Chapter 6

Chiira, 11 Miraa, 4401, Orthodox Calendar


Saturday, 28 March 2014, Terran Standard Calendar


Chiira, 11 Miraa, year 1327 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


Foxwood East, Karsa, Karis

The Consortium was now blind.

The jamming network the Kimdori built was now fully operational.  The Consortium’s sensors were blinded when they even turned in the general direction of Confederate territory, all thanks to the Kimdori’s mastery of hyperspace.  Only the Karinnes, the Kimdori, and the Consortium could plant static devices in hyperspace, but the Kimdori had had a thousand years to develop their technologies for it.  They could lock a device into a static position in relation to normal space with far more precision than the other two, and it was that precision that made their jamming network work.

For the Consortium, no sensors worked.  Hyperspace sensors were saturated with Teryon bursts, blinding them.  Passive sensors only returned static, gravity-based sensors were convinced that the gravity wells of all those stars and planets didn’t exist, and energy detectors only found background radiation.  Even telescopes were blinded, though they wouldn’t find that out for another year.  The light that wasn’t scrambled was still leaving the systems, and it would take it about a year to reach the closest point where the Consortium could drop a telescope, a light year out from the system upon which they intended to spy.  The jamming beacons were packed with cutting-edge Kimdori ECM technology, and they absolutely shut down the Consortium’s sensors. 


Only now, those jamming beacons were inside the interdiction effect.  The Kimdori had planned to seed them in the voids between interdicted systems, but now that they could jump interdicted space, they had adapted the technology to their static probes to lock them within interdiction fields, and therefore absolutely out of reach to Consortium hyperspace-based weaponry.  Hyperspace missiles could hit a probe in hyperspace just as they could drop out of hyperspace and hit an object in real space, but it was far harder to hit something in hyperspace than real space.  It took one hell of a good targeting computer.  Usually the irrational speeds present in hyperspace made the idea of hitting a jumping ship with a missile impossible, but a static probe, which was stationary within the frame of hyperspace, that was a viable target.  The Consortium had learned that the hard way, when the Kimdori started destroying their spy probes.  Though the Karinnes and Consortium knew far more about hyperspace than others, both of them were far behind the Kimdori.  Jason had once wondered how far along they would be had the Karinnes not been destroyed, and looking at the Kimdori was a good estimation.  They had stagnated in some ways, but had continued to progress with their technology in others, mainly involving their national pastime, espionage.

The jamming network went online three hours ago, and the Consortium reaction was immediate and not happy.  They jumped scout ships around the edges of interdiction, searching for the source of the disruption, and it didn’t take them long to figure out that the jamming was coming from inside interdiction, and therefore beyond their reach.


Only about half of those scout ships made it back to Alliance space.


It was a little victory in the face of the absolute disaster at Raxxad.  The final death toll was just staggering.  6,281,002 Skaa died.  Six million.  It was barely a fraction of a fraction of the population of the Skaa Empire, but that was like the entire population of a large Terran city.  It was the number of Jews slaughtered during the Holocaust.

It was a number that would haunt Jason for the rest of his life.


It took him nearly a day to get over the shock…and it was shock.  They rushed him to the hospital, they called in Songa, then they called in Myleena.  His brain just…shut down after hearing that number.  There wasn’t really any other way to explain it.  It took Myleena to coax him out of it, one of the most powerful telepaths alive, but using her power in one of the most subtle and delicate ways possible.


Everyone backed off after that.  They gave him a few days to recover, and Jyslin managed things in his stead, as she tended to do.


He’d be lost in black melancholy even now if it wasn’t for his duty to his house, to his people, and to the wonderful support of his family and friends.  Rann and Kyri, with Shya in perpetual tow behind Rann, went out of their way to be around him almost all the time, because the presence of his children soothed him far more than anything else.  They were all with him at some point in the day, be them all five or just one of them, a constant support network there to make their father feel better, and he loved them for it.


At night, there was only Jyslin, but she was little defense against the night terrors he’d started to suffer since recovering from his shock.  She could only console him when he woke up, sometimes screaming, sometimes shivering like a terrified child, sometimes whimpering and whispering in French, calling for his mother.  But, when he was shocked awake by the shadows in his mind, she quickly and effortlessly calmed him down, comforted him in ways only a telepathically pair-bonded mate could.  Just a single touch told her everything about his mental condition, and she knew exactly what to do or say to best nurse him through the aftershock.


He’d just gone through another rough night, leaning over the sink with his head low, the water running merrily under him.  He still had his babysitters with him, though.  Amber circled his ankles in a figure eight pattern, rubbing against them, curling her tails around his legs, a fearless, tiny little bundle of fur and attitude.  She then jumped up onto the edge of the sink—kinda amazing how high that tiny little vulpar could jump—then gave a commanding little yip, demanding attention.  And nobody in the house lived under any illusion that that vulpar didn’t rule them all.  He gave her a weary little smile, then reached out a hand to scratch her between her ears, which caused her to close her eyes and purr.

“I’m alright, you mother hen,” he told her, but it was a lie.  He could never exactly remember what the terrors were about, and part of him was glad of it.  It would be far worse if he could remember those nightmares.  The days without any real sleep had taken a toll on him.  His eyes were a little sunken, his cheekbones a little more prominent due to the fact he hadn’t really eaten anything for about four days, and at both temples, there were noticeable strands of gray hair.  It seemed a bit irrational that his hair had turned gray that fast, so he was only just noticing what had probably been there for a while.  He picked Amber up, stroking her soft fur absently as she purred away, looking at his reflection.  It wasn’t fair.  Dahnai had just as much pressure as he did, but she never looked like this.  But then again, there was a ruthlessness about Dahnai he’d never have, and he could admit that it was there.  Dahnai only saw numbers.  Jason saw people.  Maybe he needed to see the numbers too to save his own sanity in this war, but he just couldn’t.  It wasn’t who he was, and the day he could do it, he no longer had the right to lead the House of Karinne.


He sighed and looked at his reflection, reading through the reports they were afraid to send him by cheating, accessing his work panel using his gestalt.  Things were coming to a head.  Now that the sensor jammers were up and running, the Confederacy fully intended to go on the offensive, intended to follow the initial plan of jumping in a massive counter-attack fleet to Bregali to draw the Consortium into defending the system they attacked, then use the KMS and the Kimdori to attack any system they left weakened.

But, not all the KMS ships were available.  The most notable loss was the Aegis, which was in Kosigi being refitted with the engine upgrades, but also having the GRAF cannon installed.  Only a capital ship could mount that beast, because only a capital ship could both power it and handle the recoil.  But, it virtually guaranteed that the Aegis could kill just about any ship that faced it, even one of the Consortium’s surviving capital ships.  The GRAF cannon wasn’t the most technologically advanced weapon out there, but the sheer, raw power it could unleash made it the king bull in the corral.  It was a one shot one kill weapon, and nothing survived a direct hit from it.  They had the ship in for the engine upgrade, so they just went ahead and started installing the cannon at the same time.  Fully one quarter of the rest of the fleet was also off the board, undergoing the upgrade.  But that was still enough to do the job, since they intended to attack weakened systems. 


He sighed and nuzzled Amber’s thick, soft fur, which she never minded.  She even licked the tip of his nose with her curiously hot tongue.


Oh so now I’m competing with a vulpar? Jyslin asked with amusement.  He looked at her, and his breath almost caught when he looked at her.  The light of the bedroom backlit her, hiding parts of her with seductive shadow while showing off her perfect figure, showing him the edges of blue skin that told him she was nude, and her gray eyes almost seemed to glow in the dim light reaching them.  She paused there when she noticed him looking at her, preening for him a little bit, then she padded in and pushed herself into his arms.  Why don’t you come back to bed, love?  You’re still tired.


No.  I’ve already been out for three days.  I, I have to get back to work.  People are counting on me, love.


And they understand, she sent gently, putting her hand on his cheek.  In fact, if I let you go to work in this condition, I very well may get lynched in the streets.


You are such a bad liar.


It’s not a lie, it’ s an awkward truth, she answered.  Now, you willful, unmanageable man, you are coming back to bed! she declared, taking his hand and pulling him.  Jason didn’t have either the strength or the heart to resist, glad for her distracting teasing, letting her drag him back to the bed.  Amber did protest a little when she pushed him down on his back in a flop, but he didn’t let the vulpar jar or fly out of his protective hands.  Jyslin found the vulpar between her and snuggling with her husband, and again, Amber’s total domination of the house displayed itself when Jyslin laid down on her side against him, draping an arm over his chest and nuzzling her chin up over his shoulder, her forehead against his temple.   I do love you, you difficult man, she sent tenderly.  I love you more than I ever thought possible.

You just like the perks that comes with being a Grand Duke’s babe, he sent lightly in reply, then he laughed when she slapped him on the belly.


Now there’s a sound I haven’t heard in a few days.  It’s a beautiful thing, she told him, kissing him on the cheek.


There hasn’t been anything to laugh about.


Well, there’s something for me to laugh about, she mused in a wicked tilt, rolling over and grabbing something off her endtable, then coming back around with a leather collar.  Just seeing it made him laugh helplessly.  Now then, slave, let’s find out who’s wearing this in ten minutes, she sent with an evil smile.


Jyslin was sent from Heaven, of that there was no doubt.  She reduced him to silliness in the span of five heartbeats, and a little harmless goofy play did take a great deal of weight off of him, if only for a little while.  Amber protested vociferously when the two of them got far too energetic to provide her with a bed, then she actually got into the mock-fighting as they struggled over the collar, yipping excitedly and playfully licking and biting them on the ears and noses, all the while nimbly avoiding getting caught under them as they concentrated on each other rather than the distracting little monster.


The noise and laughter did attract others to the war.  Rann and Shya burst into the room, saw and heard what was going on, and they too decided to get involved.  Jason was suddenly under attack from his wife, son, son’s betrothed, and their pet, since they all decided that ganging up on the biggest guy in the battle was the best way to win.  After nearly ten minutes of therapeutic battle, they eventually conquered him, all of them holding him down as Amber licked his nose and cheeks with ruthless authority.  Ha!  Daddy’s not so big now! Rann declared smugly, his whole body holding down Jason’s left arm, but then he squealed in surprise, as did Shya and Jyslin, when Jason swept them all up and off of him, pulling them into the air over the foot of the bed.  He hung them all up there and put his hands behind his head, crossed his legs, and let Amber lick energetically at his ear as he looked up at them with a smug little smile.  He usually couldn’t pick all of them up at once, but the tactical gestalt installed in his basement gave him enough support to handle it with complete ease.

What was that I heard?  Did someone say that I’m not so big now? he retorted, causing the collar to drift up off the floor, where it had ended up after the kids entered the battle.  He twirled the collar around his finger, then casually flipped it into the air, where it zipped up and locked itself around Jyslin’s neck with flawless aim.


Jyslin laughed and gave him an imperious look.  You just soooo upped the ante, buster, she warned.  If you want to cheat, then I’ll have to start cheating too.


Like you can cheat.


Oh, I can cheat, boy, she sent scornfully.  Now put me down or I’ll show you just how much I can cheat.

Jason weighed that threat.  The ways Jyslin could cheat were mainly through her intimate understanding of him.  Just like how she gave him an erection in front of the guards with measured words, she knew just what to do, say, or send to send him off kilter.  He decided that he’d see just how she could cheat, but not in current company.  He set them all down gently, then sat up and grinned impudently.  I win.


Aww!  I hate losing to boys! Shya complained, which made Jason laugh.


That’s alright, I won’t tell anyone, Jason told her as he got out of bed, picking her up and giving her a little twirl that made her giggle.  He poked at the adorable little white kitten face on her nightshirt, almost sighing with dread.  About ten years ago, there was this cartoon character that was popular on Terra called Hello Kitty, mainly because of its merchandising, but it took off mainly in Japan to the point where it had its own online video game.  Well, the Faey had discovered Hello Kitty along with a lot of the other Terran entertainment, like Scooby Doo and other icons of American child entertainment, and it had become all the rage in the Imperium among little girls.   This, Jason found very curious.  Faey girls were like human boys in what they liked, how they thought, how they were raised, and for Faey girls to embrace something so girly was almost bizarre.  But, the popularity of Hello Kitty was undeniable.  As much as Faey tweens and teenagers went around with their Bounty Hunter and Blood Nugget tee shirts and outer robes and listened to American heavy metal and Faey goth, Faey girls had at least one thing on or with them stamped with that insufferably cute little bow-eared cat face.

Hello Kitty was one of those unforeseen things popping up as humans and Faey got closer and closer, as much as the invasion of Faey actors and entertainment workers into Los Angeles and the astounding popularity of the heavy metal band Blood Nugget among both human and Faey teenagers.  Or maybe the popularity of American football in the Imperium and bachi on Terra.

Alright, troops, it’s about time for me to get up and get going, Jason told them.  I feel much better now, and it’s time to go to work.


Aww, can we come? Rann asked.


Well, sure, why not? He shrugged.  Go armor up, kids.  He expanded his sending to touch all of his children.  I’m about to go into the White House.  Anyone wanna come with Rann and Shya?

He got back enthusiastic replies from all of his children, so he warned their mothers he was taking them to work.  This was one of the perks of being a child of the Grand Duke, these trips that pulled them out of school.  The teachers would be warned that Jason was taking them today, and that was that.  Their homework would be sent to their home vidlinks telling them what they missed, and they’d catch up on the work tonight.


He grabbed a quick shower and came down to a waiting breakfast.  Amber was sitting on the table eating scrambled eggs from a little bowl, eggs made specifically for her, with spices, bits of browned guya sausage stirred into it, and a touch of tabasco sauce just the way she liked it.  Not every vulpar had someone cook just for them, which more or less just ensured Amber stayed in the house rather than move on.  Amber knew a good deal when she saw one.  Vulpars were horribly spoiled in the context of pet care, but that was what it took to keep a vulpar in the house.  They demanded being spoiled as part of the deal, and among the image-conscious Faey, having a pet vulpar was a major status symbol, so they went to great lengths to keep a vulpar that decided to live with them for a while.

Vulpars had all the luck.


Rann and Shya were there as well, eating pancakes, and Kyri rushed in just in front of Yana, already armored up and carrying her helmet, sending excitedly.  She did have Jason pick her up so she could kiss him, though.  I’m glad you’re feeling better, Daddy, she sent with sincere concern.

Thank you for your concern, pippy, he answered, rubbing his nose against hers.


So, Aya had ten guards with her as she escorted the Dukal family out of the house and off to work.  Two guards went with Jyslin when she went to 3D, and the other eight stayed with Jason and the kids.  Chirk and Brall were always very patient and forgiving of the kids when they came to the office, since their loud, boisterous natures and endless questions disturbed the organized harmony with which Chirk ran the office. But for Jason, he saw it as an important lesson for his kids in dealing with the non-human and non-Faey elements of the house.  Karinne had, by proportion, the most diverse population of any house, with a huge number of Faey, Makati, and Kizzik compared to the dominant species, Terrans.  Every Terran was considered a Karinne due to the fact that the house had settled on the planet, turning its population into the commoners under the house banner.  Faey and other Imperium races were also present within the house, but there were far more humans among the commoners.  But when it came to the nobles, there were far more Faey than anything else.  Most of the nobles he initially recruited to help run the house were Faey, the Generations were all Faey except for two, and since most of his newer nobles had earned their titles through military service, about 65% of them were also Faey.  But he had nobles of every race in the house.  Chirk and Brall were both titled, both Zarinas, and he’s awarded a Zarina title to the Parri shaman leader when she first brought her Parri enclave to Karis, though that title meant absolutely nothing to her.  Every member of his cabinet was titled, and most of them were Kizzik and Makati.  The new Hive Leader on Kirga was titled.  The town councils and mayors were awarded a title if they won re-election enough to serve four consecutive years, since if they managed to win four straight one-year terms they were good at their jobs and thus had earned the title.  Among his nobles, 64% were Faey, 20% were human, and the other 16% were Makati, Kizzik, and the lone Parri.  But those proportions changed with every quarter, with the other races gaining ground on the Faey majority.

Chirk had everything ready for him, as usual.  He had a meeting with Chirk and Brall as the kids roamed around under the eyes of the guards, but Rann sat on the edge of the desk and listened intently.  Chirk briefed him on the status of all the important topics, Brall briefed him on the status of the important domestic projects, such as broadcast power and ship conversion and construction figures.  New ships were now pouring out of Kosigi, Imperial ships, Collective ships, Karinne ships, and Kimdori ships.  New ships were being pushed out to park in orbit literally every hour as they waited for their first crews to come man them, and the pusher pilots were really being worked hard.  Wolf production was through the roof, with the projected complete replacement of all Raptor fighters with Wolf fighters by the end of the month.  The pilots were being rated for the Wolf with the same speed, and should be ready for their new fighters when they were delivered.  They were also cranking out orbital weapon platforms by the boatload every day, most of them slated for delivery to their new allies to help bolster their defenses.  Most of them were going to the Empire, getting their defenses beefed up so another disaster like Raxxad did not happen.  Karinne weapon platforms would reinforce the Skaa hordes and their own knock-off weapon platforms.

Jason should sue for patent infringement, but he was more than glad they’d had the initiative to copy the idea.


One idea he should pass out to the others but wouldn’t were the planetary shields.  It was technology beyond the others, shields on a scale they couldn’t copy, but their power systems couldn’t handle the demands.  They’d have to install singularity plants to power the planetary shields.  The shields had proved that they could slow down or outright stop an invasion of a planet when the Consortium attacked Karis, and the if the Consortium had any weapons capable of hitting the planet’s surface, they hadn’t used them in the Karis attack…but then again, the shield probably would stop them, so they didn’t bother trying.  It was like the Great Wall of China, it slowed down barbarian invaders but didn’t stop them, basically there to make it very difficult for them to get over it and get out with any booty…and if you couldn’t keep your plunder, there was little reason to raid in the first place.  The Karis shield had significantly slowed down the Consortium ground attack, forced them to stop and deal with the shield first, and prevented any kind of bombardment of surface assets from orbit.

After the briefing, Jason looked at some images from Terra, and fuck was that impressive.  Ships from every nation in the sector were clustered loosely around the planet, being kept at a distance so their mass didn’t affect the planet’s orbit or rotation or mess with the tides.  Faey and Urumi ships were sharing space with dispossessed Shio and Alliance warships, and with the bulky, blocky Skaa ships, as Kimdori ships prowled the outer edges and KMS ships hung in close orbit to the planet.  They had a force of nearly 6,000 ships there, the significant bulk of almost every fleet in the sector, the counter-attack fleet that would take it right back to the Consortium.  And with them deep inside interdicted space, orbiting what was being seen more and more as the hub of all international activity, Terra, they were protected from Consortium attack.


Terra.  The Academy was hosting everything now.  The Skaa, Alliance, and even the Jobodi had their flag officers at the new command center for the war effort.  They’d had it on Draconis, but decided to move it to Terra after the Skaa and the others entered the war…mainly due to paranoia.  Dahnai didn’t want potential enemies to see the insides of her military operation.  They were allies now, but in twenty years they may be enemies, so she forced them to move to a dedicated building on the Academy that had been devoted to military science, and was now the new headquarters of the Confederate Combined Military Forces, or what they were now calling the Big C.  Differing military ranks had to be sorted out to establish chains of command, fleets had to be created and filled in with ships, and ground forces had to be merged, from individual infantry squads all they way up to exomech, tank, and robotic fighting unit brigades.  In all, Jason was fairly surprised at how quickly the diverse militaries had managed to come together, but, naturally, there was a lot of friction.

The primary problem was between Dahnai and Assaba, and their militaries.  The Skaa-Faey war was still fresh in their minds, though it was more of a series of silly skirmishes over some contested territory more than a full war, and while they both saw the Consortium as far more of a threat, the Empire and the Imperium had some problems.  For one, the Faey elements of a task force didn’t want to be under the command of a Skaa admiral, and vice versa.  For another, the same mentality Dahnai had was pervasive through everything.  Both sides wanted to keep secrets, and while that was fine, it wasn’t like sailors were manning each other’s ships, something as simple as establishing common gravband frequencies became an issue of contention.


But, again, the KMS served as a buffer, just as Terra served as a buffer for the disparate species to come together to learn in the Academy.  Myri grew tired of the endless niggling between the Imperial and Imperial officers (funny thing there) and basically pulled rank on all of them. It was Myri and Juma that established the fundamental groundwork around which the other fleets would operate, and it was Sioa that beat the establishment of the chain of command through the various ranks into the ground forces, which the naval forces grudgingly adopted.  It was the venerable Navii who tailored basic tactical formations and operations for the combined task forces, using the same strategy they’d already been using; KMS and Kimdori ships forming the core of the fighting formation and with the largest KMS ship in the fleet serving as the flagship for the fleet commander, for they were much more rugged.  That put external officers on KMS ships, but that was a small price to pay for keeping the overall fleet commander alive and capable of commanding during battle.  But, that demonstration of basic trust, allowing outsider command officers to work from a KMS vessel, set the tone for the other militaries.  The fleet commander wasn’t commanding the ship, that was the job of the KMS captain, but he was there on the bridge, able to see how a Karinne ship operated.

After the briefings, he called Dahnai and told her he was back at work.  She looked quite relieved, and it had taken something so serious as the war to keep her from coming to see him; he was her amu dorai, after all.  Wrangling with Assaba and Vezzi and Grizza took up most of her time, as the preparations were being made to strike back at the Consortium.  The massive fleet at Terra was going to be used, and if the current schedules held firm, they’d be used tomorrow.  Tomorrow that fleet was going to leave for Shio Prime, and it would take it about three days to get there.    The KMS and Kimdori would mass up just before they arrived and identify the system to attack, then jump at it as soon as the Consortium redeployed its forces.


It was no longer a war of toys, a remote control battle where the only thing they risked was disposable equipment.  It was now real war, where lives were on the line, where the races of the sector would fight back against the invaders on behalf of one of their own.  The toys would still be used, but they were no longer the primary means of battle.


Just thinking about that made him sigh.  Maybe…he wasn’t really cut out for this.  But, the job chose him.  He would see it through.


“You shouldn’t be there long, baby,” Dahnai told him with honest concern.  “You’re looking a little pale still.  Are you sure you’re feeling alright?”


“I’ll be alright,” he assured her.  “If I wasn’t here driving Myri nuts, she’d think I was really sick.”


“I get the same complaints from Lorna,” Dahnai laughed.  “Where’s Shya?”


“Aggravating Brall,” he answered.  “How are the figures looking?”


“We’ll be ready,” she answered.  “There’s two fleets en route from the Empire, and they should arrive at Terra in about six hours.”  She glanced to the side.  “Lorna wants to know when the Aegis will be back in service.  She had plans for it, but your Myri pulled it out of service.”

“Eight days,” Jason answered.  “It’s undergoing a refit.”


“A hell of a time to pull it out, lover.”


“Well, deal with it,” he answered.  “We’ve put off this refit too long as it is.  When we pulled it in for the engine upgrades, we decided to just go ahead and take care of it.  The Dreamer and Jenda are more than capable of acting as a fleet command vessels for one assault, and the Trelle’s Gift and Victory will be spearheading the other.”


“Well, yeah, but it’s not as big as the Aegis.  Lorna was looking forward to sitting on the bridge of that bad boy.”


“Faey,” Jason sighed, which made Dahnai laugh.  “I take it the Skaa admirals didn’t mind folding under Lorna?”


“Reluctantly,” she answered.  “Command by committee doesn’t work very well, and Lorna more or less came out on top as far as ranks go.  A few Skaa admirals claim to have higher rank, but the Confederation is our creation,” she said haughtily.


“If Sk’Vrae hears you talk like that, she’s going to spray you with another shot of venom,” Jason warned.  “You’re not the top dog in this, love.  You’re just one seat at the table.”


“But my seat’s biggest,” she retorted.

“Faey,” Jason growled again, with much less humor.  “I need to go, love.  I need to talk to Myri, I haven’t gotten down there yet.”

“Alright.  I’ll talk to you later, lover.”


He ended the communication, a little irked.  Dahnai might need some leash pulling, she was starting to think in a predatory manner.  If she thought that she had natural rights to lead the Confederate Council, well, she had another thing coming.  Most likely, that was the source of most of the friction between Dahnai and Assaba.  The Confederacy wasn’t even permanent, it would dissolve as soon as the Consortium was defeated.  It was a wartime necessity, that was all.


Rann and Shya went with him when he went over to the command building and got under Myri’s feet.  She didn’t mind all that much, glad to see him feeling better, and she caught him up on everything, from ship engine upgrade schedules to ship assignments in the counterattack.  With the Aegis down for refit, the four battleships were going to be spearheading the two attacks, supported by cruisers and destroyers and an absolute swarm of Wolf fighters and automated drone weaponry.  The Abarax was slated for the Ravarra  attack, being the fleet command vessel for the attack on Ravarra VI, but the Temeron and the Jefferson, the other two heavy cruisers, were being held back in reserve, ready to jump in if needed.  The Dreamer would act as the command flagship for the Shio attack with the Victory escorting, and the Trelle’s Gift would command the secondary assault with the Jenda escorting.

The other ship on reserve was today’s distraction.  The first of the tactical battleships was complete, and it would be commissioned today.  Hiae was leaving the Defiant and taking command of it, and Jeya had been promoted to take the Defiant’s chair, which put her first in line for the next big ship that came down the pike.  Jeya wasn’t happy to leave the Steadfast, but they’d found a good captain to put in her place, a Makati female named Grendi Trunn who pretty much well aced the command exams on her first attempt and was well liked and respected by about everyone who’d served with her.  In a way she replaced Travka as the only Makati captain in the KMS, and he hoped to God she didn’t meet the same fate he did.


The tactical battleship was a mean looking ship.  He looked at a live feed of it parked just outside Kosigi, just a bit bigger than a heavy cruiser, but much sleeker, with sharper angles.  It just looked more menacing than other KMS vessels, which all followed the “pie wedge with stub triangular wings” design model.  The tactical battleship reminded Jason of the Super Star Destroyer from Star Wars, long and sleek and narrow across the keel, but it maintained the flared wing design aft and utilized the same angular plating model that helped the armor partially deflect off hits.  Jason wasn’t sure what Hiae was going to name that monster, but he’d find out in a few hours when he attended its christening.


It was one side of tactical thinking.  The other side was half-built in Kosigi, and he looked up the progress of it.  This was a carrier, a large ship whose main task was carrying fighters.  Where the tactical battleship was long and sleek, the carrier looked like a whale, with a fat bow and even fatter stern.  But that gave it more room for its primary mission of carrying fighters, some 6,500 of them.  The carrier was easier to build than they’d expected, since it didn’t have some of the exceedingly complex systems required for a ship sporting particle beams; the carrier only had pulse batteries for its own protection, relying almost completely on its fighters and escort ships for defense.  That was letting them build it faster than Jason expected, and if they stayed on schedule, it would be finished in about three months.  If they could get that thing in a theater, it might swing a battle in their favor.  Every sim they ran showed that Consortium ships were vulnerable to Wolf fighters, so their main focus now was putting as many Wolves they could get into a battle theater and let them eat the Consortium ships for lunch.


With limited time, building 14,000 Wolf fighters was preferable to building 140 warships.


That was the Consortium’s fatal flaw, and the one advantage they could exploit.  Their ships, their tactics, they were all based on naval fleet warfare, big ships slugging it out.  They had those mantis mecha, but that was about it.  They weren’t used to fighter combat on the scale the Faey employed, and which forced everyone else to deploy fighters to deal with Faey tactics.  This, Jason saw as unusual, given that they could miniaturize Torsion or Dark Matter weaponry to fit it on fighters…yet they had not.  He had the feeling that it was the weaknesses of the insectoid race that did their fighting that prevented them from using fighters, their frail bodies not up to the rigors of fighter action.  Even with inertial dampers, there was some pressure involved in it, and that was something the insectoids couldn’t tolerate.


It took almost three hours to wade through most of what Myri had for him, so much so that he was honestly surprised when Ryn reminded him about the christening.  So, Jason collected up the kids and his guards and boarded a corvette, loosely built on the Scout Ship model but heavily armed, another of the newer developments.  Corvettes were smaller than destroyers, attached to Sioa’s army rather than the navy, and would be smaller than frigate class ships if they employed them.  It was a small ship with a crew of 12 meant almost exclusively for planetary defense as a forward tactical relay for army fighter and ground forces deployment, like an AWACS, but now they were being employed as a VIP transport, since they could land without requiring entire city blocks be cleared out for them.  Corvettes were the “cream of the crop” in the army, like commanding a heavy cruiser or above in the navy, where Sioa’s best were stationed because field commanders had far more control in army combat than they did in naval combat.  The captain of a corvette was serious fucking business in the army.  The corvette that picked him up was capable of landing on the large landing pad out behind the command center, if only just barely fitting.  The bow was almost against the building and the stern was hanging over the fence.  But with Aya’s increased security protocols, Jason wasn’t allowed to travel on a civilian ship.  A corvette ferried him around, even in the safe expanses of the Karis system, if he left Karsa.  This corvette was named Spectre and had a painting of a nude male Faey ghost with lightning coming out of his hand across the bow. It was commanded by Colonel Traea Karinne, one of Sioa’s hand-picked tactical field commanders.  Traea was a warhorse, an ex-Marine with more than twenty years of experience, which made her perfect for the demanding job of tactical field commander.  In the KDF, the army, the generals made the plans, but it was the colonels that carried them out on the battlefield.  Sioa would send down orders to Traea, but she could change them as conditions on the battlefield required.

Shya rode in the lap of the pilot, mystified by the view of Kosigi expanding in the viewscreen as Jason talked with Traea and the other kids roamed around the small ship.  The bridge was really just a cockpit, since Traea spent most of her time back on the tactical deck watching feeds and readouts and issuing commands, but Traea did have a captain’s chair on the tiny bridge for those times when the Spectre might be called on to enter naval combat.  As usual, she put him in the chair and stood beside it as Traea gave him her unbiased opinion about the new flight pod regulations for Gladiator mecha.  Flight pods were now standard equipment on Gladiators to allow them to rapidly deploy to any location, as were spinners and ground-based drones, ideas stolen from the Wolf fighters, but Traea had seen some issues with how the pilots were treating the pods, which they jettisoned before combat because they were a detriment to a Gladiator’s performance when it was on the ground.  Jason listened to officers like Traea, because they were right there and had a more intimate understanding about some things than the command staff.  Traea’s main beef was with how carelessly the mecha pilots were treating the pods.  She wanted some regs sent down that made the pilots actually care about the pods and not treat them like a piece of disposable, one-shot equipment.

So that’s the new ship, eh?  It looks fucking mean, Traea noted privately to him.  She was devout in her worship of the Faey gods, and that meant she wouldn’t curse in front of the children.


That’s the general idea.


No, I mean it looks way more intimidating than the regular ship, she elaborated.


And that’s the general idea, Jason answered with a slight smile.  It was designed as much for its appearance as its capabilities.  We want an enemy to wet himself when he sees that drop out of hyperspace in front of him.  A few of those mixed in with a carrier in a task force, and it should give them nightmares cause they know they’re about to get shafted from both ends.  Swarms of deadly fighters biting them in the ass with bulldogs like that smashing in their faces.


Jayce lovey, they already wet themselves when we show up, she grinned.  Traea called virtually every male lovey, it was one of her quirks.


Yeah well, we’ll be there in a minute, so I better round up the kids and get them in the zip ship.  This cow is too big to fit in their landing bays.


Cow?  With all due respect, push off! she retorted, which made him laugh.


Corvettes were too small to cater to a standard dropship, so their tiny landing bays had zip ships in them.  Zip ships were very small shuttles, only having room for six inside, literally a flying box with absolutely no amenities or comforts.  A corvette had two zip ships in its landing bay and room for just one more, giving the crew of 12 a means of escape if they had to abandon ship.  It took all three zip ships currently in the Spectre’s landing bay to ferry over the Dukal party, and they only had to go about 150 yards, because the Spectre pulled up so close to the tactical battleship’s primary landing bay that their artificial gravity fields were interacting, creating some vertigo on the smaller corvette as the battleship’s field overwhelmed the corvette’s.  Jason could have put on his helmet and all but jumped across.  The transfer over to the ship took about six seconds of flight time, where the new crew of the ship was in formation and awaiting the Grand Duke’s arrival.  The tactical battleship had a standard crew complement of 2,750, much fewer than other ships its size, but it didn’t take as many sailors to maintain and operate a ship that had a limited mission, and that mission was to carve things up with its nine particle beams and blast the shit out of enemies with its batteries of heavy pulse weapons, plasma torpedoes, and hyperspace missile batteries.  Tactical battleships had one function and one function only in a formation, and that was to deploy overwhelming firepower.  Other ships would be supplying fighter defense and detailed sensor sweep data to the ship, leaving it free to just hold down the fire button and bulldog its way through a fight.

Hiae, wearing her new Fleet Admiral’s gold diamond on her Class A’s, greeted him as he exited the hatch of the zip ship. She bowed deeply, then opened her arms and gave him a hug when he came up to her.  “Hey there, Jinx,” he told her with a smile, referring to her name, which meant bad omen in Faey.


“Stop calling me that!” she protested with a smile.  “Rann!  My, you’re getting so big!” she greeted, leaning down and kissing him on the cheek.  “And this must be Princess Shya!  Welcome aboard, your Highness,” she said, bowing to Shya, then laughing and picking her up and giving her a hug.


“See, someone remembers I’m a princess!” she said imperiously to Rann.


“If you think I’m bowing to you, you’re crazy,” Rann told her, which made Shya give him a dirty look.


“Well, are you ready for your inspection of the crew and tour, your Grace?” she asked.


“Yup.  Then we can slap a name on this beast and get him on the board.”


“Then let’s begin, shall we?”


The inspection of the crew was one of Jason’s more favorite activities, since he spent more time talking to them than inspecting them.  The new ship had more of a balance of races in it, with the typical Imperium races represented, but the ship was also sporting two Kizzik officers, two lieutenants that had just passed exams and entered service just a couple of weeks ago, along with ten Kizzik drones under their command, all ten of them wearing enlisted rank.  Both of them worked in the engineering department, which more or less ensured that the ship was going to purr like a vulpar.  Kizzik were natural builders, and as much as their minds were oriented towards complex tasks, they were also oriented towards maintenance, building, and repair.  Kizzik had built their hive-city on Virga fucking fast, so they proved they had the technical skill to be just as effective as any Faey or human engineer, but that was coupled to the absolute inexhaustible nature of Kizzik drones to carry out the work.  The two Kizzik nobles and their drones could be depended upon to be told to find a problem and fix it fast, which was an advantage in combat.  Damage control robots could only go so far, sometimes it took a thinking being down there to make bypasses, jerry-rig conduit, do the creative “oh shit fix it now or we’re gonna die” things a programmed repair bot couldn’t.

And it wouldn’t be possible without Jyslin’s translators.


It took about three hours to tour the ship, from bow to stern, from the depths of engineering to the cutting-edge bridge, as Hiae answered an endless stream of questions, but editing her answers because of Shya.  Jason had Dera monitor private sendings as well.  Nobody knew Shya was a listener, and they intended to keep it that way; it wasn’t his secret to reveal.  But Dera was there to make sure Shya didn’t hear anything he wanted getting back to Dahnai.  Once they reached the bridge, they maintained the tradition.  Jason sat in the captain’s chair a moment, then stood up and offered it to Hiae.  Cameras caught the moment as she sat down, then he asked her the question.  “Congratulations, Captain,” Jason told her.  “Now, what are they going to stamp on the bow?”

She gave him an impish look.  “I have decided to name him the Prophet,” she said, using the English word for it.


Jason gave her a start, then laughed helplessly.  Only a native Terran would understand the reference, tied in with Hiae’s name and its meaning.  Hiae was a bad omen, and a prophet would often deliver it.  So, when the Prophet appeared in a combat theater, it would be carrying bad news for its opponents.  Hiae wasn’t the bad omen for the KMS, she would be the bad omen for the enemy.


“Well done, you clever minx, well done,” he told her as many of the Faey bridge officers looked a little confused.


“I thought you’d like it,” she winked.

And so, the tactical battleship Prophet, the first of its ship class, entered active service in a ceremony held on the bridge, as Myri then presented the charter of commission and a ceremonial flag to Hiae, both in a gold-framed case, which she would keep in her ready room.  Every ship had a flag and a charter, which most captains displayed prominently.  Faey tradition for christening wasn’t a bottle of champagne smashed on the hull, it was the presentation of the ship’s charter of commission.  Old American naval tradition could christen a ship before it was ready for service, but not Faey tradition.  A ship’s christening was its commission, and a ship wasn’t commissioned unless it was operational and ready to enter active service.  So, when Hiae put the case in her office, she came back and issued her first commands, and that was for the ship to join a small task force of five ships, all recently built, to conduct exercises for the crew to get acclimated to the ship, its shakedown cruise.  The captain and crew would get used to the ship, and get used to operating in a task force, which Hiae would command as the highest ranking officer in the formation.  Once they finished shakedown, they’d enter active combat service.  The crews of the ships had already been trained for their posts, but training just wasn’t the same as actual hands-on experience.  They needed at least one operational mission to get the bugs worked out before they went into battle.

The ceremony ended, and Jason got his kids and Shya off the ship so Hiae could get her small task force moving to begin shakedown.  They were again transferred to the Spectre, and Traea took them home.


Not that anything good was waiting for him at home.  Zaa was there, and she was there in person.  Usually he was very happy to see her, but here lately, every time she showed on Karis it wasn’t good news.  He greeted her warmly, putting their hands on each other’s necks in the ritual Kimdori way, then she confirmed his fears by dragging him into his study and putting it on secure mode.  “Uh oh,” Jason sighed, flopping back in his chair.  “I take it you were waiting for me to feel better before dropping something on me?”


She gave him a compassionate look.  “Sadly, yes,” she confirmed.  She sat down on the edge of his desk and looked up.   “Cybi, would you join us?”


Immediately, a solid hologram formed from the emitters in the room, the familiar nude-yet-silhouetted form Cybi preferred, wearing Sora Karinne’s face.  She nodded to Zaa and floated up behind Jason’s chair, putting her hands on his shoulders familiarly.  “Firstly,” she said, touching her memory band.  An image appeared before them, a three dimensional hologram of the Andromeda galaxy.  “My children have managed to build a picture of our foe’s home situation,” she began, and the image turned two shades, red and blue.  The blue side of the galaxy was smaller than the red side.  “The Consortium is at war with a rival in their home galaxy, which we shall call the Syndicate,” she began.  “The Syndicate currently enjoys a territorial advantage in the war, provided that this information is approximately one hundred twenty days old.  As you can see, these two powers utterly control their home galaxy, and also as you can see, the Consortium is starting to lose.  The Consortium, as dominating powers go, do not have ruthless policies.  The Syndicate, however, does not share the Consortium’s moral compass.  They have invested all their efforts into defeating their rival, and they have enslaved all who fall under their banner into the war effort.  To put it simply, my friend, the Syndicate is a worse version of the Consortium, willing to commit vast atrocities in order to achieve victory.  The common tactic of the Syndicate is to totally destroy planets to make them uninhabitable if they cannot hold them, much as what was done to Karis, or send automated planet killer weapons against Consortium systems.  They have killed trillions this way, by destroying anything they cannot control.”


A simple white dot appeared outside the galaxy.  “This is why the Consortium has changed its policies to match their more ruthless adversary, Jason,” she said grimly.  “We have confirmed it.  This is a Syndicate fleet.  They have managed to evade Consortium forces and have jumped across Consortium territory and out of their galaxy.  They are coming here.”


Jason just didn’t have the energy to sigh.  “How many?” he asked woodenly.


“We have no solid data.  They have only just appeared at the extreme edge of our long-range hyperspace sensors.  But Consortium reports we have intercepted places the numbers somewhere between twenty and thirty thousand ships.”


“Holy God,” Jason said woodenly.  That was roughly equal to what the Consortium had been willing to risk sending here, proving that things were probably even between them.

“The fleet will be here in three years.  But the Consortium is at an impasse, as I see it.  If they attack Karis, they will lose the majority of their fleet, and therefore lack the resources to face the Syndicate.  If they fortify and dig in, they only give us more time to prepare for them, which they absolutely cannot allow us to do.  Give the Confederacy three years, and the Consortium will be facing defenses they cannot defeat.  And when the Syndicate enters the theater, everything changes.  The Consortium will be fighting a war on two fronts, and will be outnumbered and outgunned.”

Jason leaned back in his chair and put his hands over his face.  When would there be fucking good news?  First the Consortium, now this Syndicate.  Even if they quickly defeated the Consortium, they had another war looming on the horizon, for Zaa made sure to paint these foes of the Consortium as ruthless warmongers.  He leaned back towards the desk as Cybi’s hands massaged his shoulders gently, then looked at Zaa.  “We have to tell the others.”

“There’s more to talk about, my cousin,” she told him.  “The Consortium is taking a page from their foes’ playbook, to use your idiom.”  She touched her band again, and an image of what looked like one of the Shio planets replaced the map.  Zaa pointed at what looked like a large industrial complex under construction.  “That is a planet killer,” she declared.  “It is designed to introduce a reaction in the atmosphere that will cause the oxygen and nitrogen to ignite the very air in a firestorm, which will totally destroy all life on the planet, down to the last microbe.  They are building these devices on every planet they control, and are planting similar destruct mechanisms into the stations they captured.  This is their response to our intent to retaliate.  My children have confirmed that if any Consortium system commander feels he cannot hold the system against attack, he is to destroy it and retreat.  Scorched earth, I believe your people call it.”


He looked grimly at the device, which only looked about half done.  “Can we attack before they get those built?”


“Yes, we can, but it is something we have to take into consideration after our initial offensive.  We’ll have to send in my children to sabotage those devices where they get them built.  For that, cousin, we need your help.”


“Just ask.”


“We need the specs for the CMS cloaking device,” she told him.  “I want to install it on my infiltrators.”


“Done.  Send your techs to 3D and I’ll have them trained immediately.”


“I will send them presently.  Now, as to the other matter of importance,” she said, touching her band again, but nothing happened.  “This is information that cannot leave this room.”  Jason nodded in acknowledgement.  “The Consortium knows they are compromised,” she told him.  “They know enough about us to correctly guess that their recent setbacks are not just due to Karinne counter-intelligence.  The capture of one of their ships explained some of it to them, but now they know that Kimdori have penetrated their security and are gathering information from within. Twice already, my children within have had to change identities or take proactive measures to evade security sweeps, and the lack of results has not convinced our foes we are not there.  What this means, Jason, is that they have shifted several projects so that their existence and their progress are secret, even within the Consortium.  There are projects they have undertaken on captured planets which my children are unable to track, because no information about them is leaving those planets.  My children can’t learn of anything like that from their current position, where the Consortium is actively throttling the flow of information through their main headquarters base.  That is another reason why we need your CMS.  I need to get children into those positions to find out what they work on, and what danger it may pose to us.”

“So, they’re going to be changing their codes and protocols.”


“They have already done so, but since I have children on the inside, they have transmitted the new codes and protocols to Karis, and Miaari simply adjusts.  That is another reason why they know we are inside. Every move they make, we counter far too easily.  The initial breaking of their codes and the understanding of their ships and sensor systems they attribute to us capturing a ship, but the other things, they know that comes from a spy among them.”

Jason nodded, his mind already working.  They had three years to defeat the Consortium and prepare for the second invasion, which would be much nastier if Zaa’s information was correct.  Logic told him to try to negotiate with the Consortium, strike a deal because they seemed the lesser of the two evils of Andromeda, but he had too much Faey in him to accept that.  The Consortium could not be trusted.  They had attacked Karis, betrayed the Urumi, killed his people, caused mayhem and destruction throughout the galaxy.  If he made a deal with them, they’d stab him in the back at the first available opportunity, and doing so would earn him the eternal enmity of Sk’Vrae.  No, the Consortium had to not just be beaten, but crushed.  They had to be destroyed, eliminated to the last ship, to show this Syndicate that the residents of this galaxy were nastier than their Andromedan foes, and convince them to turn their happy asses right around and go back to their home galaxy.  The best kind of war was the war that was never fought, as the old adage went.

They had to throw themselves utterly into one war to avoid a second one.


He considered the problem from the Consortium’s side for a moment.  They were trying to assault a heavily defended fortress, and they knew they were going to take ghastly casualties in the attack, even if they succeeded.  They knew that more than half of any fleet they sent at Karis would be destroyed, and probably even more than that now that they had to navigate two light years of empty space at sublight, and do so against an enemy that could jump hyperspace freely at the same time—he was almost sure they knew that by now, they still had their spies and ears in the Imperium, no matter how good Zaa had cleared them out.  They’d have to go for two years while facing constant attack that would whittle their fleet down to almost nothing by the time it got to Karis, then face fearsome, almost impenetrable defenses protecting the planet.  Either way, when the smoke cleared, they weren’t going to have the forces on hand to defend against the Syndicate when they showed up.


They weren’t building those planet killers to discourage attack.  They were going to leave nothing behind for their enemies.  If they succeeded in taking Karis, they would plunder the planet, take Cybi, enslave the Generations, take enough Faey and Terran prisoners to breed more Generations, then they would exterminate absolutely everyone else.

They were going to commit genocide, on a fucking galactic scale.  And do it all over here where their Andromedan subjects would never know what they did, never know what kind of monsters they were.  Out of sight, out of mind.

Jason rubbed his temples, then sighed.  “Someday you’re going to bring me good news, Zaa,” he told her wearily.  “You understand what they’re doing, don’t you?”

“I suspect they intend to destroy us all,” she said simply.  “They will not be able to defend against the Syndicate if they attack Karis.  Their orders are to take Karis no matter what atrocities they must commit, so I believe that they intend to use the populations they have conquered as slave labor to help conquer Karis, execute the attack as soon as they find a way around the interdictors, take what they want, and leave nothing behind for the Syndicate when they arrive.  Their plan is for their enemies to arrive and find the galaxy in ruins.  The Consortium will kill anyone they can manage and destroy anything they can to deny their enemies any spoils.”


“It does seem to be their intent,” Cybi agreed.  “The attack on Raxxad only reinforces the theory.  They did not have to do what they did unless they intend to leave nothing behind.”

“That’s what I think too.  God, why did I get up this morning?” he sighed.


She gave him a compassionate look, then put her hand on his neck.  “I must come visit soon just to visit, so you don’t begin to believe I am a harbinger of doom,” she said lightly.


“That would be nice.  The kids love you.  In the meantime, I think I’d better call a meeting, then talk to Dahnai.  I’ll let you break it to the others and let them decide what to do, then discuss it with Dahnai afterwards.”


“You should be there,”  Zaa told him.


“No, I’m just a house ruler, Zaa.  I’ll leave the politics to you and the others.  If they want my opinion, they can ask me to join their conference.  In the end I know what has to be done, so I’ll just get started on doing it while they talk and posture and try to impress each other with how much better they are than everyone else, and eventually agree to do what I’m already doing in the first place.”


“You prove yourself worthy of that ring more and more, cousin,” she said with a gentle smile.

Zaa left him to his work, which first was a hastily called conference over at the White House.  His cabinet, which included Kumi, Miaari, Cybi, the leaders of the Legion, and the military command staff were called in, making the cabinet meeting room a bit crowded, and when Jason sat at the table with Cybi hovering behind him, he got right to the point.  “The enemies of the Consortium are coming to this galaxy,” he declared, which made Myleena curse, Tom and Jenny frown, and Myri clench her fist.  “We have three years before they get here.”


“How many?” Juma asked.


“From what Denmother said, approximately thirty thousand, give or take ten thousand.  They’re not close enough to get an accurate count,” he answered.  “This game just changed, people,” he said with a weary sigh.  “From what Zaa told me, they’re building devices on every planet and station they’ve conquered that will eradicate the entire population, and I believe they intend to use them,” he stated, then he explained his fears and his reasoning behind them.  “It’s the only logical reasoning behind what they’re doing and what we know.  They intend to blitz Karis, take what they want, then burn everything behind them so their enemies find nothing but smoldering wreckage and dead bodies when they get here.”


“If that’s the case, then why are they risking resources attacking the Skaa?” Jenny fretted.


“Because the Skaa pissed them off, most likely,” Kumi interjected.


“And what did they do when they finally broke Skaa defenses?” Myleena asked, glancing at Jason.  “Their intent is pretty clear.  They’re going to kill anyone they don’t need, and take those few they do need back to Andromeda along with Cybi and the secrets of biogenics.  You don’t build planet busters unless you intend to use them,” she stated bluntly.


“I have to concur with the Grand Duke’s reasoning,” Cybi declared.  “They will use those they have conquered to prepare for the attack on Karis, then kill everyone that remains after they have what they want.”

“I’d better get my troops ready,” Sioa growled.  “It would be best for us to capture one of those half-built planet killers, so we can see how they built them and give the Kimdori solid info to take with them if they try to sneak onto a planet and sabotage one.  Those things would have to be sabotaged to attack any planet, and that’s what the Kimdori do.”


“That’s a damn good idea,” Navii nodded.  “The coming counter-offensive will definitely require ground forces, and the KDF outstrips everyone else.”


“Sounds like a job for the Marines, and possibly the KBB if it’s particularly hairy,” Sioa looked towards Myri, who nodded.  “They’re the offensive arm of the KDF,” she said to Jenny and Tom, who looked a little confused.  “And the KBB are the best, by Trelle’s garland.”

“Get them ready,” Myri agreed.  “Have them start drilling for a surface invasion.”


“They already do that.  I just need to have them start drilling for the planets we’ll attack.  And they’d better do it fast, I think they’ll jump out the first attack task force tomorrow.  That gives us four days to be ready for a ground attack.”

“You’ll have everything you need,” Jason told her.  “I’ll ask Dahnai and Sk’Vrae for some backup.  The Imperial Marines are damn good, as are the Collective Stormtroopers.”


“Jenny, did that gravity beam weapon ever pan out?” Tim asked.  “If we’re going to invade, that thing might take out those mantis mecha easy.”


“It sorta works, but it’s not exactly an infantry weapon,” she said with a rueful chuckle, pushing her hair out of her eyes.


“Gladiators totally overwhelm their surface mecha,” Sioa said professionally.  “I’m more worried about conscripted Shio or Alliance infantry.  I don’t want to fire on people I’m there to liberate, but I have no doubt they’ll make them fight.  With guns pointed at their backs, they’ll have little choice.”


“Now there we can help,” Jenny said quickly.  “Jayce, you still have the design plans for that subsonic inducer?  You know, the one you used in Washington?”


Jason gave her a start, then laughed.  “That would work!” he declared.  “And it wouldn’t affect anyone in Crusader armor!”


“Sounds like an idea,” Sioa said.  “Provided someone tells me what it does.”


“It emits a harmonic subsonic field that feels like a million biting ants,” Jason told her.  “I think we could whip something up.  Turn that bad boy on, and everyone in a few dozen blocks under it won’t be doing anything but rolling on the ground feeling like they were dunked in itching powder.  I doubt it’d affect the Consortium’s insectoids because they have exoskeletons, but it’ll incapacitate just about everyone else without doing any real harm.”


“Now that’s damn clever,” Sioa grinned.


“Clever is what we do, General,” Jenny grinned right back.


“Think you can whip up something in two days, guys?”


“Sure, shouldn’t be a problem,” Tom nodded.  “You used a bunch of little ones, but we should be able to build a freakin’ big’un.  We’ll have to dig up the design plans out of the database.  I’ll put Jenny and Luke on it.”


Myri was looking at a series of holograms in front of her seat, then focused on one.  “Here, Sioa.  Get your ground forces ready for Ravarra and Shio Prime,” she said, pointing.  “I’ll suggest we focus on Shio Prime to the others in the War Room.  We’ll send the others to Ravarra, and we’ll attack Shio Prime.  Once we have those secured, we can take the other two Shio systems, then jump across to Grevalt.  We’ll take them back one at a time.”

“I will get detailed intelligence about both planets, particularly where they are building the planet killers,” Miaari noted.


“We’ll need it to generate an attack plan,” Sioa told her.  “I’m not sending my girls down there with no information.”


“We’ll dig some toys out of the box, they can be useful,” Tom added.  “There are a few new weapons we’ve been dying to try out.  Using them in a battle is as good a test as any.”


“Like what?” Myri asked curiously.


“Well, we weaponized the Satan’s Marbles into a missile warhead, for one,” Jenny answered.  “We also have weapon versions of conduit smashers piggybacked on shield bores.  The bore gets the package through the shield, then the smashers deploy and try to disable a ship without destroying it.  It was an idea we came up with to capture Consortium ships, but now I think we can focus on using them against captured Alliance ships, so we’re not slaughtering unwilling combatants.”


“That’s not a bad idea,” Jason nodded.


“We also have our first nano-weapon ready for testing.  I call them spiders,” Myleena said, causing a hologram of one to appear over the table.  It did resemble a spider, but was microscopic.  “These are programmed to invade Consortium ships and attack their computer cores.  But, they don’t work very fast, because they have to physically travel to the computer core to do the job.  For a microscopic robot, traveling from the point of entry to the core can take a while.  It’d be the equivalent of like two hundred kathra.”

“Hmm,” Miaari mused, looking at it.  “Myleena, could you adapt them to invade a planet killer and disable its computer?”


“Easily,” she shrugged.  “You capture one of those planet killers and let me look it over, I can design spiders to take them out.”


“Then that is what we will do,” Miaari declared.  “These nanites will be the insurance that an infiltration mission is a success should the Kimdori fail.  They can deploy them before they make their attempt, so that if they are thwarted, the machines can accomplish the mission.” 


“Speaking of toys, how are the inventories?” Jason asked Tom.


“Not back up to where I’d like them,” he answered.  “Most of the factory slots are going for military orders.  That and Myri keeps stealing what we have for the military.”


“Hey, they work for us as well as you,” she protested.


“Indeed, launching a salvo of Buzzsaws in front of a task force sets the tone of the battle immediately,” Navii chuckled.


“I only have so much space,” Trenirk Bruun, the Makaki Secretary of Produced and Replicated Resources, which included the management of house factories, noted.  “Most of the industrial output right now is tied up in Wolf production.”


“And finding outside factories to take orders is damn hard at the moment,” Kumi concurred.  “Everyone’s busy building stuff for the war.  This is why I’ll be glad when we get that extra industrial output up and running up on the north continent.”


“I think we can work something out,” Trenirk said, looking at Tom.  “Come see me after we wrap up here, I’ll squeeze in some Legion projects around other orders where I can.”

“Are we going to have interdictors ready for the invasion without having to pull them from Karis?” Jason asked.


“There are seven new interdictors waiting for deployment,” Cybi answered.


“It’s too bad we can’t launch them at the systems we intend to attack and interdict them to keep the Consortium from moving things,” Jenny frowned.  “If we did, they’d just blow them up, or capture them, and we can’t let them do that.”


Jason’s eyes widened.  That was a damn good idea!  They didn’t have to put the interdictors in the systems, they only had to get them close enough!  Stick an interdictor half a light year from a target system, turn it on, and do everything under the fucking sun to hide the interdictor and its effect until it was too late for the Consortium to stop it, and the interdictor would spread over the target system after about 21 hours.  If they could hide the interdictor and what it was doing for, for, for…fuck, he had to do the math…107 minutes, it would put the interdictor out of reach of a retaliatory Consortium attack.  After 107 minutes, an attack would have to travel sublight for over nine hours to reach the interdictor, and even light-speed weapons would be far enough away to see them coming and stop them; they’d have 14 minutes to counter any weapon moving at light speed or just below.  They could jump an interdictor close enough to where it covered a target system just as the interdictor entered logarithmic mode, but that was too dangerous.  The closer the interdictors were to Consortium sensors, the better chance they had to detect what was going on despite the Kimdori.  It was better to set them up a good distance away, where Kimdori SCM could have peak effectiveness.


He looked at Myleena, who seemed to have the same idea he did, from the wolfish smile on her face.  [You thinking what I’m thinking?]


[Just get them close enough,] he answered.


She nodded, then laughed brightly.  “We just can’t do it to a system where they have an active planet killer, or they’d set it off,” she said aloud.


“Huh?” Kumi asked.


“Miaari,” he said quickly, reaching out and grabbing her hand, letting her see what he had in mind.  “Could the Kimdori hide an interdictor effect long enough to prevent the Consortium from being able to reach it?  Say, if we parked one half a light year from a target system?”

She gave him a toothy grin.  “We most certainly could,” she answered, then laughed.  “Ingenious!”


“What do you intend?” Jrz’kii, the Kizzik Secretary of transportation, asked.


“We intend to park an interdictor some distance away from a target system and turn it on.  If we can hide it from the Consortium, the interdiction effect will cover the target system, robbing them of the ability to travel in and out.  We just have to be very careful in how we use it,” Jason said.  “The Consortium has orders to destroy anything they feel they can’t hold.  We can’t just go out and pull this trick at every system they’ve captured or they’ll commit genocide against the populations.  But we can pull this trick against systems we intend to attack.  If we time it right, the interdictor will prevent Consortium retreat or prevent reinforcements from reaching the system, allowing us to attack without fear of being overwhelmed by sheer numbers.  Hell, if it works just right, it would strand Consortium ships trying to jump in to reinforce defenders deep in interdicted space, forcing them to spend months trying to get out to where they can jump out,” he said with an eager smile, clapping his hands and then rubbing them together.


The massive Kizzik, the largest one on Karis, seemed to ponder that, then nodded her mantis-like head.  “An effective idea,” she complemented through her translator.

[Jason, Empress Dahnai is calling,] Cybi communed privately.  He glanced at her and nodded, and he accessed her comm from the table.  “Excuse me a sec, guys,” he said, then he looked down at the table.  [What is it, love?]


[We need you in council,] she said, a bit irked.  [Denmother just dropped the fucking mother of all bombs on us, and we need you here.]

He sighed.  [Alright, give me a minute, I’m discussing the same matter with my cabinet and commanders.]


[Making plans?]


[You know it.  We have one partially fleshed out.  Anyway, be there in a minute.]

He extricated himself from the session and returned to his study, where Zaa joined him in person and Cybi materialized behind him as the room entered secure mode, and the holograms of the various rulers, and their highest assistants as the case may be, of the sector appeared in a row before him.  Dahnai and Sk’Vrae were in the middle, with Assaba, Grizza and Vizzie, Grayhawk, Magran and the Grand Master, Ba’mrai’ei Me’ber, Field Marshall Grran of the Jobodi, and now Brayrak Kruu of the Mob and Ambassador Hraga of the Zyagya had joined them as observers.  This was every major power in the sector, both those allied against the Consortium and the two neutral powers.  They were already arguing over the best course of action when he joined in, with the conquered rulers rallying for their empires to be saved first, along with Dahnai and Assaba trading barbs and Grizza and Vizzie arguing with each other more than the rest of the council.  Clearly he’d joined the meeting after it had degenerated into this shouting match.

Oh yeah, this was solidarity.


He gave Zaa a disgusted look, which made her smile toothily at him.


Things toned down after they realized Jason had joined the meeting, if only so they could rehash what they’d already gone over for his benefit.  The military plans hadn’t changed, but they were arguing over exactly the best course of action to go about retaking friendly systems from the Consortium in light of their plans to destroy anything they couldn’t hold.  The threat of those planet killers put a wrench in their plans, since now they had to ensure that they could attack without threatening the population of the planet they invaded.  Both Grayhawk and Ba’mra’ei were trying to convince the others to save their systems first, but Jason found it a little odd that they’d be fighting over something that was supposed to be in the purview of the war room.  The leaders weren’t military minds, with the exception of Field Marshall Grran or maybe Jason himself, because of his Legion days.  They might dabble or believe they were excellent tacticians, but the honest truth was, they were not.  But that was what their command staffs were for, to do the military things for them.


“We’re already setting up an attack,” Jason told them wearily after they caught him up on things.  “The KMS and the Kimdori are going to assault Shio Prime in order to capture one of those planet killers before they can finish it.  Once we have it, we’re going to study it, learn how to break them, then allow the Kimdori to infiltrate and sabotage them in any system where they get it finished before we can invade.”


They all looked at him, and Grran nodded knowingly.


“What we need is the diversionary attack from the Confederate forces,” he told them.  “We need them to attack Ravarra, the closest Shio system to Terra.  That should turn the Consortium’s eyes right when we need them looking the other way.”


“So our ships will jump in, attack, then jump out when their forces arrive?” Assaba asked.


“Actually, you’re going to attempt to capture the planet killers on both of the planets in the system, so jump in ready to launch a ground attack once you’ve defeated their defenses.  We need it to be Ravarra because we’re setting up a little surprise for them.”  He explained their idea to use the interdictors offensively, and Ravarra was perfect because they could set up the interdictor with the Kimdori sensor jammers protecting Confederate space behind it, helping blind the Consortium to what was going on even more.  “It’s going to be all about timing.  If things are timed perfectly, the Confederate fleet will jump in just as the interdiction effect hits the system, which will be expanding in logarithmic mode by then and will prevent the Consortium from either retreating or reinforcing.  That’s why we’re doing this at Ravarra.  They have barely a token force of defense there, all their ships are concentrated at Trieste at the moment, and we know for a fact that their planet killers are not completed on either planet.  At the same time, we’re pulling the same trick at Shio, using the interdictor to prevent Consortium reinforcements from jumping in and attacking.  Using the interdictors to prevent our enemy from exploiting his ability to jump in real time, we can march right back across the Shio Federation and the Alliance and take back every system they’ve conquered.  As long as we’re careful not to attack any system that has an active planet killer until the Kimdori can sabotage it, we can kick them back out of our sector one system at a time.”

“The idea has a great deal in favor of it,” Grran said sagely through his vocoder device as it translated his sign language, nodding again.  “So long as the Consortium can’t detect the interdictors as they set up, and we time it correctly, it is a very effective strategy.”

“I take it you can get our ships out?” Assaba asked.

“We just jump a Stargate in and link it to the Terran gate,” Jason shrugged.  “My battleships can tow a Stargate through hyperspace, they’ve done it before.  And my ships can jump through the interdiction effect.”


“And why can’t you help us do the same to ours?” Vizzie asked.


“Because your engines can’t put out enough power to overcome the interdiction effect,” he answered.  “Not even ours can without upgrades.  That’s why I have so many KMS ships out of service right now, we’re doing engine refits to let them jump through the interdiction effect.”

“And the mythical Karinne technology rises from the past to save us in the present,” the Grand Master said with a wry smile at Jason.


“The mythical Karinne technology is why you’re in danger in the first place,” Jason scoffed.


“No.  They would have eventually come, no matter what,” Sk’Vrae stated.  “They came here once before.  Eventually, they would have come again, if only to escape their foes in Andromeda.  The resurgence of the Karinnes only hastened the inevitable.”


Jason gave Sk’Vrae a grateful look.  “So, unless anyone has any objections, we’ll let the war room set this up?” he prompted.


Nobody objected, so Jason slapped both hands down on his table.  “Fine then.  I’ll let you all discuss things, because I have a lot to do.  Denmother and Empress Dahnai can fill me in afterwards.  Good day to you all.”  He got up without turning things off, since Zaa was in his conference room using the comm.  He patted her fondly on the shoulder as he stepped away, and she gave him that same toothy grin as he went back to his own cabinet, and mainly to his military staff and Miaari, so they could work out exactly where to place the interdictor and how the Kimdori could hide its effect from Consortium sensors without raising any red flags that might cause them to send out a hyperspace probe.


It took nearly sixteen hours of constant planning, consultation with Kimdori and KMS engineers, and then a hell of a lot of wrangling with the war room on Terra, but they eventually had a strategy and a timetable laid out.  The orders were issues, and the necessary materials were marshaled and thoroughly inspected to ensure everything was in working order.


The plan was essentially the same.  The Confederate forces would jump out, they’d lay an interdictor in deep space between Ravarra and Terra to use the blinding effect of the sensor jammer network to hide the interdiction effect, and then their forces would arrive literally with the interdiction effect chasing them from behind.  The timing of that had to be absolutely perfect, to prevent the Consortium from jumping the fleet they had at Trieste to reinforce the ships they had at Ravarra.  Ten minutes later, just as the Ravarra situation would have the full attention of the Consortium, the KMS and Kimdori would jump in and attack Shio Prime in force, designed to quickly overwhelm the more significant defenses they had at Shio and get down to attack and capture that planet killer before they could either get it finished or destroy it to prevent them from inspecting it.  There would also be an interdictor set up to interdict Shio, and the effect should reach the system literally at the same time they jumped in, if they timed it properly.  The wild card in this plan was how well they could hide the Shio interdictor.  It wouldn’t have the sensor jammer behind it giving additional aid in blinding Consortium sensors to what was going on.  They’d have to rely on a flotilla of Kimdori SCM ships that would cover the area in what they called a “gray blanket,” which would be a series of sensor jammer pods arrayed in front of the effect that would cause all Consortium sensors to return a false reading of normal when they looked in that direction.  Much as the sensor pods returned the false impression that Karis was a ball of radioactive slag, hiding the truth, they were going to hide the interdiction effect behind a false normal.  The uncertainty was going to be the last twenty minutes before the attack, when the interdiction effect would be like a tidal wave approaching a shoreline, making it very hard to conceal.  At that point, the Kimdori were going to blind Consortium sensors and gamble that they’d see the attack on Ravarra and consider the blinding of Shio’s sensors to be a decoy to draw off reinforcements, or play on the time it would take for them to respond to the blinding and decide what to do about it.


Jason watched with sober eyes as the Confederate forces at Terra exited the Stargate to the TES, and began the journey out to uninterdicted space, beginning the attack.  It would take them ten hours to reach the edge, then those 1,107 ships, a mixture of Faey, Urumi, Skaa, and Alliance vessels, would jump out in four waves and head for Ravarra.  A squadron of KMS and Kimdori ships led by the Dreamer would join them at Ravarra, jumping in just behind them, to join the fleet and lend additional support.  Meanwhile, a task force of 870 KMS and Kimdori ships were already starting to mass outside Kosigi, the overwhelming force they would unleash against Shio to conquer the planet as fast as possible.  It would be led by the Trelle’s Gift, and would include not only naval forces, but also Marine corvettes, troop transports, and ground assault ships, what they called jumpers, which would land on Shio and disembark Gladiators and pure foot infantry for the ground attack on the planet killer.  This wouldn’t just be a battle between naval fleets, it would be a building to building slugfest on the streets of Shio Prime’s capitol city, Shial, as KDF ground forces invaded and captured the planet killer they were building literally in the heart of the Shio’s largest city. 

The real war had begun.


 It was all quite literally out of his hands now.  This was now the domain of Myri and Navii, Lorna and the other generals and admirals in the war room on Terra.  He could suggest, he could listen in, but this was now all beyond his control.  They would make the decisions.  They would deploy the forces.  They would be sending men and women to die…and doing it with his blessing.
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Ravarra II, Consortium Annexation, Former Shio Federation (Annex Control Sector EG-2811)

The activity showed that they knew something was coming, but they were not prepared for what came down their throats.


Twenty minutes before the interdiction effect reached Ravarra, all Consortium sensors were blinded throughout their entire annexed territory, through both the former Shio and Alliance systems.  They knew something was coming, and from the spy probes seeded through the area, they formed up a response fleet to jump wherever the enemy appeared, but only forming up 560 ships rather than their entire available fleet.  Either they were confident that 560 ships could handle it, or that was all they were willing to risk.

Then, the fleets arrived at Ravarra.


Ravarra had two inhabited planets, a temperate farming planet, Ravarra II, and an inhabited moon around one of the outer gas giants that farmed the gas giant for rare heavy gases.  The bulk of Confederate forces appeared at the edge of jump distance to Ravarra II, while a much smaller fleet arrived at Ravarra VI.  Both fleets immediately surged forward in full attack formation, leaving a curious hole in their back center, which was filled almost before the Consortium could consider that empty area, filled by a tactical task force of 16 KMS and 48 Kimdori vessels, and commanded by two of the four known KMS battleships, ships the Consortium identified quickly as the Trelle’s Gift and the Jenda.


The Consortium had been in the galaxy long enough to identify the other ships in the combined fleet; Faey, Urumi, Skaa, and Alliance vessels.  The fleet outnumbered the 266 Consortium ships present at the planet by nearly five to one, and the Consortium realized quickly that the fleet attacking Ravarra comprised the majority of the Confederation’s available fleet.  As such, they called in reinforcements from Trieste, and the present ships took up a defensive formation around an orbital station that had been captured and hastily upgraded to fit Torsion weaponry.


Then the interdiction effect washed over Ravarra II.  And that changed everything.


The effect couldn’t be hidden from ship being affected by it, because it was no longer a matter of detecting it with sensors.  A ship’s engines could register the effect even moving in normal space, and almost immediately, the Consortium occupying Ravarra realized that they’d been set up.  Their adversaries had managed to hide them placing an interdictor and turning it on, and before they could even decide on a course of action, the interdiction effect had passed so far past the system that reinforcements wouldn’t be able to reach Ravarra for over two hours…and that number went up by shocking degrees with every second that passed.  By the time reinforcements could jump, they’d have to travel hours and hours to reach the system.

If they could even call for them.  Attempts to contact the Consortium command to warn them of this development were met with active jamming.  The Karinnes had killed their communications, utterly killed them.  Interstellar, gravband, even threaded short range gravband, none of it functioned.  The command station couldn’t even call orders to the defending ships.  But, for the Consortium, this wasn’t a complete loss, for they had their short-range visible light communications, able to send complete orders to any ship in line of sight of the station using the light language.  It was to this form of communications they reverted, relaying orders both to the ships and to their ground headquarters within the planet killer; there was no better place to put a command center than inside the one thing no attacker would dare fire on.


They were trapped inside the interdiction effect along with the superior force they faced, and had no means of communications save light-based.  This was now a fight to the finish, and their adversaries had come armed to the teeth and ready to fight.

Like the opening of some kind of deadly flower, the ships rushing at them attacked.  The armor of lead edge of the Consortium ships around the captured station buckled as holes appeared in them, as they were struck by two ton rail cannon slugs fired from the KMS cruisers.  Those weapons had such sheer power and brutality that they ripped right through the shields and armor of the victim ships and sprayed their innards with white-hot metal slag and metal gas, as the slugs vaporized on impact and that vaporized mass of both slug and armor penetrated the interiors of the ships, tearing them apart from the inside out.  Before they could react to that, a few dozen of those Torsion weapons screamed in at them, actively evading fire, and slamming into ten ships, burrowing deep into them and then exploding.  Six of those ships went dead and started drifting, while the other four managed to keep power, wounded but still operational enough to fight.  Then, the Skaa and Alliance ships fired their salvos of ship to ship missiles, a thousand shimmering dots leaving the Confederate formation and streaking across the void towards the defending Consortium formation.  The damaged ships fell back as a blitz of defensive fire unleashed from the Consortium ships, shooting down missiles with precision and accuracy.  Some missiles penetrated the defensive fire, causing shields to bloom into visibility as they exploded along the line.  The Consortium returned fire with their gravometric missiles, launching them at the formation as it changed, as the Skaa and Alliance ships fell back and Faey battle cruisers took the lead, a move the Consortium would not find strange, given how much intelligence they had on the Faey.  Faey ships were equipped with Torsion shockwave generators, an application of Torsion effect the Consortium had not fully explored or utilized, and those ships took the brunt of the retaliatory missile attack.  Shimmering waves of red energy exploded around the ships, swirling and undulating like shields hit by fire, which destroyed the bulk of the missiles fired at the formation.  Some did manage to penetrate the defensive screen, and those that penetrated unerringly knocked a ship out of action, the explosions either destroying the ships they hit or damaging them so severely they fell out of the formation as it screamed forward.  The leading Faey cruisers then fired their plasma torpedoes, energy weapons that behaved like a missile, a coherent crush of phased plasma energy that would go right through shields and explode with tremendous power once it hit the hull, melting into the hull before it exploded to amplify the destructive power.  These weapons were the one weapon the Faey employed that the Consortium most intended to take for their own, even over their impressive MPAC weaponry.  Plasma torpedoes were even more powerful than gravometric missiles, and since they were energy based, it meant that a ship didn’t have to carry hundreds of missiles, it only needed a few torpedo launchers.  Against these weapons, the Consortium could only evade; Torsion strikes on a plasma torpedo had no effect, since the Torsion effect couldn’t disrupt the magnetic bubble holding the plasma together.  The Torsion beam simply passed through the torpedo without causing it to detonate.  Dark matter guns, on the other hand, could disrupt a torpedo’s bubble, but at that close range the explosion would hit the ship’s shields.  It was best to evade the torpedoes, since they were line of sight weapons and couldn’t change their trajectory; they were not really meant to be a long distance weapon, they were intended for short to medium range, where they couldn’t be easily avoided.  Most of the torpedoes were avoided, but one ship literally had nowhere to go, and ended up taking a torpedo strike in its starboard keel, which immediately blacked out all its lights as the plasma storm generated an ion pulse that blew out the plasma power of the ship, and it fell out of formation.

As the Confederate ships closed the distance with shocking speed, they again shifted their alignment, and thousands and thousands of dots of light bloomed around them, as every ship in the formation launched fighters.  Fighter combat was relatively unknown to the Consortium, they had little reason to employ fighters against their Andromedan foes, but since coming to this galaxy, they’d been rudely educated as to just how nasty a single little ship could be.  It wasn’t that single ship, it was the thousand or so others along with it that made them a threat.  It wasn’t the single bee, it was the swarm.  Those swarms surged ahead of the fleet vessels, and in just a matter of thirty seconds, coming in through defensive fire that missed almost every fighter, the lead edge of that cloud of fighters opened fire on the Consortium ships.

Not with plasma or Torsion weaponry, but with pulse weapons.

In his customary command position as the lead fighter of the formation, Commander Justin Taggart watched his tactical as his squadron completed the formation after launch, then he punched the throttle and sent his Wolf catapulting ahead of the multinational fleet behind him.  Raptors, Starwolves, Dragonflies, Urumi Krissha fighters, Alliance Warhawk fighters, and Skaa Un’Dara fighters were slowly outpaced as every fighter moved at afterburner speed, his engine producing 180% normal thrust and the inertial dampers in the ship struggling to absorb the radical G forces involved with gravometric acceleration in a vacuum.  Before him was a fleet of Consortium ships, tightening their formation in preparation to deal with the fighters, where a ship could fire on fighters attacking its neighbor.


This would be a turkey shoot, as far as Taggart was concerned.  Consortium ships had no Torsion shockwave generators and no fast-track anti-fighter weapons, only heavy mount cannons meant for naval fleet combat, and heavy mount weapons had a hell of a time tracking on a fast, elusive fighter and hitting it.  The key to this for Taggart and the other fighters would be a tactic they called shield-skipping, getting so close they brushed the enemy’s shields, so close that their slow-tracking heavy weapons couldn’t anticipate and lead a fighter and shoot it down.  Consortium ships were like fat, wallowing deer to a nimble Wolf, unable to outrun him, unable to outmaneuver him, and unable to bite back once his Wolf started sinking its fangs into their fat carcasses.

This was a strange position for him.  Taggart had been pulled from his usual station on the Dreamer and been temporarily deployed on the Trelle’s Gift because they wanted him here, wanted his expertise with the Wolf fighter at this battle theater rather than Shio Prime, because Kimdori intelligence suggested that the bigger naval fight would be here, where the primary defense at Shio would be the thousands of weapon platforms the Imperium sold the Shio not long before they captilulated to the Consortium.  Not all of those platforms had been destroyed, and intelligence said that the Consortium was using the remaining platforms for defense.  That had to be at Shio, because there sure as hell were no weapon platforms here.  Looking at the ships before him, the planet behind them, and close to an orbital station big enough to be sitting in orbit around any Faey planet, Justin Taggart had to agree.  This was where he was needed.  He was a fighter pilot, and it was his duty, even his calling in life, to sit at the controls of a powerful piece of machinery and use it to defend freedom and liberty.  He had devoted his life to it in the Navy, and now he devoted his life to it in the Karinne Military Service.


He was once again a naval fighter pilot.  And he couldn’t be happier.

Deploy ECDs, Taggart sent to his squadron, and as one every Wolf launched its spinners and drones.  Lieutenant Joae Huralle was his Wizzo, his weapon officer up in the cockpit, and it was her commands that launched the drones as it was his that launched the spinners.  The four drones attached to his ship would be under her control, while he would control the main weapons on the fighter.  Tighten up a bit, Houri.

Sorry boss.

The targets hurtled towards them at radical speed, as each fighter shifted slightly in the formation to prevent an easy target lock by the fleet’s heavy weapons.  This was the most dangerous part of the operation, coming in through their optimal range and getting inside their capability to track them with their slow weapons.


Remember, stay at attack speed at all times, he sent in reminder as they neared maximum range for the main weapons.  Joae, now! he barked when they reached the designated time-to-target.


Just as they reached the extreme range of Consortium Torsion weaponry, Joae executed a sensor burst, a little SCM trick the Kimdori had programmed into the fighters.  Using their own transceiver antennae, they saturated sensor frequencies the enemy used for computer targeting, which blinded everything but visual tracking. The enemy could track them still, but now to their enemy’s targeting computers, the Wolf fighters were the size of a destroyer, making it hard for them to focus down to the fighter itself.  Break into elements after the initial pass, and switch to STG channel 4 for local comm.

STG 4, roger, his wingwoman replied, and after her the other 39 pilots in his squadron.

The sensor blinding tactic worked.  Incoming fire wasn’t even close to them, allowing the entire squadron to slip through the poorly aimed shots.  Their sensor officers would counter their tactic after a few seconds, but in those few seconds, they’d be in firing range and too close for their enemies to easily track them with heavy weapons.  Taggart focused on the first undamaged ship in the formation, for the lead ships were burning or dead from the rail cannons that continued to fire into their formation.  He locked onto a Consortium cruiser eclipsing a burning, dead hulk that had once been the ship in front of it, sideslipping a staccato barrage of dark matter fire with ridiculous ease, then both he and Joae opened fire.  Blazing white balls of Teryon energy lanced away from the fighter and its four support drones, passed through their shields with no resistance, then impacted the hull.  Brilliant gouts of reddish-green flame erupted from those holes as the Teryon bundles disintegrated matter until the resistance destabilized the packet, then the whole thing exploded into normal space with horrific energy.  Taggart kept continuous fire as he slipped right along the edge of the ship’s shields, varying his trajectory and speed enough to prevent them from leading him, the entire time a stream of white balls of death blasted from his Wolf and its four support drones.  He turned the ship so it flew backwards even as it shifted upwards to orbit the target ship, showing a light touch on the mental controls that made him one of the deadliest fighter pilots in the KMS.  He’d taken to vector-based fighter combat almost naturally, and understood the nuances of the flying style as if he’d been flying space-based for fifty years.  His movements were subtle, delicate, slight, evading incoming fire just enough to avoid damage, sometimes having the red lances or blackish-red pulses of energy brush against his fighter’s shields, but in vector-based flight, those slight touches were all it took.  He spun a barrel roll to get his wing out of the way of an incoming Torsion bolt, then the ship skittered about twenty shakra to port to evade a series of dark matter blasts, and the entire time a continuous blaze of white balls fired from the nose, ventral ports, and wings of the fighter, the six Pulse Autocannons in the fighter blowing an eerily symmetrical series of holes in the cruiser’s hull.  His wingmate concentrated her fire along the same firing arc, so her blasts added to his own along that line, sometimes coming directly in after his shots at the same location and penetrating even deeper into the enemy ship.  Taggart opted to swing under his target ship as the rest of the squadron broke up into elements, fighting teams of four Wolves that would split again into two flights of lead and wingman, but would attack the same ship at the command of the element leader.  The 76th Fighter Squadron split up as Taggart stayed in tight orbit around the initial target ship’s shields, and his three element fighters followed him underneath their victim.

The Wolves were both the spearhead and the diversion, for it allowed the other fighters to get into firing range with much less resistance.  And when they did, it was total chaos.  Fighters were everywhere within two minutes, Wolves, Raptors, Starwolves, Warhawks, krissha, and Un’Dara were everywhere, firing on every ship, dancing between them.  The Consortium was overwhelmed, firing every weapon they had almost wildly, barely hitting anything, as Taggart orbited his cruiser until his element hit something important and blew out all its power along its starboard side.  Joae was focusing her drones against where they knew a critical power exchanger was located deep inside the ship, her drones coming to a dead stop and focusing all their blasts at one specific point for nearly five seconds, letting each Teryon blast sizzle into the hole caused by the last, allowing the drones to literally drill down through the armor and bulkheads, through deck after deck until they finally reached the exchanger.  The drones streaked away just before a series of blackish-red dark matter blasts would have hit them, but the tail end of the Teryon pulses continued on into the ship, and the last few hit paydirt.  A cataclysmic eruption of flame and debris exploded out of that hole as they hit the exchanger, and that knocked out all power to the entire ship.

Taggart’s squadron of Wolves had scored the first kill in the Wolf fighter’s service.

“Keep it up!” Taggart barked as he turned and focused on the next closest cruiser, corkscrewing through its defensive fire to close on it.


“Targets, two hundred kathra, 184 mark 120!” Joae called through the intercom.  Taggart looked in that direction, and saw several thousand Shio fighters rising up from the planet, being forced to protect the Consortium.

“Scan them!” Taggart ordered as he blasted a series of very deep holes along the narrow neck that attached the crescent bows of Consortium ships to their main bodies.


“They’re Shio!” she replied with a laugh.


Taggart opened command frequency to issue a field order.  “Starwolves and Dragonflies engage those Shio fighters, all other Confederate fighters actively avoid them and continue assault on the Consortium fleet!”


“Under whose authority!” a Skaa challenged.

“Those are Shio in those fighters, you fucking idiot!” Taggart snarled in reply.  “Let the Faey mindstrikers deal with them!”


There was a startled silence.  “Do as he commands!” that Skaa concluded.


The fighters broke up to their assigned tasks just as another series of new signals appeared on Joae’s scanners.  “Consortium fighter drones coming up from the planet!” she barked.


“Everyone’s gotta be a fucking copycat,” Taggart snarled as he glanced at the sensor readout.  The Consortium drones were slapdash, almost comical in appearance, Torsion guns crudely mounted onto what looked like altered grav platforms, a totally rushed and piecemeal attempt to mimic the lethal Karinne automated weapon platforms.  But, they were fast enough to chase the slower fighters and had enough firepower to destroy them, so they had to be taken seriously.


The order came down from command.  “Alliance Warhawks, INS Raptor squadrons five, twenty-six, thirty,  ninety-two, and KMS Wolf squadrons thirty-seven and forty-one  engage those drones!” an Urumi’s voice barked over command gravband.  “Try to destroy them before they reach the Consortium fleet!”

“Glad it’s not us,” Joae murmured as she had her drones lock onto and fire on a Consortium Torsion weapon port.  The four drones slashed in, pulse weapons blazing, and destroyed the gun battery, then screamed out, moving far faster and turning far harder than a mecha could while carrying a living pilot, which made them even harder to destroy than a Wolf.


Taggart yanked hard to port to avoid instant death; not from an enemy weapon, but from a plasma torpedo fired from the fleet.  Taggart’s fighter orbited up and around the ship he was firing on and then disengaged when four rail cannon slugs slammed into it, knocking it out, and he stupidly almost collided with the fucking torpedo while evading dark matter fire.  He cursed himself for not seeing that coming, then nestled in behind the torpedo, using it as cover from sensors and optical scanners before careening off as his wingwoman rejoined him, swooping down on another Consortium ship, this one a heavy cruiser.  He cursed again when two slapdash weapon platforms punched out of the heavy cruiser’s landing bay, but he never gave them a chance.  Joae’s drones attacked those platforms immediately, destroying them before they even managed to turn on him and Houri, his wingwoman.  That was the function of the drones, primarily as ship defense against other fighters and combat mecha. When not needed to defend the fighter, they attacked along with it.

I bet they made them right there and launched them, Houri mused to him.


Probably.  Spread the word about that little stunt while we beat the shit out of this ship.


Aye-aye, Commander.

Taggart then got back to business, and that business was making these fucking bastards pay for ever messing with House Karinne.

The Consortium commanders were rocked back on their heels by the sheer savagery of the fighter assault.  The ones firing the pulse weapons were larger than the other fighters, and from what intelligence the Consortium had, those were the new Karinne Wolf fighters, of which they knew little.  The other fighters, Faey, Urumi, Skaa, and Alliance, lacked the same firepower, but they were armed with Torsion or MPAC weapons that were powerful enough to penetrate their armor and deal damage inside their ships.  The fighters were almost dizzyingly fast, firing on every ship, moving fast and actively evading fire, which made them harder to hit than missiles.  Every fighter that was destroyed was replaced by four others as the 248 surviving Consortium ships were harried and harassed by fighters, fighters that were doing real damage to their ships.  The fighters destroyed yet another a Consortium cruiser with sustained fire, a thousand little cuts killing the whole, and just as the cruiser went dead and drifted out of formation, the Confederate formation plowed directly into the Consortium formation like two great rams clashing over rights to the herd.

The head-on assault was spearheaded by a formation of bulky Urumi vessels.  Built to exchange fire with enemies at point blank range and just beat them down, the heavily armored and highly resilient ships rammed right into the enemy formation, forcing the Consortium to evade their ships or be bulldozed out of the way.  That tactic put the Consortium out of sorts for that critical first moment of the battle, as the rest of the Confederate ships fanned out behind the Urumi spearhead in a phalanx, giving them a wide field of fire against the Consortium that scattered before the Urumi assault.  In the first seconds of the engagement, ten Consortium cruisers were destroyed.  The Consortium retaliated quickly, pulling their ships closer to the orbital station as a barrage of red and black streaks erupted from every ship, Torsion and dark matter guns opening up on the enemy fleet…but they were outnumbered five to one.  Their shots were swallowed in a blitz of return fire, most of it Torsion and dark matter as well, which withered the defending ships like wheat before a scythe.  The only ships not firing Torsion and dark matter weapons were KMS and Kimdori ships, which fired even more destructive particle beam, pulse, and stream weaponry.  Within two minutes, the Consortium’s defending fleet and all its hastily constructed protective drone platforms had been eviscerated, the Shio fighters scrambled from the planet’s surface had been subdued by Faey telepaths, had actually turned on the Consortium and had joined the battle against them, and yet the orbital station was almost untouched, as if the Confederation were actively avoiding damaging it.

Within four minutes, what few Consortium ships that remained turned on their attackers, employing suicide attacks to try to take them with them, as the Consortium forces on the station attempted to overload its core and destroy it.  What they found, however, was that the Shio forced to work on the station were rebelling against them.  The ones in engineering had overwhelmed their overseers and had unlinked all operations from the command center, then started to barricade themselves into engineering.  They were led by a tall Shio male, who then, to their shock and chagrin, turned out to be a Kimdori infiltrator, taking his canine shape and barking commands to the Shio with him.


They were overwhelmed from without and infiltrated from within.  They only had the planet killer now to fulfill their orders, which wasn’t complete but had enough of a core to overload and destroy to poison the planet and kill its population.  The Consortium agents on the planet wouldn’t receive any orders because they were locked out on the station, but they’d perform their duty of their own volition when they realized they lost contact—

And then the commanders saw a large contingent of the invading fleet break off and descend into the atmosphere.


Again, they were a step ahead!


On the bridge of the Trelle’s Gift, it was a much different outlook.  Jaiya Karinne ignored the Skaa and Faey admirals overseeing the operation as she commanded the task force.  The two battleships had hung back in the initial attack on the Consortium fleet, but now that they had been wiped out and the orbital station was secured by Kimdori infiltrators, they were free to lend all support to the ground assault portion of the plan.  The fighters that had been swarming the Consortium ships were now dropping into the atmosphere well behind the jumpers and corvettes, and video feeds were already in place.  Jaiya saw the first troop dropship’s skids hit Ravarran soil and open, which allowed twelve sleek Gladiator exomechs to disembark, followed quickly by Faey Travalt mecha and a squadron of Skaa tanks, which were four-legged spider-like mecha that were actually quite fast and well armed.  Behind the mecha poured 1,750 Faey Imperial Marines, Urumi Stormtroopers, Karinne Marines, and Skaa Red Guardsmen, their elite ground attack force.


The only mystery they had was the weapon platforms.  There were supposed to be Faey-made Torsion weapon platforms, part of the defensive package that the Imperium had sold to the Shio, but none of those platforms were here.  The only platforms here were those hastily thrown-together platforms they’d launched, which were quite inferior to Karinne-designed platforms.  Finding those platforms, however, wasn’t her job.  They weren’t here, they weren’t threatening her fleet, so they were not her concern.  Her concern was the planet killer.


They already had detailed intelligence about the planet killer assembly, and the forces moved swiftly to their assigned positions.  Wolf and Raptor fighters screamed down from the heavens and started attacking ground battery positions, destroying the main threat to the mecha, as the exomechs and Skaa tanks fanned out and secured the two main entrances to the planet killer, its loading bay and its secondary material cargo door.  Karinne and Imperial Marines surged ahead on their gravometric drives, forming the vanguard behind which the Urumi and Skaa charged.  The Faey were tasked with finding and removing native Shio who might be forced to fire on Confederate forces, unleashing the power of telepathy.  Once they had the Shio contained, they would push into the facility and capture its three main points; its power core, its main control center, and its main power exchanger assembly, from which the device could be self-destructed along with the other two positions.

But it wasn’t going to be a simple cakewalk.  Those Consortium mantis-mecha were stationed around the facility, some 270 of them, and they were already moving to engage Confederate forces, and there were Consortium insectoids inside the planet killer, and they were no doubt armed and would repel any invasion into the facility.


Jaiya focused on the main loading bay, where the bulk of the materials and building supplies were entering the facility.  There was intense small arms fire emanating from the bay, from mantis mecha, Consortium ground units, and weapon batteries mounted at tactical positions around the landing pad and main warehouse door.  The intense fire caused the invaders to take cover for a few seconds, until a Wolf fighter dropped down almost to where its wings brushed the plascrete and unloaded on the defenders with withering pulse fire.  The fighter focused on the weapon bunkers, its assigned targets, but it also took out one of the mantis mecha before rising back up and allowing two Gladiators, two Travalts, and three Skaa spider tanks to charge into the facility’s large landing area.  The Gladiator gracefully slipped aside as one of the defending mantis opened fire on it, floating on its gravometric drive, then it blew the mantis into pieces with answering pulse fire.  The Travalts and the spider tanks proved they were not outdated junk, as they moved with surprising swiftness, their weapons blazing as they fired on a gang of 14 mantis mecha that were coming up on them from what Jaiya would call the north side of the fenceline.  After destroying the weapon bunkers and defending mantis craft, the mecha fired on the defensive bunkers, their heavy weapons blowing massive holes in the walls, setting fires, and killing insectoid defenders by the dozen.  The mindstrikers then struck, sweeping the entire facility and knocking out every mind they could find, putting all the Shio within out of action so they couldn’t be forced to take up arms and shoot at the Confederate forces.  Once that was done, the Karinne Marines opened up on the remains of the fortified bunkers flanking the main entrance with railguns from outside the range of hand-held Torsion rifles, the corkscrew trails going right into and through the armored bunkers, scattering the remaining defenders within as the mecha pulled back to give the ground forces a clear path to the facility but also where they could reinforce them.  Unable to fire back in a coordinated manner, the defenders were forced to take whatever cover they could find against weapons that went right through their armored bunker walls, which allowed the Imperial Marines and Stormtroopers to get close enough to employ their small arms in addition to the mecha again opening fire against any position where they saw Torsion fire emanate.  MPAC fire and hot plasma bolts raked the defensive positions, pinning down the defenders even more as the Skaa Guard charged forward and literally stormed the positions, followed quickly by Urumi and Faey units.  The defenders did manage to return some fire, but it was erratic and light.  That didn’t mean that every soldier charging the bunkers made it, however.  Several Skaa fell as they charged ahead, as well as several Urumi and Faey who were coming up behind them.  But they managed to reach the bunkers in large numbers, and those large numbers overran the positions as a Faey battlefield technician knelt by the main warehouse door and attached a bypass to it, the slender Faey literally shielded from sight of the defenders by two hulking Urumi Stormtroopers, hiding what they were doing until it was too late.  In seconds, the Faey field tech had the door open, and the combined elements of the Confederacy stormed inside.  The mecha formed a defensive perimeter, searching for any firing coming from windows or murder holes along the walls as the ground forces raced across the landing field and into the facility after breaching the initial defensive positions, with Skaa Guard taking up the defensive positions they’d just stormed to support the mecha against attack…and that attack came quickly, as mantis mecha positioned around the perimeter converged on the landing bay.  The three mecha types laid down a heavy suppressing fire, stalling the defenders’ advance, slowing them down long enough for the Wolf and Raptor fighters lurking above to kill them.  Advance medics with the Medical Service were already on scene there, brave battlefield doctors who deployed with the strike teams and who were now plying their trade, tending to those wounded taking the front door.

The secondary bay wasn’t quite as far along.  The Confederate forces were facing far more defenders in that location, and though all the weapon bunkers and mantis mecha had been destroyed, both the Travalt and spider tank assigned to support the secondary door had been disabled by defensive fire, which robbed them of ground-level heavy firepower until replacement mecha could arrive.  The constant and heavy stream of Torsion beams blasting out of the warehouse door and to each side showed just how concentrated they were.  Again, the Karinnes turned the corner there, as the attackers retreated out of range of the Torsion weapons after taking surprising losses, the ground forces unshouldered their railguns, and they opened up on the defending positions.  The angry beams firing in one direction were replaced by blue-white corkscrews going in the other direction, and the hail of withering slugs disrupted the coordinated defense of the secondary bay.  Skaa and Urumi units rushed forward just in front of Imperial Marine units without waiting for more mecha to arrive to reinforce them as the Consortium tried to close the doors, charging right through enemy fire, and they made it before the doors could close.  Two Skaa physically barred the doors with their bodies, preventing them from closing, until a Faey tech hastily attached a bypass to the door and made it open back up.  Jaiya saw them crash into the insectoids through the video feed off the Karinne lieutenant commanding the lead platoon, the two reptilian species overrunning the insectoids with sheer bulk, for they were larger and much heavier than the defending insectoids.  Jaiya focused on one Skaa in particular, a really big one, watching him slam the weighted end of his rifle into the helmet of one of the insectoid defenders, shattering the entire head and sending green gore flying in every direction.


The insectoids just were not built for hand to hand combat against species bred to heavier gravity.


It was a short, ugly melee inside the warehouse beyond the door as Confederate invaders engaged Consortium insectoids literally in hand to hand combat, point blank range, a type of combat the insectoids were doomed to lose.  Though they were frail, they were damn fast, however, quickly skittering back and withdrawing, pulling back to a secondary defensive position deeper inside the facility, but doing so with the Confederate ground forces literally right behind them.

The secondary assault wave too secured the entrance, and the Faey elements designated to enter the facility surged forward as Medical workers in their red armor rushed in behind the assault, already hard at work tending the wounded scattered across the empty field they’d been forced to cross to reach the building.


The fighting got more intense the deeper into the facility the Confederation penetrated.  Pushed further and further back, the shattered elements of the insectoid defense joined up and utilized defensive positions to make the invaders pay in blood for every shakra they advanced, but there were only so many insectoids in the facility where more and more Confederate forces poured in to reinforce and secure every hallway, door, vent hole, pipeline, and dataline cluster they could find, securing the facility before it could be self-destructed or sabotaged beyond hope of understanding how it worked.  The defenders had no reinforcements and were pushed back into the very heart of the facility, when Jaiya knew would be the moment of truth.  Cut off from communication, the facility commander would eventually reach a point where it would order the destruction of the facility, the standard tactic the Consortium employed when faced with defeat.


Then, a squad of Karinne Marines breached the primary control center, their assigned target.


Jaiya watched the short, nasty firefight through the vidfeeds of the Marines, as the graceful, well-trained and highly disciplined Marines breached the control center and gained a foothold, killing most of the defenders and pushing the armed resistance back across the room.  Jaiya simply moved her view to another camera when the feed she watched was cut, the Marine providing it hit, and saw the Karinnes drive the defenders out of the room, then managing to kill them to the last insect as they fled down a large industrial hallway, a hallway that led to the primary power core.


“CCC, Lieutenant Zari, primary control room secure, primary control room secure,” the commanding officer called in.  “Send some more squads, we have a direct path right to the core from here!”


“Fifth, seventh, tenth squads, converge on Karinne Two,” a controller off to their left said in a calm voice, coordinating the battle for the facility from the safety of the Trelle’s Gift.


“Understood,” a deep Skaa voice responded immediately.


With the primary control room under their control, Skaa and Urumi forces called in converged on the control room, then joined with the Marine squad as an element of Imperial Marines remained behind to secure the room.  They rushed down the hallway and waited as a Faey swept the area beyond with a sensor pod, then nodded to the field tech to breach the door. “Watch your firing in there,” Lorna warned from behind Jaiya.  “That core will be filled with lots of things that explode violently when hit with plasma fire.”


“You heard the General, comrades,” the Skaa officer noted.  “Single shots on sure targets.”

The tech bypassed the door, which caused it to open with surprising speed.  The soldiers moved swiftly to rush into the core, since standing in an open doorway was a quick way to get shot, entering a huge open area filled with vast pipes and cauldron-like nodes where they joined, with catwalks and control equipment against the walls and in clusters along the open floor area.  Also within were nearly two hundred insectoids, armed with Torsion rifles and preparing for a last stand.


“Shit,” Lorna growled.


Zari took decisive command at that moment.  She was outnumbered five to one against an enemy that would not be afraid to fire through pipes and equipment, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t ready to give up.  She had the Faey and Urumi activate their flight pods and race up into the spiderweb maze of twisting pipes as the Skaa took cover and prepared to hold the door.  The controller called all available reserves to reinforce, including the Imperial Marines in the control center, so just as the insectoids began firing on the invaders, the Skaa were reinforced by Imperial Marines boiling down the hallway.

It was a chaotic scene.  Skaa and Marines took what cover they could against weapons that went right through anything behind which they could hide, relying on cover breaking sight and the interference of all the equipment making sensor goggles ineffective to see through obstacles.  But the Faey and Urumi up over the insectoids had clear lines of fire as well as having the advantage of the high ground.  They fired down on the insectoids and flitted back up among the pipes to prevent being shot in return, and what was most important, they fired on the insectoids that were using their scrabbling legs to climb up the pipes and walls to get the same vantage point against the Skaa and Faey holding the open door.  Torsion bolts, MPAC, Urumi plasma bolts, Skaa ion blasts, and pulse blasts seemed to be going in every direction in the core, mostly avoiding the obstacles, but numerous pipes were breached, pouring a greenish liquid onto the floor, and more than one equipment console was struck and exploded in cascade of venting plasma sparks.  The insectoids had numbers, but they were outflanked by the flying Urumi and Marine units high up among the pipes, getting clear shots at them and taking them, steadily whittling down their numbers as more and more Confederate soldiers poured into the core through both the open door from which they began and another door breached soon after the battle started.  The defenders found themselves surrounded on all sides, even from above, and they were quickly whittled down to a handful.  That handful tried to destroy the station, turning their weapons on the equipment, but when they stopped firing on the attackers, the attackers rose up and mowed them down before they could get off more than one or two shots.

In about seven minutes, the Confederate forces had the core, and four minutes after that, they had the primary power exchanger, which had been overrun as the insectoids tried to use the control equipment to try to overload the core, but damage done in the core prevented it from being done remotely.  It was now impossible for the remaining defenders to destroy the facility.  The controllers ordered the facility swept from top to bottom with both sensors and physical inspection to ferret out any suicidal stragglers, and Jaiya called in their success to the war room.


Ravarra II was under Confederate control.


Sevi Aranne frowned in caution when the Abarax led a small attack fleet against the moon of Ravarra VI.  There were only 61 Consortium ships defending the small moon that had a temperate if desert environment, capable of supporting life if that life didn’t mind air pressure half the Faey norm.  Arrayed before her were 117 Confederate vessels, which would make this close to an even fight.  Beyond the small token defense force was the planet killer being built at the largest city on the planet, enclosed in a vast airskin shield to provide adequate air pressure within.  There were also supposed to be a few dozen Faey-made weapon platforms that had survived the initial attack on Ravarra VI and were now in use by the Consortium as defense, but according to sensor scans, they weren’t present in the system.  For some reason, they’d pulled them out…probably because they didn’t see this system as worth that kind of defense.  They must have put them over at Ravarra II.

She had to get her ground forces past that small defense fleet so they could land and invade the planet killer, and unlike Ravarra II, she was the one in command of this operation.

Alright, let’s get this done, she sent through her beloved ship, then opened the comm.  “Alright, deploy,” she ordered brusquely, which caused movement through the fleet as it rushed towards the planet at flank speed.


The enemy accommodated her plan by surging forward to meet them, which played right into their strengths.  They had no planetary defenses to hide behind or lure them into, so the ships were coming out to meet them, launching clouds of missiles.  Sevi deployed her shockwave-equipped ships to shield the formation from the missiles, watching as the KMS and Faey ships intercepted the vast majority of the missiles, but she didn’t take any other action.  They would surely expect them to launch fighters, but Sevi was giving them no targets until her ships were in range and after their surprises had been used.

“Almost,” she said aloud, watching the distance shrink.  “Almost…now!” she barked, and her weapons officer did her job.  The Abarax launched just two small missiles towards the Consortium heavy cruiser that commanded the formation.  The missiles lanced right at their target, actively evading defensive fire that tried to shoot them down, then they impacted the cruiser’s shields and exploded against them harmlessly.


That done, she then deployed the fleet.  The lead enemy ship was carved into pieces by the six KMS ships in the fleet when it came within range of their particle beams, and once those white bars lashed across the dark sky, the Confederate fleet sprang into action.  Fighters launched from every ship, Faey, Urumi, Skaa, and Alliance ships picked out targets, and then a massive exchange of fire one might expect in a large naval battle ensued.  Her precious ship rocked a little when it was hit by a series of Torsion blasts from a Consortium cruiser, and Sevi avenged herself against it by unleashing all five of her baby’s particle beams against the offender, shearing the ship apart.  The deadly vessel then peppered another Consortium cruiser with heavy pulse cannon fire, blowing massive holes in its crescent bow as the enemy ships got within dark matter range of the fleet, but at that close range, the Consortium was vulnerable to every weapon they could bring to bear.  Ships that tried to lock dark matter weapons on Confederate ships were besieged by Wolf fighters, and the nasty fighters proved they were everything Sevi had been told as she watched two squadrons of Wolf fighters systematically blow a Consortium cruiser dead in space, pounding it until it lost power and drifted right into the path of one of its own, forcing the other ship to veer wildly to avoid a collision.  She winced as a Faey cruiser had its entire bow blown off by a dark matter salvo, the bright flash lighting up the bridge as the Abarax maneuvered, then turned to protect the damaged ship, his port side particle beams hitting the enemy ship in the stern section, striking its engines, then blowing the entire ship apart in a fiery hellstorm.  That hellstorm washed against her baby’s shields harmlessly as she had her helmswoman maneuver them deeper and deeper into the heart of the enemy formation, driving a wedge into them as every weapon the Abarax had opened up in every direction, a one ship spear driving deep into the body of the victim.  The ship rocked violently as the Consortium returned fire, but Sevi wasn’t the least bit worried; her baby was tough, he could take it.  She bore down on the heavy cruiser that had to be the lead of the enemy formation.

“Status?” she called loudly, swaying in her captain’s chair.


“They’re in.”

“Alright, hit it!” she barked.  Jenny Wilson, the 3D engineer along with her, grinned and put a finger to her interface as she issued commands to the cloud of nanomachines they’d unleashed against the ship, which had gone through their shields and impacted the hull.  They’d worked their way inside, and were now in position, attached to the computer core in the ship.  They had entered the low-power hyperphased plasma conduits running the external lighting and literally flowed right along with the plasma as it returned back to the primary power plant, getting them deep inside the ship, and from there they had navigated the low-power plasma network to get into the computer core like sailors navigating a little dinghy across a harbor.  They were now inside the computer core, and as Jenny put her finger to her interface and issued commands, the nanites responded.  The results were immediate and dramatic. The ship shuddered, its lights flickered, and then it went dead in space.  “Fire!” Sevi barked, and her weapons officer launched a series of gravometric shockwave mines directly at the ship.  They streaked across the empty space between the two flagships, then impacted and exploded in almost perfect unison against the hull.  They were deployed in a specific pattern that would inflict maximum casualties, projected to kill 87% of the insectoid crew outright and an additional 3% from the sudden violent movement of the ship in reaction to the explosions.  The huge enemy ship flinched violently against the explosions, literally driving it into one of its escort cruisers, the cruiser’s shields erupting into visibility as the massive ship struck them.

The killing of the flagship complete, Sevi barked for her baby to pull back, let the other ships fill the hole the Abarax had created.

It was the killing blow, Sevi saw as her orders were obeyed.  The other ships were now disorganized, not moving in unison, and that allowed her forces to quickly gain the upper hand even as it allowed her helmswoman to withdraw the Abarax out of the heart of them without taking too much extra damage.  Within two minutes, the enemy was reduced to two small pockets separated by her main force, and seeing that victory was now impossible, the Consortium ships began making suicide attempts against their adversaries.  Her fleet defended against the suicide attacks, destroying ship after ship as they tried to ram the smaller, more nimble Confederate ships, and they scored no hits against her forces.


After the last ship was destroyed, she took stock.  She still had 67 ships operational, the damaged ships in varying stages of incapacitation, from totally destroyed to only moderately damaged.  No KMS or Kimdori ships had been destroyed, and the Abarax had taken only moderate damage, was more than capable of continuing the mission.  “Alright, proceed to stage two.  Stage one ships, begin recovery and damage control procedures,” she commanded.


A portion of the fleet remained behind to aid damaged ships as the rest surged towards the planet.  They expected very little resistance, because the planet killer here was only half-complete and Kimdori spying indicated there was only a handful of Consortium insectoids on the moon.  The vast majority of the resistance they would face would be Shio, and the Shio had no defense against Faey Marines.


Taking the planet killer would be a piece of cake.


Marayi blinked when the Dreamer came out of hyperspace, clearing away a nearly pleasant tingling sensation in her left arm, then took stock of the situation as the other ships also dropped out of hyperspace, the Jenda right beside them.


Ahead of them was Shio Prime, the only inhabited planet or moon in this system, a green jewel that any food-starved empire would covet.  There were two main targets the fleet had to deal with, one being the Consortium fleet and the other being the main orbital station Grebrel and the very weapon platforms they’d sold to the Shio as defense, now in the hands of the Consortium and defending the planet against them because the Shio had surrendered before the Consortium attacked Shio Prime in force, leaving the majority of its defenses intact.  However, they’d intentionally jumped so that the station was on the far side of the planet when they attacked, so it wouldn’t be able to support what ships were here in defense.  Initial tactical showed that the Consortium truly only had a token defense here, 87 ships, but where they expected to see several thousand blips from orbiting weapon platforms, platforms they built, they saw nothing.

The platforms weren’t here.  They’d been removed from Shio Prime.


That made this much easier for them, but also begged the question of just where those platforms had gone.


“The platforms, where are they?” Urumi Royal Admiral Fe’Brad hissed as he looked over the tactical.  Fe’Brad was the admiral sent from the war room to command the overall assault, while Marayi had command over the initial engagement with space-based defenses.  He was armored, wearing Crusader armor built specifically for the Urumi, and each suit was custom-fitted to the Urumi because of their bony armor plates, crests, and spines, which were unique to each Urumi.

“I think they took them out,” KMS Admiral Yoni Karinne grunted, looking to and fro on the tactical readout.  She was one of Navii’s personal pets, and not because Yoni kissed a lot of ass.  She was good.  “Are they powered down?”


“No ma’am,” the sensor officer answered.  “We’d still be able to detect them if they were.  They’re either stealthed or they’re not here.”


“The Shio and Consortium don’t have that kind of cloaking technology,” Yoni said grimly to Fe’Brad.


“Troubling.  We should alert the command staff immediately.  The other attacks may encounter those platforms,” the Urumi noted, then he nodded to Yoni.  “It should be done.”


“I’ll call it in,” she affirmed.


“Commence the initial attack, Captain,” he ordered Marayi.


“Aye sir,” she nodded, feeling odd calling anyone sir on her ship.  On a Faey ship, only the captain was called sir, because she spoke for the ship, and all ships were male.  Male officers were also called ma’am, though the human ones seemed to have an issue with that.  But the Urumi outranked everyone, so he had the right to be called sir, outside of Faey traditions.

This was going to be an easy engagement, but a nasty finish.  If the platforms weren’t here, there was little defense around the planet, but the taking of the planet killer was going to be ugly because they were building it right in the heart of the largest city in the Shio empire, Shial.  That would mean thousands of civilians in the engagement area, and their ground forces would have to wade through civilians and conscripted Shio being forced to fight on behalf of their conquerors.  On top of that, the Consortium had considerable ground defenses present, mainly their nearly 500 mantis mecha stationed in the city, which would respond to any attack on the planet killer.  The ground forces were going to have a hard time.

And here she was, going into battle without her best squadron commander.  She was going to miss Justin in this.


“Send out the order,” she called to her comm officer as she unlocked herself from her chair.  “Commence attack.”


“Commence attack, aye sir,” the human male comm officer nodded, then he started talking with a finger on his interface, spreading the attack order through the fleet of 570 Karinne and KMS ships, the majority of which being ground attack corvettes or infantry support ships.


The naval vessels bunched up in front of the ground invasion forces like a protective mother, and then the entire fleet surged forward, even as the Consortium took notice of the invading fleet and moved to bring their ships into position to engage, for they had obviously already tried to flee and found themselves trapped.  If they operated as per normal Consortium behavior, they would attempt suicide attacks once all hope of victory was lost, trying to take them with them.  But they didn’t rush forward in a suicide attack, as they expected.  They did rush forward at first, for only about a minute, but then they slowed to a stop, hovered there for a few moments, as the fleet launched fighters and started firing rail cannons, already beginning the assault, then they started to turn.

“What are they doing?” Yoni puzzled.


Marayi paled.  “They’re going to crash into the planet!” she gasped, touching her interface to send the order through the fleet.  “Full fire, hit them with everything!  Don’t let them crash their ships into the planet!”  She snapped her gaze forward.  Flank speed! she snapped in sending, her sudden fear bleeding into her thought; not fear for her, but fear for the millions of Shio that would die if those ships crashed into the planet.  The impact shockwaves, the firestorms, the dust choking the sky, it would kill the entire planet’s ecosystem!  Marayi felt herself being crushed against her seat, suddenly hard to breathe as her ship accelerated at flank, which was full throttle, damn the inertial dampers, oh shit I need to be there NOW speed.  She knew the medics would be tending a few thousand cases of G-force induced injuries after they got there, but the protection of the entire planet of Shio was worth the injuries to her crew to close the distance and get in range of the Dreamer’s particle beams fucking now.  She watched through graying vision as the Consortium fleet turned and started back towards the planet, with her fleet literally right on their heels by the time they started accelerating, and she felt the violent shuddering of the ship, as its structure was stressed by the exponential acceleration of the ship, far beyond its design tolerance.

But this was important enough to ignore the safety alarms blaring.  If they didn’t get there now, the Consortium was going to destroy the planet!

The attackers raced forward far faster than even the Consortium expected, too fast to avoid incoming fire, closing the distance with their gravometric engines in mere minutes, covering in four minutes what would usually take 30.  The fighters, far faster and more rugged, designed for such extreme speed maneuvers, got there first, and they opened up on the Consortium fleet like avenging angels.  The Consortium ships at the back end of the formation fired back at the fighters with their Torsion weapons and missiles, but they found the Wolves to be agile, slippery targets, very hard to pin down and even harder to hit.  For every Wolf that was destroyed, every ship in their fleet took considerable damage from the constant barrage of pulse fire, from both the fighters and their weapon drones.  Two ships exploded into cataclysmic hellstorms as the Wolves managed to do enough damage to make them detonate, and by then, they were at the extreme edge of particle beam range.  FIRE! Marayi boomed, loud enough to be heard four ships over.  Every ship in range did so, and dozens of angry white beams of raw destructive power lashed out from the lead ships, shearing into and through Consortium vessels, leaving absolute destruction in their wake.  The attacking ships had to decelerate as they got in range, but they still were going so fast that the Dreamer and Jenda literally crashed into the back of the Consortium formation.  The Jenda rammed a Consortium cruiser, the battleship shuddering as it literally ripped the Consortium ship in half, then its aft half exploded in a massive hellstorm that knocked the Jenda off its vector and caused it to sideswipe another Consortium cruiser, tearing the rear nacelle off the Consortium cruiser and tearing deep gouges in the Jenda’s port wing, so incredible was the force of the collision that it actually breached compressed Neutronium armor.  The battleship was still operational, however, stabilizing and unleashing all of its port side particle beams against the ship it struck, carving it into pieces in a matter of seconds.  The Dreamer and other ships had to take evasive action to avoid similar collisions, and the Confederate fleet literally careened right through the Consortium fleet, slowing to match their enemy’s velocity in front of them.

But they were in range now, and they vastly outnumbered the Consortium vessels.  Particle beam, pulse, rail, and stream weapons unleashed against the surviving ships in a blinding curtain, even as the fighters danced through the fire to maintain their continuous blitz of pulse fire against the enemy ships.  The Consortium was outnumbered over five to one, and those numbers made the difference.  The Consortium ships fired back even as they tried to maneuver around Confederate ships to get into the atmosphere, but they were systematically sheared apart, had holes ripped into them, or had their power systems blown out and their crews literally fried like a TV dinner in a microwave oven by Kimdori stream weaponry.  Within two minutes, the entire Consortium fleet was destroyed or permanently disabled, and they moved quickly with towing beams to arrest the debris’ velocity, get it into orbit rather than have it fall into the atmosphere.  Commence ground invasion while we deal with the debris, Marayi ordered.  “Have the Treni get a towing beam on that Kimdori ship!” she barked, pointing at a damaged Kimdori ship in a death spiral towards the atmosphere.


As one, 63 jumpers gracefully started their descent into the atmosphere as 117 corvettes and low orbital bombardment vessels followed them.  In front of all of them, Army and Marine Wolf fighters and 170 Gladiators equipped with flight pods descended, the advance force that would secure the landing areas.  Marayi could only hope that they didn’t have the same kinds of problems they did, because now it was absolutely clear that the Consortium was not only suicidal, but genocidal.  They would destroy Shio Prime if they were allowed to do so.


Marine General Trela Karinne sat at her desk in the tactical section of the Marine Corvette Honor, her sister Colonel Miori Karinne’s ship, a full tactical readout of all resources and detected Consortium defenses on her holographic monitor.  She was the overall commander of this ground attack, so she had to be able to see everything that was going on.  The Honor was the lead corvette descending just behind the jumpers, and everything on her board was showing ready even as sensor officers detected and marked every Consortium mantis mecha and automated ground battery.  “Alright, let’s get this going,” she barked in her strong voice.  “Get the sub-orbitals up and running!”

The low orbit ships, which would actually be 60,000 shakra over the city instead of in low orbit, pulled up and into position, and they went to work.  Streaks of plasma bolts lanced past the descending ships as the high altitude strikers began firing on known weapon batteries and identified mantis craft.  The high ships had far more range than the ground batteries, and the hot plasma bolts, the only plasma weapon capable of planetary bombardment from high altitude or orbit, rained down on those positions before they could start firing on the descending ground units.  Under that sustained fire, the ground forces would have a much easier time reaching their landing positions.  The Wolf fighters then dove down on the city of Shial, hitting any battery the strikers missed and also going after the swarms of mantis mecha on the planet.  There was some fire coming up, which the Wolves managed to evade fairly easily, as did the descending Gladiators.  Trela had to shiver a bit when she saw those six black Gladiators at the vanguard.  The KBB.  Trelle’s silky hair, did she almost feel sorry for the bugs that had to face those six women once they hit the ground.  The lead Gladiator had a railgun in its hand, and it fired back at the ground, using the red streaks to track back to the weapon batteries, and whoever was in that Gladiator, her aim was fucking deadly.  She was firing from midair from a ground unit with no bracing and having to deal with all that motion and shimmying, and yet her rail slug almost went right down the fucking barrel of the Torsion gun that had fired in her general direction.

That had to be Captain Kyva Karinne.  Trela zoomed in, and was sure of it, the Gladiator’s telemetry gave her away.  The other Gladiators followed her lead, and soon there were dozens of corkscrew trails tracing down into the city as the descending Gladiators opened up on any target they could identify.


Trela watched as Kyva was the first to land, in a grassy park only 479 shakra from the perimeter of the planet killer.  The instant her feet hit the ground, she jettisoned her flight pod, and two spinners borrowed from the Wolf fighters launched off her shoulders and zipped up into the air.  From the legs of her mecha, two tiny quadrupedal drones deployed, like two little robotic guard giruzi, another idea borrowed from the Wolf fighters.  They were little helper drones that could fire on enemies using either MPAC or pulse guns or scout dangerous locations from ground level, even as the spinners kept an eye on things from above.  The other KBB squad members landed and mirrored their captain, jettisoning their pods and deploying their spinners and drones.  Within 20 seconds of landing, the KBB was challenged by a pack of about 20 mantis mecha, but they showed absolutely no fear.  The six black Gladiators surged forward to hit them head on, defending the landing position as more Gladiators landed behind them.  Trela was almost mesmerized by the grace of those six Gladiator riggers as they literally danced through the incoming fire, occupying all of their enemy’s attention, then they split into two groups of three at the last second and skirted to each side, firing into the pack of mantises in a nasty crossfire of pulse blasts.  They then turned right into the disorganized mob, their monomolecular blades extended, and engaged the mantises in blade to scythe combat.  All their helper drones were right in that melee with them, shooting up into the underbellies of the mantis mecha even as they skittered around the legs of the combatatants, even biting the mantis mecha, clamping jaws on their legs and damaging them.  It was like watching one of those Terran pirate swashbuckling movies, the six black Gladiators fighting with the mantises sword to sword, but the mantises were no match for the Gladiators.  They were carved apart with swift assuredness within seconds of engaging a Gladiator, and any time a Gladiator was given enough room, it simply fired pulse blasts from its forearm cannons to blow apart any mantis afraid to engage in melee combat.  And in the chaotic melee, the mantises had an almost impossible time trying to fire a shot at a Gladiator without endangering one of its own.  In mere moments, all the mantis mecha were destroyed, and the Marines had their landing zone secured.  Kyva picked up her railgun from where she dropped it to engage the mantis mecha just as the jumpers started touching down, disembarking Crusader-clad Marines and several companies of Kimdori wearing their own version of Crusader armor, moving swiftly to set up heavy mount defensive MPACs, pulse cannons, and railguns as the Faey spread out and started using their telepathy to find and knock out any Shio anywhere near their landing zone.

Though not quite as spectacularly, that same scene played out at all six designated landing zones.  Gladiators landed and eliminated all resistance, securing the position for the infantry to safely disembark the jumpers and start securing the perimeters with fixed weaponry.  Those six landing points would also be the evacuation points if they had to abort, so they had to be defended at all costs.


“Stage two, go,” Trela called, and the order went out.


At that command, Gladiators and infantry moved towards the planet killer facility from all six landing sites, moving slowly and carefully as Shio citizens scattered before them, all of them telepathically dominated and sent into basements and other safe locations.  The six advance elements joined at planned locations and merged into three strike teams, all of which would assault a different entry into the planet killer.  Data coming in from the attacks on Ravarra were already supplying them with basic layouts of the other two planet killers, and if the Consortium were creatures of habit and built their devices similarly, that information would be useful here.  Trela watched as the first unit reached its destination, as techs disabled the plasma fence under a storm of defensive fire as infantry and Gladiators returned fire with railguns, and once the fence was down—even though they could fly, they weren’t leaving that fence up to hamper an escape route—the KDF and Kimdori infantry stormed a large supply depot.  Wolf fighters pounded the defensive positions from the air as Gladiators finished off the mantis mecha defending the main doors, then they literally blew the doors open using MPACs.  Armored insectoids were visible beyond the smoking hole, wearing some kind of combo armor and gravity nullifier, firing Torsion weapons at the invaders, but they were withered down to nothing in a virtual solid mass of incoming fire, most of it done from beyond the range of their Torsion weapons.  There were also Shio visible in there, but most of them were laying on the floor unconscious, victims of Faey telepathy.  The mindstrikers could have forced the Shio to attack the Consortium insects, but they had orders not to put the non-coms at risk.  Knocking them out was the only real option they had, putting them on the ground and out of the biggest part of the danger and also preventing the bugs from slaughtering them if they were running around in there.


It only took them three minutes and 17 seconds to gain a foothold inside the facility once the fence was disabled, at a cost of 73 dead or wounded.  Faey and Kimdori poured into the breach, some of the Kimdori shedding their armor and changing form, then vanishing into the air ducts and pipes to infiltrate deep into the facility in advance of the armed invasion.

The other two strike teams had also breached the planet killer, so Trela ordered stage three and watched, issuing commands here and there for both the invading infantry and the fighters and support ships still fighting in and above the city.  Mantis mecha were everywhere, and the Wolf fighters and Gladiators were being directed to them to destroy them as the sub-orbital support ships bombarded them any time they had a clear shot.  Skirmishes were being fought all over the city, as pockets of mantis mecha were engaged by Gladiators, or strafed by Wolf fighters, and the Shio population vanished into buildings, staying out of the way, as well they should.

Inside the facility, the Kimdori did their jobs.  Infiltrators managed to get behind the defensive lines and they wreaked havoc, disabling systems, misdirecting defending insectoids, and they even managed to kill the overall facility commander as 16 Kimdori attacked the control room.  The Kimdori scattered the defense of the facility by taking the command center, and it allowed the KDF to drive deep inside and take the main control room only seven minutes after making the initial breach, despite heavy resistance…because that resistance wasn’t coordinated and their data about the Ravarra facilities matched the facility here, which gave them blueprints and told them where to go.  Without orders, the bugs were fighting with suicidal determination, not leaving their positions, not falling back, and that allowed them to clear a hallway or section and then move in deeper rather than see the defenders fall back to more heavily defended positions and put up even stiffer resistance.  The insectoids were very fast in their armor and were dangerous with rifles, but they were simply outclassed by infantry in Crusader armor, who were faster and had even more firepower.  The KDF drove deeper and deeper inside, until they eliminated the last pocket of defense between them and the control room.  They joined up with the Kimdori infiltrators, reorganized, then moved on to attack the central power core, where over a hundred bugs were waiting in defense, some of them laboring to try to overload the power core and blow up the facility rather than allow the KDF to take it.

The battle in the core was short and brutal.  The bugs were fanatical in their defense of the techs trying to blow up the power core, and it forced the KDF to push very hard, losing soldiers left and right as they pushed through the zealous defense and reached the techs trying to destroy the core.  The battle in the core took nearly six minutes, and it cost the KDF 117 soldiers to eliminate a defending force almost equal to the number of the dead or injured.


But, despite the losses, it was a fast and efficient operation.  The casualties were below the estimated number, though those numbers might go up since the KDF still had to wipe out the last of the defenders and secure the planet.  Still, they had the upper hand.  The bugs had no ships, no communication, no support, and now they were facing a hostile Shio population as soon as the Shio realized that the Confederacy had retaken Shio Prime.  The only thing they had to do was retake the orbital station currently on the far side of the planet, and then they’d be done.  But that was not considered part of this operation.

Trela sighed and called it in.  Shio Prime’s defending fleet was destroyed and the planet killer was effectively secured.  The objectives of the mission were fulfilled, now came the mopping up.

For all intents and purposes, Shio Prime was under Confederate control.
