confidently as he put a finger to his interface, then to Taggart’s surprise, the little Makati sent.  I need engineering team four to the port main hangar bay right now!  Bring the supplies I’m sending down to the computer!


Yes ma’am, came a response.


“With all due respect, Commander, back off and give us space to work,” the Makati grinned.  “The honor of my family’s hammer is on the line here.  I’ll have your cooling system installed, even if I have to stand on the bow and piss on the hull.”


Taggart laughed.  “It’s all yours, Commander,” he replied.  “Girls, help out as best you can, but don’t get in the way.  Amdara, download a weapon module for the dropship computer so you can control drones.  I’ll get you some of the beast drones,” he promised.


She grinned eagerly.  “I love those things!”


“I’m the one that gets to play with them,” Rikirri said eagerly.


“Bullshit, I have rank, Ensign!” Cheya protested.  “You’re on sensor duty, bitch!”


“You two work it out,” he said dryly.


Steepling her armored fingers together, Palla watched a final checklist scroll by on the left tactical holo.  The dispensation of the 117 ships under her command was complete, and the initial formation for stage one was formed.  On the right, a countdown timer was running, showing that they had 6:12 until they made the jump to the nebula.  The left holo’s last two ships blinked from red to green as the destroyers Zivoi and Grenira settled into their places, forming a defensive phalanx around the Aegis without getting into the firing arc of its GRAF cannon.

“Six minutes,” her navigator called aloud.


“The Kimdori infiltrators are sending the go signal,” her comm officer called.  “They’re starting the sensor diversion now.”


“Excellent.  Begin the ignition sequence on the GRAF cannon,” Palla ordered, accepting her helmet from her yeoman.  She pushed her pink hair inside the collar of her breastplate and settled her helmet into place, sealing it.  Her interface linked with her armor, and tactical data from the ship fed directly into both her visor display and her front-sided interface hologram projector.  “Gladiator units, take your positions in hull bunker emplacements and lock in for jump.”

“Begin GRAF cannon ignition sequence,” the order was relayed.  Deep in the ship, the singularity plants that helped power the GRAF cannon came online, and a series of power distribution graph bars started to rise on the lower tactical holo.

“GRAF cannon ignition sequence initiated.  T minus six minutes until primary couplers are engaged,” came the response.


“Jump coordinates locked, Captain,” her navigator called.  “Hyperspace engines are staged and ready.”


“We jump by the clock, Lieutenant,” she answered calmly as she watched weapon inventories for stage two of the operation turn green on her tactical.  “All squadrons report readiness.”


At 4:03, the last squadron reported in that it was ready to jump.


 “Four minutes,” the navigator called.

We jump in four minutes.  Prepare for jump, Palla sent.


All departments report jump readiness to comm three, her exo added.


She locked herself into her chair at 1:22, as every department and ship section officer reported that they were ready to jump.  Remember, we have exactly 39 seconds once the Aegis drops out of hyperspace to begin the operation, she sent through the ship, in a way that allowed everyone but the Kizzik to understand., and that would be relayed to them by their shipmates.

“GRAF ignition sequence at 71%,” an officer called.


“Engine compensators online.”


“Recoil absorption system online.”


“Power distribution system online.”


“GRAF system showing all systems nominal,” her engineering liaison called.


“All Gladiator units report they’re in position and bunker hatches are closed.”


“Thirty seconds to jump,” came the navigator’s voice, both in front of her and over the ship intercom.


“All weapons on GRAF standby,” Palla called, checking ship tactical to make double sure the Gladiators were in position in their recessed bunkers on the hull, mainly making sure those bunker hatches were closed and sealed.  When the ship started into the nebula, friction heating would put intense heat on the hull, and those Gladiators needed to be protected from it.  She took a deep breath as the navigator started a countdown, centering herself in preparation for the jump.

“Five.  Four.  Three.  Two.  One.  Jump engage!”


All of reality seemed to turn halfway towards eternity.  The bridge warped, elongated, shimmer and wavered to her eyes, and there was a strange whistling sound in her ears as the upper dimensions of hyperspace warped the three lower dimensions to her senses.  There was a painful burning through the left side of her body, like she’d passed through something scalding, and she winced in pain; it was going to be one of those jumps.  Thankfully, however, before the pain became unbearable, all of reality snapped back to normal, and the pain instantly ceased.  It was only pain caused by phantom nerve induction, and thus wasn’t real injury.  She shook her head in her helmet, then the chatter of both voices and sending on the bridge reached her as the command center crew began the operation, without even checking over each other for jump shock.

“Thirty seconds!” Palla shouted as she ensured she was still locked in her chair, then his shipwide intercom  “Everyone remain in jump restraints!”


“GRAF cannon primaries online, firing sequence engaged!” came her weapons officer.


“This will be a full power shot!  This will be a full power shot!  Remain in jump restraints!  Remain in jump restraints!” Palla barked as the power readings started to climb rapidly.  “Engine compensators?”


“Ready!”


“Recoil absorption system?”


“Ready!”


“Then fire at countdown zero,” she called, gripping the edges of her chair as she prepared for the shock of the GRAF cannon firing at full power, so much power that it required both the engines and the recoil system to handle the recoil.  Without both, the ship would be violently driven backwards by the force of the blast.


Her weapons officer took over.  “Firing in six.  Five.  Four. Three.  Two.  One.  Fire!”


Simultaneously, the GRAF cannon unleashed an incandescent white bar of pure kinetic energy, fired at incredible velocity from the turret of the huge array built into the Aegis’ superstructure, and at the exact same instant, the engines spiked as they held the ship as still as possible against the immense recoil that firing the cannon created.  Since the ship didn’t have the raw mass to hold against the recoil of the GRAF, they had to rely both on the spatial recoil compensation system and the engines themselves to absorb the recoil.  The white blast raced away and into the nebula, creating a curious pucker of ionized gas where it made contact and hurtled inside.  Since the GRAF blast was pure kinetic energy, it would race away until that energy was absorbed by the gas and dust in its path, both slowing down the blast and also creating a violent directional shockwave deep inside the nebula.  The goal of the attack force was now to catch up to that growing shockwave, to arrive at the exact time when the shockwave was slowed to the point where it would peter out without additional reinforcement.  That moment would be in exactly 2:17.

“Hull systems online!  Gunboat and corvette squadrons begin phase two!” Palla shouted as she unlocked herself from her chair.  “Stage two countdown begin!”  She looked to her navigator through the faceplate of her helmet.  “Flank speed, Lieutenant!”


“Flank speed, aye-aye sir!” she replied.


In perfect unison, the 171 ships of the KMS surged forward in the wake of that titanic blast of pure energy. Led by wide-winged gunboats and sleek corvettes, the ship barreled into the nebula with geometrically increasing speed.  The gunboats and corvettes unleashed a blitz of small missiles and then fell back, concussive missiles that would shape their explosive force in a single direction, as dull, dim red plasma torpedoes sizzled through the gaps between the formations of small ships, the ships careful not to enter those pre-planned firing vectors.  A cascade of explosions erupted in front of the fleet, each explosion carefully calculated to maximize the building effect of the concussive force, each explosion reinforcing the movement of the gas and dust particles in the desired direction.  Palla watched a tactical readout of the forming shockwave, beginning to develop exactly as her engineering team had predicted, with the GRAF shockwave far ahead of them, growing in size, but slowing down as the kinetic energy of the blast was absorbed by the fluid mass of the nebula.  The destroyers, cruisers, and gunboats surrounding the Aegis continued to fire in that carefully planned sequence, then rail cannon slugs added to it, firing special “scatter” rounds that vaporized instantly on firing and spread in a cone of hyper-accelerated vapor in front of the advancing fleet, which added more mean velocity to the gas and dust surrounding the fleet, and that reduced the hull heating and ionization moving through the reddish haze caused.  She kept an eye on the hull temperature, noting that it was well below danger levels, and they were increasing speed by leaps and bounds.  A sheathe of fire formed around the bow of the ship, but the compressed Neutronium carapace from which the hull armor was constructed could easily withstand that heat.

“Hull ionization within tolerance!” her engineering officer called.  “Hull temperature at 3,500 shuki!”

“Rate of increase?”


“Within predicted margin of error!” came the reply.


“Keep it under 5,000 shuki, navigator!” she called.  “Reduce speed if hull temperature exceeds the yellow line!”


The fleet increased velocity without drastically increasing hull temperature or ionization.  A glance to the side showed that a brilliant arc of lightning lanced between the hulls of two gunboats, but nether ship showed any indication that the discharge had done any damage.  They remained in formation, and continued to launch concussive burst missiles in sequence, sending a constant hail of missiles, plasma torpedoes, and rail slugs into the reddish soup ahead of the fleet.


“Kinetic wake current forming, captain!” the engineer boomed with a bit of pride in her voice.  “It’s working!”

“That’s it!  Move the Aegis into the center of the current!” Palla barked.  “Are we on schedule?”


“We’re six seconds ahead of projected intercept with the GRAF current, sir!”


“Engineering, adjust weapons pattern to get us back on schedule!  Our current must merge with the GRAF shockwave precisely on time!”

Just as her engineering team predicted, the gas and dust movement around them was becoming self-sustaining, as a new wake current formed in the nebula.  Gas and dust behind them was being pulled into the void formed by the shockwave ahead, as a river of flowing nebular particulates formed around the fleet.  Hull temperate remained steady as the ship continued to accelerate, ionization rates actually began to decrease.  “Excellent!  Tactical?”

“No Consortium fleet movements detected,” came the reply.


“Time to target?”


“Four minutes six seconds!”


“The Kimdori decoy worked!” her navigator blurted.


“Recalculate projected intercept point based on current Consortium ship locations,” she called.  “Project they become aware of us when we destroy their outer scout destroyers!”


“Recalculating,” her tactical officer replied.


“All ships, prepare automated weaponry for deployment,” Palla called on command channel.  “Remember, nothing can launch when exterior temperature is over 1,200 shuki.”


About 30 seconds later, the stealth was finished.  “Sensor sweep!  Enemy sensor sweep!” her tactical officer shouted.


“Consortium command frequencies just blew up, sir!” one of her comm officers called, tasked with monitoring enemy communications.  “They know we’re here!”


“Redeploy fleet for counter-attack!” Palla boomed.  “Time to the GRAF shockwave?’


“Twenty-one seconds!”


“Reduce speed to drop hull temperature to launch ECDs and fighters once we hit the GRAF current,” she called as she fidgeted with her left gauntlet.


When the fleet caught up to the slower-moving current caused by the GRAF cannon, which also swept anything large out of their path, the fleet slowed and redeployed.  They no longer had to propel the current, it was now self-sustaining and moving on its own.  Fighters and larger drones, called beast drones, launched from all the larger ships as the corvettes and gunboats took up defensive positions along the flanks of the formation.  In a fleet encounter, the small corvettes would function mainly as fighters, since they were very fast and highly maneuverable, acting as roving “formation busters” that would attack large concentrations of enemy fighters, drones, or missiles, supporting the fighters by preventing the enemy from being able to threaten them, as well as be able to attack the enemy cruisers and battleships directly.  Corvettes didn’t have particle beams, but they did have Torsion shockwave generators and some pretty hardcore pulse batteries and rail cannons.

“Enemy fleet moving to intercept,” tactical called.  “They’ll reach us almost exactly when we’re within range of the station, captain!”


“Filter that down to the fleet,” she called to comm.  “Prepare the GRAF cannon, I want to fire the instant we’re in position.  Begin GRAF charging phase!”


“GRAF charging sequence, initiate,” came the response.


Ahead, they saw the enemy.  Six Consortium destroyers converged on the wake current, punching through it to get a look at what was coming—sensors weren’t very reliable in a nebula—then immediately turned to get back out, to flee the vastly superior force.  Not a single one made it, however, as they were torn to pieces by an absolute withering barrage of rail cannon fire, both from heavy mounts and from Gladiator units on the hull, able to come out of their protected positions when the temperature came down.  Gladiators could safely tolerate external ambient temperatures of 1,050 shuki without the units overheating or the pilot being harmed, thanks to their extremely tough outer carapace and effective heat dispersion system.  Two of the six ships had their power plants explode when damage fed back into the power plants, or the power plants were hit directly as holes were punched deeper and deeper into the ships.  Debris bounced off the hull of the Aegis as it stormed through the wreckage of the enemy, the Gladiators ducking back down into their covered positions to avoid damage, then she saw the fighters and other small units launch.  They took up position in the vanguard of the fleet, a cloud of 2,225 Wolf fighters, their drones, ship-controlled drones, 3D automated weapons like Buzzsaws and flying guns, which were drones that weren’t controlled.  They were instead programmed with a task and they carried it out.  Most of the 3D drones mixed into the fighter formations were tasked with protecting the fighters from missiles and Imxi fighters.  Those drones were also equipped with Torsion weaponry, which made them expendable.


“Kimdori are broadcasting the extraction code, sir!” her comm officer barked.  “They’re evacuating!”


“Ghost Squadron, Ghost squadron, you are go.  You are go,” Palla personally ordered.  “Sixty-one seconds!”


“Consortium fleet converging on the enemy station, sir!”


“Let’s do our Grand Duke proud, ladies and gentlemen!  Hit them hard!” Palla shouted, standing up in front of her chair.


“Visual on the enemy station!”


Palla looked at the external camera, and saw it, its size allowing them to see it even from that distance and through the distortion of the wake current.  It was the size of a small moon, a honeycomb of units and large modules connected by round girders and struts, like a builder set created by some titanic space child.  Tactical overlaid the primary targets with blinking red circles, the main command center and the two egg-laying queens’ external habitat modules.  The tactical map showed the vast majority of the Consortium’s fleet, nearly ten times the size of their own, screaming from where they’d been decoyed to engage their 171 ships.


“Phase three begin!  Phase three begin!” Palla shouted, sitting back down.  “Navigation, get us in position for a shot!  GRAF control, be ready to fire the instant we’re ready!  All KMS ships, attack!  All KMS ships, attack!”


The 171 ships of the KMS slowed as the wake current they created literally went right through the enemy station, making it shudder a little bit, and the attack began.  The first shots were fired by the heavy rail emplacements, as gunnery crews opened fire on the enemy station, mainly targeting their Torsion batteries and missile launchers, reducing their ability to fire back.  A cloud of missiles launched from both sides as the Consortium launched defensive missiles, and the gunboats launched their hira anti-missile missiles, tiny missiles the size of an average Faey that would strike enemy missiles and destroy them.  Fighters, drones, Buzzsaws, and beast drones streaked towards the station, as two particular gunboats moved into position and fired just one missile each, missiles equipped with those exceedingly nasty little Satan’s Marbles, as they were called.  The Consortium fleet emerged from the haze behind the station, coming around it and even through it, racing through enemy fire to get close enough to use their Torsion weapons.

Then the fighters got there.   A cascade of small explosions erupted all over the leading edge of the enemy station as well as the fastest Consortium ships as the fighters engaged.  Imxi fighters and enemy drones launched from the Consortium ships, quickly turning the area around the station into a massive dogfight of screaming fighters, streaking missiles, drones, and explosions.  A Consortium destroyer’s aft section exploded and sent the ship careening into the station, tearing through support struts and ripping out four different modules before the flaming wreckage wedged into the station and stopped moving.


“Time to target?” Palla barked.


“Sixteen seconds until we’re stationary,” the navigator replied as the KMS surged ahead, forming a blocking formation to protect the Aegis as it slowed to a stop.


“Do not open GRAF doors until the firing sequence engages!  Do not give them any warning!” Palla boomed.  She winced from a bright light on the side holo as the battleship Dreamer was struck by a multitude of missiles, but they all exploded against the angry red sheathe of light that surrounded it, as its shockwave generator protected it from what would have been crippling damage.


“Consortium fleet advancing!  They’re getting directly in our path!”


“Doesn’t matter, their ships wont stop the GRAF blast,” Palla replied.  “Squadron B, tighten up!”

More and more Consortium ships either had large sections of their ships detonate or they went dead in space, drifting helplessly as the 1,000 or more enemy ships charged the much smaller formation, seeking to overwhelm them in a single attack.  All fire redirected to the incoming ships, more and more of them showing explosive breaches in the hull as the superior range of the rail cannons tore into them, made them pay for every shakra of space they advanced, then another volley of anti-ship missiles were launched from almost every ship in the fleet, followed up immediately with plasma torpedoes fired at full power.


“We’re getting pickup distress beacons from pilots in damaged fighters,” tactical called.

“Recover as possible, but keep up the pressure,” she replied.  “Send destruct codes to any Wolf fighter disabled but still on telemetry once the pilots are clear.  Antimatter bombs?”


“Ready for deployment,” she answered.


“GRAF status!”


“T minus 65 seconds!” came the response.


“Give us one more minute, friends, one more minute,” she breathed quietly as the ship shuddered from a missile strike.


Weaving expertly through six different missiles, Lieutenant Commander Justin Taggart locked in on the enemy Imxi fighter and mentally pulled the trigger.  A series of angry white blasts fired from the base of the fighter’s wings, sizzled through the red soup, then hit, causing the entire aft section of the enemy fighter to explode.  Jaoe was so busy up in the cockpit between using her talent to hit Imxi pilots and controlling the drones that they had to dogfight nearly half of the enemy fighters, as well as the slapdash drones the Consortium had been building.  He saw a Wolf get hit directly in the cockpit by a missile, not one of his girls, but the burly fighter’s cockpit was only cracked once the fighter came out of the smoke, the wizzo clearly still alive.  That was why he fucking loved these fighters.  They were fast, powerful, and tough.


Keep it tight, girls! He sent as they wove through traffic.  Iyoi, get ready to launch!


In position and waiting for orders, she answered.


Taggart and his wingwoman sent a hailstorm of white pulse blasts into the side of a Consortium destroyer.  The Ghost fighters were helping with the main attack while they waited for their own operation to begin…which Marayi didn’t exactly know about.  The Ghost squadron launched with everyone else, and had been right at the very tip of the spear of attacking fighters…and there was nowhere else that Justin Taggart would rather be.

We got the go signal! his wingwoman, Kaia, called.


Ghost squadron, pull out! Justin barked.  In a fluid movement, the 30 fighters participating in the attack pulled out of the dogfight and streaked away from the station.  On tactical, Iyoi’s dropship and its eight escorting fighters launched, then turned and raced directly for the rendezvous point.  Justin wove expertly to avoid Torsion fire from defensive batteries that hadn’t been hit yet along the outer shell of the station, and he saw that two Consortium destroyers were breaking off from the station to give pursuit.  Two entire destroyers, just for them…he was almost flattered.  Give those destroyers something to think about!  Iyoi, don’t slow down!  Every fighter in the formation turned around and then unleashed constant streams of white pulse blasts at the two destroyers, their drones joining in.  The destroyer in the lead took the brunt of it, its bow section all but disappearing in a series of greenish-red explosions as the internal atmosphere of the ships ignited from the explosions caused by the penetrating pulse blasts, coloring the explosions with elements of the internal atmosphere of the ships.  The lead destroyer’s lights went dark and it started to tumble, the trailing ship having to veer out of its path.  It came around with its Torsion cannons blazing, but scored hits only on four drones in the formation.  The agile Wolf fighters were able to evade the fire, since the heavy mounts on the enemy ships couldn’t track small, elusive fighters very effectively at such close range.

Bug out signal!  Bug out!  Bug out! came a nearly frenzied sending as well as coming over all STG channels.  Taggart glanced back towards the fleet, completely engaged against a force ten times their size, and he saw the doors on the Aegis begin to open.


Keep a tight grip on your stick, here comes the shockwave! Taggart sent in warning as every fighter and corvette in the path of the GRAF cannon turned and raced away.


It was pure light.  A blazing bar of pure light nearly half a mile wide just erupted from the Aegis, and it raced across the red sky in the blink of an eye.  Everything in its path turned to shadow and then just dissolved, shattered into dust by the impact, as that blazing column of pure energy slammed into the station.  It went right through it, every part of it that the beam struck just dissolving into microscopic dust, the beam going straight through the exact center of the station, the beam then racing into the gloom and vanishing.  The disabled destroyer and the attacking one between them and the station were driven both away and at an angle in the direction of the blast by the shockwave, and then the shockwave hit the Ghost squadron.  Justin gritted his teeth and felt his ship shake violently as he turned his bow into the shockwave, letting the fighter’s aerodynamic design mitigate the effect as much as possible, but he saw on his board that all four of his drones and all his spinners were torn apart by the shockwave.  There were a series of explosions around the fighters as the on-board power plants on the remains of the 102 drones damaged or destroyed by the shockwave to detonate their cores, destroying the pulse weapons and denying them to the enemy.

It wasn’t just drones that were damaged.  Houri’s ship had taken the shockwave fully against her port side, and it had ripped off both her port wing and stabilizer.  Her ship was tumbling away, caught in the wake of the shockwave.  Eject, Houri, eject! Justin ordered.  She complied, and both she and her wizzo ejected from the fighter.  Both had their external emergency packs, and the engines on them engaged.  Both of them raced immediately for the closest rescue ship, which was moving towards them once the crisis beacons on the packs activated.  Justin kept an eye on his two girls as the remaining Wolves joined up with the dropship, seeing that Houri’s Wolf self-destructed once they were clear of it, denying it to the enemy, and he saw Houri and Yika’s telemetry go green when they were picked up by the rescue boat.  They were safe.

Iyoi looked at his fighter through the cockpit as the Consortium destroyer that had been chasing them recovered from the shockwave and turned towards them again.  Iyoi just grinned and pointed up, and he saw the roof-mounted external rail cannon that the engineers had installed track onto the enemy ship.  It fired, then fired again, and again, using its superior range to punch three holes in the black hull of the enemy, sending gouts of greenish-red flame out into the nebula.  The engineers had done everything they promised for that ship, installing extra weapons, the airskin shields, and they even finished the cooling system that would let Iyoi go about three times faster than anyone else in that dropship.


Kimdori sighted!  Kimdori sighted! Iyoi called.


Give Iyoi time, girls!  Engage! Justin ordered, and the 37 remaining Wolves turned and rocketed towards the enemy ship.  It opened fire not on them, but on the dropship, but Iyoi proved she deserved her place in Ghost squadron by evading the incoming fire, slipping the large but agile KBK-90 through the reddish beams with a delicate touch.  The destroyer had 37 other things to worry about when the Ghost squadron got in range, and all of them opened up on it.  The entire bow of the ship and its underbelly all the way to amidships was absolutely peppered with pulse blasts, then a violent explosion separated the slender neck of the bow section from its aft section, rendering the enemy ship dead in space.


Fighters coming in! Niira barked.


Fall back and protect the dropship! Justin ordered, and the 37 ships returned to the dropship.  Justin saw the Kimdori, eight large worm-like creatures undulating in the nebula ahead of them.  Wing one, get between the Imxi and the Kimdori!  Protect them! Justin barked, and he and the nine other pilots in the lead wing, his own wing, raced ahead of the dropship.  Behind them, nearly 200 Imxi fighters were screaming at them using their reaction engines, too many for the wizzos to quickly subdue, but they could get some of them…and without drones to control, they could devote all their time and attention to it.  Defensive missiles! Justin ordered.  Missile doors opened on all the fighters, and a swarm of Wasp defensive missiles fired from their pod bays.  They were purely defensive weapons, anti-missile and anti-fighter missiles about the size of a man’s arm, but in this case they would break up that enemy formation and make them scramble for cover.  The missiles didn’t pack much of a punch, but against the inferior Imxi fighters, they were effective enough.  A couple dozen of them were either destroyed or knocked out of formation by the blitz of tiny missiles.  Wizzos mark dominated enemies on tactical so we don’t shoot your puppets, Justin warned as the edge of that large formation got within Torsion range, then all hell broke loose in the Imxi formation when the wizzos did their jobs.  The mindstrikers dominated enemy fighter pilots and turned them against their own, turning what had been an overwhelming numerical advantage into utter chaos in the blink of an eye as Imxi fighters started firing on their own.  They’d tried to overwhelm his 38 ships with sheer numbers, but that trick didn’t work against Faey.  The wizzos had the Imxi fight among themselves as the fighters protected the dropship, and Justin’s wing got in position to protect the eight Kimdori who were wallowing along.  Get up here, Iyoi!

I’m here, boss!  Opening cargo bay doors! Iyoi answered as the dropship raced up and then slowed quickly.  The Kimdori immediately turned towards it as Justin took a glance at the rest of the action.  The KMS was now directly over the station, engaged in a heavy dogfight against superior numbers as they fired on the habitat modules holding the egg-laying queens, then the GRAF cannon fired again at a much lower power, eradicating the largest ship in the enemy fleet in a single blast.  Several of their ships were either on fire or dead in space, being towed by other ships—they could not leave those ships behind—then he saw a salvo of Buzzsaws rip into a Consortium battleship, making nearly the entire ship explode in a cascade of greenish-red eruptions, tearing it apart down to its superstructure.  He got his mind back on the here and now as he opened up on a trio of Imxi fighters diving at them, aiming at the Kimdori.  He destroyed one ship and then turned his own fighter into the path of a Torsion bolt to protect the helpless Kimdori under him.  The ship rocked violently and red lights came on all over the board.  Joae!


Still here, boss, she replied quickly.  Direct hit on our port pulse autocannon We’ve lost primary port exchanger, switching to backup!


Engines are still up, the bolt didn’t hit anything critical, he called as the Kimdori he’d protected undulated into the dropship, vanishing into the door.  Another one went right behind it, then another, then another.


We’ve got ‘em all, let’s get the hell out of here! Iyoi barked as the cargo bay doors began to close.  Call it, boss!

He only had to take one look at his tactical to make the decision.  Take the escape vector!  You lose your engines, you eject immediately and head for the dropship on exo packs!  Don’t try to save your fighter if it means you get trapped here!  Iyoi, broadcast the pickup signal back to 3D!  [Dreamer, Dreamer, this is Ghost One.  We’re evacuating using emergency vector!] he sent to the battleship, having his interface emulate command thought into gravband transmissions.

[Understood, Ghost One.  Jump orders being sent to PR-371 immediately.  The ship will be there waiting for you.  Good luck.] 

Iyoi took the lead, turning the dropship downward, and then she punched the engines.  The 36 fighters followed it with a pack of Imxi fighters hot on their tails, some of them still firing on the other Imxi as the dominated pilots stayed in range of the Faey mindstrikers.  All 36 ships turned and flew backwards and returned fire, red bolts and white streaks flashing between them.  Jikri’s ship was hit, an explosion tearing off its starboard wing, and the two of them ejected immediately.  The cargo bay doors on the dropship opened, and the two of them raced for it using their emergency packs as Justin again got his fighter between the enemy and his helpless girls, protecting them like a shield as they flew into the open doors.  Justin ordered the damaged Wolf to self-destruct just as the Imxi flew around it, and the ship shuddered and them bloomed into a massive fireball, consuming nearly 20 Imxi fighters, destroying them as he denied the bugs the chance to get their hands on the advanced technology in that fighter.  That explosion broke up the Imxi formation, the numbers of them whittling down as the mindstrikers focused more on paralyzing all of the enemies rather than use them against each other.  The mindstriker had them shut down their engines, and one by one, the Imxi fighters fell into the red gloom, until the only ones with them were dominated fighters.  Use those Imxi to shield us from the rest, then divert them at these coordinates so the Consortium can’t use them to track us, Taggart sent, using his ship to broadcast a coordinate in the nebula.  Anyone else hit?


Just a couple of nicks, boss, Terivi called.  I think you took the biggest hit.  You’ve got a nasty hole in your port side, and you’re venting smoke into the nebula.


It didn’t hit anything critical, he replied.  Joae, get those damage control units on it.


Already did, boss, she answered.  The Ghost squadron was testing damage control spiders, nanites running on a self-contained broadcast power system that didn’t extend past the hull of the fighter.  The tiny robots were supposed to respond to damage to the fighter and make mid-battle repairs.


He checked tactical again.  He saw that the fleet was now past the station and back in the wake current with the entire damn Consortium fleet protecting the station hot on their tail, but the little toys they had to discourage pursuit would be set off anytime now.  And sure enough, a series of visible explosions even from where they were flashed in the reddish gloom, as concussive burst missiles were fired behind the retreating fleet, both to damage enemy ships and disrupt the wake current behind them, slowing down the pursuing ships.


I’ll be a Goraga’s love monkey, that crazy idea actually worked, Houri sent with dry amusement.


Just goes to show you, Houri.  Makati may be small, but they’re devious little bastards, he replied, which made Joae laugh aloud over intercom.  I’m showing 36 disabled KMS ships on my tactical and it looks like 14 other ships were self-destructed.  They took a beating, but they got the job done.


Looks like they’re all being towed out, Kaia noted.


Pursuit, Rikirri?


Just the Imxi fighters, trying to catch up to us, Rikirri replied.  We’re in the clear, boss.  They can’t go as fast as we can.

Wizzos, divert the dominated Imxi to draw off pusuit, they’re following the telemetry from their own fighters, he ordered.  Joae, keep an eye on damage control.  If the engines even shiver, we eject.  Understand?


Understood, boss, she replied.


Let’s get these Kimdori back home.  Great job, girls.  But I expect nothing but great jobs from the Ghost squadron, he sent as his smoking fighter and the rest of Ghost squadron disappeared into the reddish gloom of the nebula, leaving the Imxi fighters behind as they turned and decoyed their pursuit in a different direction.


“Taggart’s squadron is in the clear, captain!” one of Palla’s comm officers called as the ship shuddered again.


“If only we were so lucky,” she growled as she looked at tactical.  910 Consortium ships were hot on their tails as they towed damaged ships with them as they ran for the edge of the nebula.  Defensive fire was keeping those bugs honest as rail cannon slugs, plasma torpedoes, missiles, and Buzzsaws fired in the gaps between explosions from concussive burst missiles, which were disrupting the wake current behind them, forcing the Consortium vessels to fly through shockwave after shockwave and forcing them to endure high friction temperatures and tremendous ionization on their hulls to match the speed of the escaping KMS.


The operation was a success.  The enemy station was in flames and breaking apart after being hit by the GRAF blast, and the command center module in the exact center of it was nothing but molecular dust hurtling through the nebula.  Both egg-laying queens were destroyed, fighters calling in precision strikes to the gunnery crews on the battleships, their entire habitat modules torn to pieces and making the probability of survival of those queens virtually nil, as disposable drones remained behind and fired on any escape pod ejecting from those modules.  The antimatter bombs had been ejected into the remains of the station, and they’d be detonated as soon as they were clear, if the Consortium didn’t find them and disarm them first.  But they were built into what looked like twisted space wreckage, so they had a good chance of remaining undetected, since the KMS had left the enemy station in ruins and there was no doubt that the entire chain of command of the enemy was in disarray.  They had a confirmed hit and kill on the energy being that could see into their territory, unless that being left the command center in the two minutes between the Kimdori evacuating the station and the GRAF strike.  The command center was completely destroyed, the station was heavily damaged, and the egg-laying queens were dead.  Even if they missed the energy being, the attack was a success.

Now they just had to get out alive.  Rail cannon slugs created corkscrew trails in the reddish mist of the nebula as they fired back at the Consortium fleet, but the Aegis had most of its power diverted to towing beams.  They were towing six different disabled ships behind them, the largest being the heavy cruiser Jefferson, Drae and her crew fighting multiple fires raging through the damaged ship.  The cruiser Hanipae was totally dead in space, was virtually destroyed with most of its aft section just gone, but they had to tow the remains out to prevent the Consortium from picking over the remains and acquiring Karinne technology.

She’d almost shed a tear when she ordered her plasma torpedo launchers to target and completely destroy the two sections of the cruiser Jerrabai back at the main station, but they could not allow any KMS wreckage to fall into the hands of the enemy.  They couldn’t recover the dead, but at least they managed to recover the survivors thanks to Crusader armor.  As long as a crewman’s armor was intact, they could use the grav engines in it to get to a rescue ship or another ship in the formation.  They had left nobody alive behind, but the dead, sadly, were atomized when destruct orders were sent to the Crusader armor units with dead crewmen inside them.


The ship rocked again, and she looked to her tactical.  “Far enough!  Deploy the jacks!”


“Boomjacks deploy!” the woman mirrored.


Boomjacks were one of the new toys from 3D.  They were mines much like the mines that 3D were very good at making, but these were defensive in nature, meant to discourage and prevent pursuit by enemy ships.  Cargo doors in the stern of every ship opened, dumping thousands of small mines shaped like that Terran child’s toy called a jack, hence their name boomjack.  The cloud of small explosive weapons spread out in the wake current behind them, falling behind since they had no engines in them, but what they did have was a clever little system that caused them to be attracted to the broadcast power transmitters in the enemy ships, like a magnet attracting iron filings.  This made the jacks totally harmless to anything except a ship broadcasting power using the Consortium microwave band system.  The jacks would bounce off any other ship, but when they hit a ship broadcasting Consortium power, they exploded.  Jacks did bounce off the ships they were towing, spinning into the gloom, but she saw others start to turn in their paths towards the enemy ships, the broadcast power transmitters diverting the jacks right to them.

And since they had no idea how the jacks worked, they wouldn’t know how to stop them short of firing on them…but since they had no energy signature, resembled pieces of hull metal to sensors, they wouldn’t think of firing on them until it was too late.

That was 3D, always a step ahead of the enemy, Palla mused to herself.


Seconds later, the jacks made themselves noticed in spectacular fashion.  The closest battleship behind them, almost in Torsion range, had its entire bow section vaporize when it was hit by a cloud of boomjacks, then the jacks hit all over the rest of the ship, a series of explosions that knocked the ship back out of the wake boundary behind them.  The entire nebula behind them lit up as the Consortium was being introduced to the latest product of 3D, the small mines evading detection from their sensors and ripping into the lead ships of the enemy formation, causing subsequent chaos as ships behind them had to avoid flaming wreckage and started to understand what was going on.  Torsion bolts fired in every direction behind them as the bugs realized that the jacks were sensor masked mines, trying to destroy them before they hit the ships, and that slowed them down for a critical moment.  Gunboats fired a salvo of concussive burst missiles into chaos behind them, further disrupting the wake current behind as several missiles were fired ahead to prevent the drag of the disrupting rear to slow down the current overall.  “Keep the rail cannons on the enemy until they’re out of range!” Palla barked as she got up from her chair and stood before it. Gladiator units, return to protective bunker positions, we’re about to accelerate!”


“Gladiators returning to cover,” came the response.


“Get us out of here, navigator!  Flank speed!  If we’re not running red on the temp gauge, we’re going too slow!”


“Yes, sir!” she said enthusiastically.  “Increasing to flank!”


She stayed standing by the navigation station, her hand on the edge and watching the navigator’s holo intently as they accelerated.  The fleet kept up with them, the Aegis in the lead as she watched both their progress towards the edge of the nebula, some 8:29 away at current speed, and the temperature gauge, which was holding at 3,700 shuki, almost at the red line for protecting the Gladiator units in their bunkers, the armored doors closed over them to protect them from the searing heat that would have killed the pilots almost instantly.  were those mecha exposed to it.  “Get fire suppression up in the bunker positions!  Hose down the Gladiators with heat foam!” she ordered.  “More speed!” she told her navigator.

“Clever, Captain, clever,” her navigator told her quietly as they increased speed, getting up to 4,100 shuki on the hull.


“Are we past the line?” she called back to sensors.


“Yes sir, they can’t keep up with us at this speed without damaging their ships!”


“Hold this speed, navigator,” she ordered.  “Get all evacuated personnel into jump restraints!  I want to jump the instant we clear the nebula!”


“The wake current is going to dissipate when we move into the less dense fringe of the nebula, sir,” engineering reminded her.  “But we can hold speed without increasing temperature.”


“Get all ships directly behind us, let them ride in our slipstream,” Palla called.  “Let’s take the pressure off them!”


“Redeploying the fleet, sir!” her first comm replied.


The fleet redeployed into a straight line, the ships almost stern to bow with tiny gaps between them as the other ships in the fleet used the massive Aegis like a lead blocker in Terran football, the huge ship taking the brunt of the heat and ionization while the ships behind rode in the slipstream formed by the wake of the huge vessel.  Palla kept a close eye on the Consortium fleet, but they were falling further and further behind as the friction and ionization on their ships slowed them down as the KMS continued to race ahead, using the wake current like a Terran surfboard, riding it all the way out of the nebula.


“Status of Ghost Squadron?” she asked her tactical.


“Loading aboard the 3D freighter as we speak, sir,” she answered.  “They had no pursuit.  Telemetry reports they lost three fighters, but no casualties, all six fighter crews were evacuated.  They’ll be jumping out any second.”


“Thank Trelle!” she breathed.


Five very nervous minutes later, the Aegis burst from the edge of the nebula.  The bow, which was glowing reddish from the heat, immediately started to cool as the ship accelerated, and the ships behind fanned out in a triangular formation with the capitol ship in the lead.  “Lock coordinates for jump back to PR-371,” Palla boomed loudly as she returned to her chair.  “Prepare for jump!  Prepare for jump!” she called to all ships.  “And damn fine work, ladies and gentlemen.  The mission was a success!”


The bridge crew cheered for a moment, then got right back to business.  “Comm, relay success back to central command,” Palla ordered.  “Lock towing beams on disabled ships, rig for tow jump.  Medical, get all the injured ready for jump!” she ordered.


“Jump in 32 seconds,” navigation warned.  “Coordinates locked, jump engines staged and ready.  We’ll jump the second we’re outside the gravity field,” she called, looking back.


“Jump in 30 seconds!  30 seconds!  Everyone in your jump restraints!” Palla barked.  She locked herself into her chair and set it forward as she quickly looked over the tactical display of ships.  36 ships damaged, 14 destroyed, and the initial estimates were 639 casualties based on the cessation of telemetry from their Crusader armor, the vast majority of them from the 14 destroyed ships.  1,455 injured was the first figure from medical, scattered through the entire fleet.  Given what they’d done, those were very low casualties.  The Crusader armor really made a difference, gave every crewman an extra layer of powerful protection that saved their lives when crews from other ships would face certain death.  Shrapnel, hull breaches, secondary explosions, they couldn’t kill a KMS navy crewman like they could others, thanks to the Grand Duke Karinne’s complete insistence on maximum protection for those who served in any branch of the Karinne military.  His focus on their safety had saved many lives this day.  Many, many lives.

From a strategic standpoint, they’d taken the Consortium completely by surprise.  Not even the energy being had managed to figure out what was going on until it was too late, thanks to her engineering team coming up with a way to use the nebula against the Consortium.  And she was going to put her entire engineering department in for every medal she could talk the Grand Duke into bestowing upon them, and she could both get in front of him and nag him like a Barkan elder wife until she made him do it.  If not for their creativity, they would have never pulled that off.

This was a victory for science as much as it was for gallantry.


The massive ship Aegis vanished from the edge of the nebula as it jumped out, leaving behind complete chaos from their surprise attack…and 12 seconds after the last ship jumped out, the antimatter bombs they’d left behind detonated, eradicating the rest of the enemy station, destroying any random pieces of KMS wreckage left behind and unable to be self-destructed to deny their enemy of anything they might be able to salvage.  The Consortium ships managed to survive the shockwave of that explosion since they were so far from the station by that point, almost to the edge of the nebula themselves, but for them, it was now a moot point.  The station was gone, and just as the light of the explosion started to fade, the newest string jammer was activated at PR-371, denying all string communications in the PR sector and beyond.  If that wasn’t bad enough, the interdiction effect from an interdictor set at the perfect distance washed over the nebula, trapping them inside.  It would be three months at sublight to reach the interdictor, 19 days for gravometric missiles to get there, but the main reason for it was to trap those ships at the nebula to prevent them from participating in the attack on Karis.  And that was exactly what the interdictor did.  The 903 Consortium ships at the nebula were trapped there with no base, no queens to protect, nothing but to figure out how the hell they got outflanked and failed in their mission to protect the station and the queens from attack, and unable to make contact with other Consortium units to tell them what happened.


It was a total victory for the KMS.
