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The Development of Electromagnetic Ballistic Reactive Armor (EBRA)
1. Early Military Innovations and Kinetic Energy Management
The concept of electromagnetic ballistic reactive armor, commonly known as EBRA, emerged from centuries of technological advancements and military innovations aimed at improving personal protection. The desire to create lightweight, mobile armor capable of resisting high-velocity projectiles began long before the first EBRA prototypes. In the early 2200s, conflicts on Earth and the first colonial skirmishes on Mars underscored the need for better armor in the face of increasingly lethal kinetic and energy-based weaponry. Traditional armor designs had reached their limits, burdened by excessive weight and reduced mobility.
The first significant breakthroughs came from research into kinetic energy absorption technologies. Initial designs utilized layered composite materials with interwoven energy-absorbent polymers, allowing for partial dissipation of incoming forces. However, as kinetic projectile technology continued to improve, even these advanced materials could not provide adequate protection against high-powered rounds. In response, the military turned to the field of electromagnetism, hoping to harness its properties for an innovative solution.
2. The Rise of Electromagnetic Field-Based Defenses
Research into electromagnetic field-based defense systems initially focused on vehicle protection. Experimental armor systems on tanks and armored personnel carriers incorporated electromagnetic fields to deflect or decelerate incoming projectiles. Although promising, these systems suffered from issues of power consumption, electromagnetic interference, and limited adaptability in the unpredictable environments of ground combat. Scientists quickly realized that miniaturizing this technology for infantry armor would require both a more efficient power source and a design that could selectively activate upon impact.
The next breakthrough came in the form of modular electromagnetic reactive plating, developed by a research team sponsored by the Terran Defense Initiative. By embedding small, lightweight electromagnetic coils into segmented armor plates, the team created a system that could be activated by sensors that detected incoming projectiles. When triggered, the coils emitted a short but intense electromagnetic field capable of decelerating and diffusing the projectile's energy. This allowed the armor to absorb kinetic force, but the energy requirements and weight remained obstacles to practical deployment.
3. Advancements in Energy Storage and AI-Driven Sensor Systems
A turning point arrived with the development of compact, high-capacity energy storage units in the late 2400s. These units, derived from advances in plasma battery technology, enabled soldiers to carry substantial energy reserves in small, lightweight packs. With this new energy source, the dream of reactive armor that could respond to kinetic threats without compromising mobility became achievable. Paired with advancements in AI-driven sensor systems, which could detect incoming projectiles with unprecedented accuracy, the concept of “reactive electromagnetic defense” began to take shape.
The first generation of these personal reactive armor suits, however, still suffered from key limitations. Due to high energy costs and difficulties with adjusting to different projectile types, these prototypes could only provide limited protection against high-powered rounds, and their electromagnetic response only worked at a narrow range of velocities. Moreover, early armor systems required regular maintenance, as the electromagnetic coils frequently wore out after repeated use. Nonetheless, military leadership saw immense potential, and funding for this technology surged in the late 2400s.
4. The Breakthrough: Electromagnetic Ballistic Reactive Armor
In 2303, after years of trials and tribulations, Dr. Elias Trent and his team at the Jovian Advanced Defense Laboratory unveiled the first fully operational prototype of electromagnetic ballistic reactive armor (EBRA). This armor combined lightweight composite plating, reactive electromagnetic coils, and an AI-enhanced sensor suite in a slim, wearable design. Unlike previous designs, the EBRA system could detect and respond to projectiles with varying velocities by selectively activating electromagnetic fields around specific armor segments.
When a projectile struck the armor, sensors instantly measured its speed and trajectory, activating a corresponding electromagnetic field that stole kinetic energy from the impact. The absorbed energy was then temporarily redirected back into the suit, reinforcing nearby armor segments. This unique feature allowed EBRA to strengthen itself with each hit, making it nearly impervious to small-arms fire and low-velocity impacts. The armor’s ability to self-fortify was limited, of course, by the amount of energy stored, and after absorbing a certain number of impacts, the suit required time to recharge. Still, the introduction of EBRA was hailed as a revolutionary leap in personal defense.
5. Tactical Implications and the Shift to Bladed Combat
The development of EBRA transformed the nature of close-quarters combat, particularly in the environment of spacefaring vessels, where kinetic weaponry was standard but explosive munitions were too dangerous. As EBRA quickly spread among the military and boarding operations in the Jovian moons, conventional firearms and small-arms fire proved ineffective against troops equipped with EBRA. The armor's ability to withstand bullets and low-power energy weapons meant that soldiers were effectively immune to most small-arms fire.
This new battlefield dynamic sparked a shift in military tactics. With firearms becoming less effective, many factions returned to melee combat, utilizing bladed and piercing weapons that operated below the kinetic threshold needed to activate the EBRA’s electromagnetic defenses. Boarding parties and anti-boarding squads alike began carrying specialized blades, often equipped with energy dampening properties to avoid triggering the armor’s reactive elements. Combatants found themselves wielding swords, axes, and daggers, evoking a kind of neomedieval close-combat warfare driven by technological evolution rather than tradition.
6. EBRA in Naval and Space Combat
The introduction of EBRA had particularly profound implications for naval and space-based conflicts. As humanity spread throughout the solar system, piracy and territorial skirmishes grew rampant, with EBRA playing a significant role in defining new boarding strategies. On spacecraft, where gunfire could lead to catastrophic hull breaches, EBRA provided a reliable solution for defending against small-arms fire while maintaining the vessel’s structural integrity.
Boarding actions involving EBRA-equipped troops became brutal, close-quarters engagements, where hand-to-hand combat skills were as vital as tactical planning. Pirates and military personnel alike adapted to this new combat reality, integrating traditional martial techniques with modern armor tactics. Thus, EBRA reshaped not only the technology of warfare but also the very psychology and ethos of soldiers, who trained extensively in both ballistic defense and melee proficiency.
7. Limitations and Future Developments
Despite its many strengths, EBRA had limitations that affected its deployment in certain combat scenarios. High-powered rounds or energy weapons with specific frequencies could overwhelm the armor’s electromagnetic fields, although few combatants possessed such weaponry. Additionally, the EBRA’s power source, though advanced, still required periodic recharging after extended engagements. Overuse of the reactive properties drained energy reserves quickly, and the armor’s response to impacts diminished as the power supply waned.
Furthermore, the armor’s selective response left it vulnerable to low-kinetic impacts, such as blades or slow-moving projectiles, which circumvented the electromagnetic fields altogether. This inherent vulnerability required soldiers to carry bladed weapons for self-defense and prompted some manufacturers to explore hybrid armor designs that incorporated traditional composite plates for low-energy impacts.
In recent years, engineers have explored augmenting EBRA with energy-dampening materials, advanced plasma batteries, and distributed power systems to enhance its endurance. These developments have led to new generations of EBRA that offer improved response times, reduced weight, and better protection against a wider range of threats. Future iterations may incorporate adaptive AI systems capable of dynamically adjusting the armor’s electromagnetic fields, offering improved protection against both high- and low-energy impacts.
8. Legacy of EBRA in Military Doctrine
EBRA has left an indelible mark on military doctrine and the tactical landscape of space warfare. No longer purely reliant on high-powered weaponry, soldiers have trained to maximize the strengths and compensate for the weaknesses of EBRA. The armor has redefined personal protection, making soldiers less reliant on cover and more focused on strategic, close-quarters combat. EBRA’s dual nature, combining advanced technology with a reliance on traditional weaponry, exemplifies humanity’s ability to adapt to and evolve with its own inventions.
The widespread adoption of EBRA also influenced the perception of warfare and the soldier’s role within it. No longer simple operators of weapons, EBRA-clad soldiers embody a fusion of machine and warrior, bringing a sense of physicality and resilience to the battlefield. Boarding actions, once centered around firepower and quick breaching techniques, now involve carefully coordinated melee strategies and armor expertise, changing the very fabric of space warfare.
Today, EBRA remains the standard for military forces throughout the solar system, a symbol of humanity’s ingenuity in balancing strength with mobility. Its influence extends beyond the battlefield, shaping everything from training regimens to armor design principles, and ensuring that those who wear it are formidable, adaptable, and ever-ready for the challenges of modern combat.

Aboard HMS Iron Duke, Fleet Flagship, Imperial Terra Grand Fleet
Approaching Europa, Jovian Orbit
Rear Admiral Daniel William ‘Ash’ Ashford
He stared at the images that were being presented in front of him while keeping his thoughts at the forefront of his mind. However, he was hardly the only one who was keeping his thoughts to himself at that moment because the table that he was seated on was also silent. As that thought entered the forefront of his mind – and before he had even realized what it was that he was doing – he had already turned his attention toward the direction of the head of the table and the direction of his commanding officer, though if he were being honest, he would have to admit that he was not the slightest bit surprised to see that his commanding officer was not even looking in his direction, as the said man kept his attention focused toward the direction of the screen that was seemingly floating in front of him, projected by something that was on the surface of the same table that they were seated around.
There was another man who was seated on the side of the table, and he soon turned his attention toward the direction of the second man, noting the expression of seriousness that the brown-haired vice admiral was wearing on his face at that moment, but he also noted that the look that was on the face of the chief-of-staff was directed toward the direction of the screen that was in front of him, making it obvious that the seriousness that the vice admiral was feeling at that moment was reserved for whatever it was that he was watching through the screen that was floating in front of him rather than anything else.
Rear Admiral Ashford fought the urge to allow a sigh to escape from his lips as he then remarked to himself that allowing such a sound to escape from his lips at that moment would have caused those who were nearest to him to turn their attention toward his direction at the same time that they would have placed questioning look on their faces, and if he were being honest, Rear Admiral Ashford would have to admit that he did not want that o happen, which was why he kept that sigh from escaping from his lips.
Rather than return his attention toward the direction of the screen that was floating in front of him, however, the Chief Military Advisor, General-Admiral, Imperial Terra Grand Fleet turned his attention toward the direction away from the table and the sides of the command bridge, noting the images that were being captured by the numerous sensors that had been embedded upon the hull of the flagship and sent directly to the screens that were placed on the side of the bridge in such a way that those inside the bridge would get the impression that they are standing on the hull of the ship that they were on, rather than inside the ship itself.
Even from where he was seated, Rear Admiral Ashford had no problem seeing the battleship that was positioned right beside their flagship, though because of the distances involved – it was about a kilometer away from them – the sensors that are sending their images to these screens cannot make out the fine detail of the ship in question. A small smile came across the face of Rear Admiral Ashford at that moment, however, as he then remarked to himself that he did not need to make out the finer details of the battleship that was sailing to their port for him to know what the ship is, and as that thought entered the forefront of his mind, he turned his attention toward the bow of the flagship.
He noted the stern of the large cruiser that was positioned in front of the flagship, even as a voice coming from the back of his head reminded him that the large cruiser whose stern he was looking at was the fifth of the five-ship large cruiser division that was positioned in front of their battleship division. 
In the Grand Fleet, while it is true that battleships lead the formation, the actual ships that are at the head of the formation are large cruisers, though those same large cruisers would change course when contact with the opposition is imminent, and allow the battleships to be the first to engage the enemy formation while the large cruisers are kept in reserve in case a general pursuit would develop, or in case their guns are needed to mop up the remaining resistance.
As that thought entered the forefront of his mind, Rear Admiral Ashford forced himself out of the reverie that he had not even realized he had fallen into. He turned his attention toward the direction of his commanding officer, though again, he was not the slightest bit surprised to see that Lord Alexander was keeping his attention focused toward the direction of the screen in front of him rather than toward his Chief Military Advisor, and a simple glance toward the direction of Vice Admiral Cline, a few moments later, revealed that the same was true for the Chief-of-Staff, General-Admiral, Imperial Terra Grand Fleet.
Rear Admiral Ashford allowed those thoughts to go through the forefront of his mind at the same time that he turned his attention toward the direction of the screen in front of him, pressing a few buttons on the armrest of his chair to call up different data sets that have been summarized by the system for him to go through, even if the Rear Admiral would have to admit that there was little need for him to go through the reports that he can call up because he had already seen them earlier.
A moment after that thought entered the forefront of his mind, however, he was forced to return to the present as he then realized that the latest long-range sweeps conducted by the visual scanners – the majority of which are located at the bow of the ships – had been summarized, and had flagged the fact that there was now one less ship in the approaching opposition. Rear Admiral Ashford found himself blinking even as he used the buttons on the armrest of his chair to call up a summary of the ship that the long-range scanners could not see, and he fought the urge to frown as his mind began to list the possibilities as to the sudden disappearance of the ship in question.
Of course, the most obvious answer to the question of what had happened to the missing ship was that it was sunk – and as that thought entered the forefront of his mind, the Rear Admiral would have to admit that there was a part of him that was ready to conclude that such was the case – but a moment or two after that thought entered the forefront of his mind, Rear Admiral Ashford told himself that there was also the possibility that they are dealing with a ship that had gone cold deliberately, and that meant that the ship must have some sort of stealth capability.
If he were being honest, Rear Admiral Ashford would have to admit that even as that thought entered the forefront of his mind, he would have to admit that he did not think that such would be the case. He did not need to close his eyes at that moment for him to recall the latest intelligence report that he had received regarding the state of the shipbuilding capabilities of the Kingdom of Europa, and while it was true that there was a part of him that cannot help but be amused, he did not allow a smile to appear across his face as he then reminded himself of what he had read.
While their latest intelligence had praised the recent efforts by King Christopher of Europa in strengthening their shipbuilding industry, it also did not mince words when it came to the projected timeline. Rear Admiral Ashford cannot help but remark to himself that it was obvious that the Europan authorities were thinking long-term with their shipbuilding strategy, and as that particular thought entered the forefront of his mind, Rear Admiral Ashford would have to admit that he cannot help but blink as he then realized that the national shipbuilding strategy laid down by the current King of Europa already took into account their alliance with Io.
‘Which meant that the King is certain that an alliance would be concluded between the two Kingdoms,’ Rear Admiral Ashford thought, though he then shook his head – but he made sure that it was just a mental action – as he asked himself what the reason for the King making that conclusion would be. He had to blink again, a few moments later, as he then realized that Europa had something that Io wanted, and a small smile came across the face of Rear Admiral Ashford as he then silently remarked to himself, ‘Even our Holy Empire of Terra requires heirs.’
Rear Admiral Ashford paused at that moment, even as he called to the forefront of his mind what he could remember about the Crown Prince of Io and the eldest daughter of King Christopher of Europa, and he would readily admit that the first thought that came to the forefront of his mind as he did so was that the two of them attended the same university in Ganymede – though that was hardly a surprise, after all, Ganymede has the best universities in Jupiter – even if it was true that they were not part of the same social circles.
‘Well, affection can be arranged after the marriage itself,’ he thought, though he was then forced out of the forefront of his mind as a warning klaxon suddenly began to echo around the bridge. Rather than look at some random direction, however, Rear Admiral Ashford turned his attention toward the direction of the large screen that was being projected from the table that they were seated around, and as he had expected, the warning sounds that echoed around the bridge at that moment was a warning that their formation and the opposition formation was now close enough to each other that firing would begin momentarily.
Rear Admiral Ashford turned his attention toward the direction of Lord Alexander at that moment, but as he had expected, his commanding officer was wearing a neutral expression on his face. Even if that was the case, however, the Chief Military Advisor cannot help but remark to himself that he knew the General-Admiral well enough – and he is, in fact, the one who knew him the longest in the command staff, having served as a platoon leader in the battalion that Lord Alexander had commanded back when they were both just midshipmen, albeit in different classes – for him to be sure that he is looking forward to what is about to happen.
The size and formation of the Grand Fleet meant that only a small fraction of their fleet would be able to engage the approaching opposition formation, and Rear Admiral Ashford would have to admit that there was a part of him that had to ask if Lord Alexander had organized the fleet route to make sure that the opposing ships would be forced to approach to the starboard side of their fleet, essentially placing themselves in between two of the ten battleship groups of the Grand Fleet, and subjecting themselves to fire from both their starboard and port side.
With a shake of his head – and this time, there was nothing mental about the action that he had taken – Rear Admiral Ashford told himself that the opposition commander should have already realized what was happening, and he should have already given orders to his ships to alter their course, but as he once more turned his attention toward the floating screen in front of him, the Chief Military Advisor noted how the Europan ships are still approaching them in a single line.
Rear Admiral Ashford shook his head again – and this time, it was just a mental action – as he then remarked to himself that the reason that the approaching opposition ships had not altered their approach was obvious, and there was a part of him that had to wonder if their commanding officer had already been killed, or if he is just out of contact because the ship that he is riding on had lost communications. Either way, however, there was nothing that could be done. 
“Given the size of the enemy formation, one pass might be enough to eradicate them,” Rear Admiral Ashford said at the same time that he kept his attention focused toward the direction of his commanding officer, and because that was the case, he missed the message that just came in from the commander of the large cruisers that were attached to their division.
Even if Rear Admiral Ashford had missed the message, it would appear that Vice Admiral Cline did not, and after another moment or two, the Chief-of-Staff was soon pushing words out of his mouth, “Vice Admiral Craig is requesting formation to continue leading the formation into the expected point of exchange,” he said, and Rear Admiral Ashford turned his attention toward the direction of Vice Admiral Cline just in time to watch as the Chief-of-Staff turned his attention toward the direction of Lord Alexander.
No words may have escaped from the lips of Vice Admiral Cline at that moment, but the expression that was on his face was the only thing that Rear Admiral Ashford needed to see for him to be sure that the older man was all for giving the commander of their large cruiser escorts permission to do what he had requested. A moment or two after that thought entered the forefront of his mind, Rear Admiral Ashford turned his attention toward the direction of Lord Alexander, and he had to blink when she saw the expression that was on the face of the General-Admiral.
“Very well, give him permission,” Lord Alexander said, and the words that escaped from his lips at that moment made Rear Admiral Ashford blink because, if he were being honest, he would have to admit that he expected Lord Alexander to refuse permission, with the General-Admiral preferring instead to lead his battleships into combat. That thought had barely gone through the forefront of the mind of Rear Admiral Ashford before he was then forced to return to the present as more words escaped from the lips of Lord Alexander, “whatever ships are not destroyed or disabled would be taken care of by our battleships.”
Rear Admiral Ashford turned his attention toward the direction of Vice Admiral Cline at that moment, and if he were being honest, the Chief Military Advisor would have to admit that the look that was on the face of Vice Admiral Cline at that moment was the only thing that he needed to see for him to be sure that the Vice Admiral was also surprised by the words that had escaped from the lips of their commanding officer.
Of course, the words that escaped from the lips of the General-Admiral were also what Vice Admiral Cline had suggested that they do, and because that was the case, the Vice Admiral simply inclined his head toward the direction of their commander before he turned his attention toward the direction of the screen floating in front of him at the same time that Rear Admiral Ashford turned his attention toward the bow of their flagship.
The series of lights that suddenly started to materialize before subsequently disappearing – most of which in less than a second – was the only thing that Rear Admiral Ashford needed to see for him to be sure that the main and secondary batteries of their large cruisers were now engaging every opposition ship that entered within their range. 
Less than a minute after that thought entered the forefront of his mind, Rear Admiral Ashford found himself watching in silence as the twelve twenty-inch mass-drivers that are the main batteries of a Duke-class battleship – of which HMS Iron Duke is a member – were fired at one target. 
Even at ranges of less than one kilometer – which is practically spitting distance in space combat – the speed with which the flagship was moving and the ship with which the target was moving meant that only half of the projectiles that had been fired hit the target, with the other half missing completely and exploding on their own when their fuses have detected that they now pass a certain distance so that they would not just hurl themselves forever.
That was especially important given that they had friendly ships in the line of fire, though Rear Admiral Ashford pushed that thought out of the forefront of his mind as he then focused his attention on the reports that were coming from the sensors.
He focused his attention first toward the direction of the ship that the flagship had targeted, and he noted how it was not just the main batteries of the flagship that had hit it because the intermediate batteries – three of the six six-inch mass-drivers – and the secondary battery – six of the eight five quarter-inch rail-cannons – have also hit the target. It would have taken a heavily armored ship to resist the twenty-inch mass-drivers, and as that thought entered the forefront of his mind, he used the sensors to the stern of the flagship to confirm that the ship that they had targeted had broken into a million pieces as the projectiles that hit it exploded inside the ship itself.
“We did not even need to use our torpedoes,” Vice Admiral Cline commented, a few moments later, and the words that escaped from his lips caused Rear Admiral Ashford to turn his attention toward the direction of Lord Alexander, even though it was true that the next word that echoed around the three of them still escaped from the lips of the Chief-of-Staff as he then added, “It appears that going through our large cruiser screen and the large cruiser screen of ‘Henrietta’ had shaved more than forty-percent of the enemy formation, and another thirty-percent was shaved when they went through us and the main body of ‘Henrietta’.”
Lord Alexander inclined his head toward the direction of his Chief-of-Staff at that moment before he said, “The remaining thirty percent can be handled by the large cruiser and destroyers of our battlegroup and those of ‘Henrietta’,” he said, and he used a tone at that moment that would have suggested that his orders are final, before he then paused, though just because that was the case does not mean that he is already done speaking, and he soon added, “Just in case, have ‘Alexandra’ turn around and provide support as and if necessary.”
One of the junior officers who was standing near the table at that moment noted the order that Lord Alexander had given and no one needed to keep their attention upon the man for them to know that the proper orders would be relayed to the proper commanders. 
If he were being honest, Rear Admiral Ashford would have to admit that there was a part of him that had to wonder what the reaction of Vice Admiral Lannister – commander of the 1st Battleship Group ‘Alexandra’ – would be to the order that was given, but with a mental shake of his head, he pushed that thought out of the forefront of his mind as he then reminded himself that the commanders of the various battlegroups of the Grand Fleet are chosen not only for their skills but also for their ability to follow commands. Vice Admiral Lannister might not like to be left out of the orbital drop, but he would follow the command that he was given.
As that thought entered the forefront of his mind, Rear Admiral Ashford would have to admit that he could not help but mentally shake his head even as he turned his attention toward the direction of Lord Alexander, and somehow, his commanding officer had realized that he was now looking in his direction because Lord Alexander turned his gaze toward the direction of his Chief Military Advisor at that moment, but that did not stop Rear Admiral Ashford from pushing the next words that escaped from his lips as he inclined his head toward the direction of Lord Alexander.
“We have two more Fort Howe-class stations to deal with,” Rear Admiral Ashford said before he then pressed a series of buttons on the armrest of the chair that he was seated on, in response to the buttons that he had pressed, the image that was being displayed on the large screen in front of them changed to show the two stations that the Chief Military Advisor was talking about.
Before anyone else could say anything, Rear Admiral Ashford was already pushing more words out of his mouth as he said, “These stations are configured to act as orbital airstrips, with at least three squadrons of fighter-bombers stationed in each,” before he then turned his attention toward the direction of Lord Alexander and he said, “They might prove to be a hindrance to an orbital invasion,” before he then inclined his head toward the direction of his commanding officer.
If he were being honest, Rear Admiral Ashford would have to admit that he expected the amused expression that appeared on the face of Lord Alexander, and that was the case even if it was true that for the next five seconds or so, he said nothing, merely keeping his gaze focused toward the direction of the stations. 
As he stared in the direction of the General-Admiral, Rear Admiral Ashford would have to admit that he was sure that Lord Alexander already knew how he was going to deal with the stations, and that was made even more poignant, a few moments later, when a theatrical sigh escaped from the lips of the General-Admiral even as he turned his attention toward the direction of Vice Admiral Cline, “Get me ‘Adelaide’ and ‘Bernadette’,” he said.
Vice Admiral Cline nodded before he pressed some buttons on his armrest, and two communications screens appeared in front of the General-Admiral. Lord Alexander focused his attention on the direction of the screens at that moment, before he said, “We have two orbiting airstrips around the moon, and it might interfere with the orbital drop,” before he then paused, while it was true that he paused long enough for either of the vice admirals that he was now speaking with to say something, they did not do so, allowing Lord Alexander to add, a few moments later, “take your battlegroups and deal with them.”
Vice Admiral Michael Withers and Vice Admiral Cyrus Hughes saluted before the communications screens that they were using to receive their orders from Lord Alexander disappeared, and when he realized what had happened, Rear Admiral Ashford turned his attention toward the floating screen in front of him. 
A full five seconds passed before the two battlecruiser groups that were on the port side of the main formation accelerated from the regular cruiser speed of point fifteen prax – about thirty-five kilometers per second – to their rapid approach speed of point twenty-five prax at the same time that the two commanders changed the angle of their approach to about positive five degrees which meant that the twenty-five ships that each formation had – battlecruisers, light cruisers, and destroyers – were soon angling upward relative to the main body of the formation.
Of course, with ‘Adelaide’ and ‘Bernadette’ detaching themselves from the main force, the main body of the formation no longer has battlecruisers to their flanks. Under normal circumstances, the Grand Fleet would have four battlecruiser groups – ‘Charlotte’ and ‘Danielle’ would be the other two – but one group – ‘Danielle’ – had been left behind to deal with Fort Anson, while another – ‘Charlotte’ – had been left behind as well to guard the Gravity Accelerator, though from what Rear Admiral Ashford had been informed, it would appear that ‘Charlotte’ was burning fuel to reach the main body after they had been released from guard duty around the Accelerator. 
“I would have at least one carrier group support ‘Adelaide’ and ‘Bernadette’, but I have a feeling that you’ll both object to that,” Lord Alexander said as he then regarded the two men who were seated around the table with him, and if he were being honest, Rear Admiral Ashford would have to admit that he agreed with the words that escaped from the lips of his commanding officer.
It was not that Rear Admiral Ashford did not think that the battlecruiser groups that they were sending against the Europan orbiting stations were enough – indeed, if he had his way, he would have deployed battleships rather than battlecruisers but he can understand why Lord Alexander had opted to send the battlecruisers rather than wait for the battleships to get in range – but rather, it was because he would rather have the carriers – and the naval air wing that they are carrying – with the main body of formation, as they would need those aircraft to escort their drop pods and shuttles when the orbital invasion starts.
The words that escaped from the lips of Vice Admiral Cline forced the Chief Military Advisor, General-Admiral, Imperial Terra Grand Fleet out of the reverie that he had not even realized he had fallen into. 
By the time he had returned to the present, the Chief-of-Staff was already pushing words out of his mouth, “The recommendation of the operations department was at least a full day of bombardment,” Vice Admiral Cline said, and there was something about the expression that he is wearing at that moment that made Rear Admiral Ashford realize that he would have pushed to follow that recommendation before the Chief-of-Staff shook his head to show that he did not fully agree with that recommendation, and he soon added, “At least two hours, Admiral.”
Lord Alexander did not even bother to allow a theatrical smile to appear on his face at that moment, but he did shake his head, and after another moment or two, he was already pushing more words out of his mouth as he said, “If we are going to do an orbital bombardment, then we might as well do a full measure of it,” before he then paused, and though it was true that he did not speak for another ten seconds or so, neither Vice Admiral Cline nor Rear Admiral Ashford said anything before Lord Alexander was already pushing more words out of his mouth, “I would prefer to secure the surface of the moon, at least a full day before their main fleet can appear.”
Rear Admiral Ashford and Vice Admiral Cline looked at each other at that moment, a silent conversation passing between the two of them even as the Chief Military Advisor remarked to himself that he could understand where the requirement of their commanding officer was coming from. After another moment or two, he turned his attention toward the direction of Lord Alexander before he then said, “While the Stargazers were designed with fighter-bomber capability in mind, I do not think the Valkyries would be of much use in pinpoint dive-bombing.”
The smile that appeared on the face of Lord Alexander at that moment was genuine before he inclined his head toward the direction of Rear Admiral Ashford, “it is a good thing, then, that we are only taking the Stargazers for this drop,” he said, before he then turned his attention toward the direction of Vice Admiral Cline and he asked, “Have the final target list been finalized?”
Vice Admiral Cline allowed an expression of irritation to appear on his face at that moment, but if he were being honest, Rear Admiral Ashford would have to admit that the look that appeared on the face of the Chief-of-Staff at that moment had nothing to do with any sort of irritation that he felt with the question that their commanding officer had asked, rather, it had everything to do with a decision that Lord Alexander had made, and which Vice Admiral Cline did not agree with. 
If he were being honest, Rear Admiral Ashford would have to admit that he agreed with the Chief-of-Staff regarding that question, but before he could follow through with that particular thought, he was forced to return to the present even as Vice Admiral Cline said, “All list have been distributed to the landing force commanders and all units have been briefed,” before he paused, though there was something about the way that he paused at that moment that made even Rear Admiral Ashford realize that there was something else that he wanted to say.
Judging from the smile that appeared on the face of Lord Alexander at that moment, it was obvious that the General-Admiral was aware of that as well, and he kept that expression of amusement on his face as he then inclined his head toward the direction of his Chief-of-Staff. 
While it was true that the look that was on the face of Lord Alexander at that moment advertised the fact that she would have wanted to say something, he refrained from doing so and, in the end, it was words that escaped from the lips of Vice Admiral Cline which echoed between the three of them, with Rear Admiral Ashford forced to admit that he understood why the Chief-of-Staff was using an exasperated tone when he allowed the next series of words to escape from his lips.
“I am sure that all members of your staff would prefer it if you were to stay here and remain in command of the fleet even during the orbital drop,” Vice Admiral Cline said, in response to the words that escaped from his lips, Lord Alexander turned his attention toward the direction of his Chief-of-Staff. 
The expression that was on the face of Lord Alexander at that moment was the only thing that anyone who had known him for a long time would have needed to see for them to realize that he would have wanted to say something at that moment, but in the end, the words that were supposed to come out of the lips of the General-Admiral was interrupted, when Vice Admiral Cline then added, at the same time that he inclined his head toward the direction of their commanding officer, “I speak for Rear Admiral Granger as well.”
There was something about the smile that appeared on the face of the General-Admiral at that moment that was the only thing that Rear Admiral Ashford needed to see for him to be sure that if Lord Alexander would have allowed words to escape from his mouth at that moment, he would have said that he was aware that such would be the case. 
A pregnant silence did descend between the three of them at that moment, though after another moment or two, Lord Alexander shattered that silence as he then allowed more words to escape from his lips, “Admiral Dalton is prepared to take command of the fleet while I lead the orbital invasion,” he said rather dryly, but at the same time, one cannot deny the amusement that he was feeling at that moment. 
Indeed, it was for that reason that he did not bother to wait for either Vice Admiral Cline or Rear Admiral Ashford to say anything before he was already pushing more words out of his mouth as he then said, “Admiral Dalton is better than me when it comes to holding the line, and that would, essentially, be what the fleet would be doing while we fight on the surface of the moon.”
Rear Admiral Ashford would have to admit that even he cannot argue against the words that had escaped from the lips of his commanding officer, though if he were being honest, he would have to admit that there was a part of him that had to ask if Lord Alexander had said what he had just said simply because he wanted to fight. With a mental shake of his head, he pushed that thought out of the forefront of his mind at the same time that he turned his attention toward the direction of Vice Admiral Cline.
If he were being honest, Rear Admiral Ashford would have to admit that, at that moment, he had already accepted that there was nothing that he could do or say that would make Lord Alexander change his mind about joining the orbital drop and leading the invasion himself, but the same was not true for Vice Admiral Cline, and the Chief Military Advisor had realized that such was the case simply from the expression that the Chief-of-Staff was wearing on his face.
After another moment or two, however, even that determined expression that was on the face of Vice Admiral Ashford had to disappear, replaced instead by an expression that was the only thing that Rear Admiral Ashford needed to see for him to be sure that the Chief-of-Staff had already conceded that there was nothing that he could say or do at that moment that would make Lord Alexander change his mind. 
The smile that appeared on the face of Lord Alexander, a few moments later, was the only thing that anyone would have needed to see for them to realize that such was the case, and he soon inclined his head toward the direction of Vice Admiral Cline before he then said, “And since Rear Admiral Granger is not here, I am going to have to ask you to get Admiral Dalton.”
Perhaps Lord Alexander was hoping that Vice Admiral Cline would allow an expression of irritation to appear on his face in response to the words that had escaped from his lips at that moment, but if that was the case, then the General-Admiral would just have to be disappointed, as no such look appeared on the face of Vice Admiral Cline even as he pressed more buttons on the armrest of the chair that he was seated on, and another communication screen appeared in front of where the General-Admiral was seated.
“Admiral Dalton,” Lord Alexander said, and he did not even bother to return the salute that the man who was second-in-command to Lord Alexander offered, before the General-Admiral then added, “I would be leading the main orbital drop, I would be turning over command of the fleet to you in the meantime.”
The expression that appeared on the face of Admiral Daniel William Dalton was the only thing that Rear Admiral Ashford needed to see for him to be sure that the oldest officer in the fleet was expecting the order that he had just been given. 
Of course, there was also something about the expression that he was wearing on his face at that moment that told the Chief Military Advisor that the oldest officer in the fleet would not endorse the decision of their commanding officer to join the orbital invasion, but unlike Vice Admiral Cline and Rear Admiral Ashford, he already knew that trying to convince Lord Alexander from the course of action that the General-Admiral had already decided upon was useless, hence, the reason that Admiral Dalton simply inclined his head toward the direction of Lord Alexander before he then offered another salute, and this time, Lord Alexander returned the salute before the communications screen was closed.
“Status of our invasion force?” Lord Alexander asked before he then turned his attention toward Vice Admiral Cline, and the Chief-of-Staff showcased why he was the Chief-of-Staff, General-Admiral, Imperial Terra Grand Fleet when he did not even miss a beat before he was already responding to the words that escaped from the lips of Lord Alexander before more than a second or two had passed, which meant that he anticipated the question that the General-Admiral had asked.
“Once orbital control is secured, the battlegroups would separate to predetermined orbital positions,” Vice Admiral Cline said, and he pressed a button on the armrest of his chair, causing the screen that was floating in front of the three of them to change again, and this time, it displayed the moon that is their target while the symbols representing the various battlegroups of the Grand Fleet also moved to the positions that they are supposed to take in support of the orbital drop, “our battlegroup would be in position over the capital, with the marine contingent of the flagship slated to land on the castle itself.”
Vice Admiral Cline turned his attention toward the direction of Lord Alexander at that moment, and before he had realized what it was that he was doing, Rear Admiral Ashford had also turned his attention toward the direction of Lord Alexander, and he saw the smile that had formed across the face of their General-Admiral, though that expression soon disappeared from his face as he then added, “Is it not common sense and basic decency that the man who would invade their capital and who would meet the king of this soon-to-be conquered nation is also the one that they would soon pay homage to?”
Rear Admiral Ashford had no response to the words that had escaped from the lips of his commanding officer at that moment, but though it was true that he was looking in the direction of Lord Alexander at that moment, he had no problem seeing the expression that was on the face of Vice Admiral Cline, and while it was true that no words escaped from the lips of the Chief-of-Staff, that expression that he is now wearing is the only thing that Rear Admiral Ashford needed to see for him to be sure that Vice Admiral Cline wanted to say something at that moment. 
After another second or two, however, Vice Admiral Cline inclined his head toward the direction of Lord Alexander, even as Rear Admiral Ashford was forced to turn his attention toward the screen in front of him as he then reported, “Admiral, it seems that ‘Adelaide’ and ‘Bernadette’ are now engaging those stations.”
Lord Alexander inclined his head toward the direction of Rear Admiral Ashford before he parted his lips, “Very well,” he said, before he then took on a more serious tone as he turned his attention toward the bow of the flagship, “Proceed forward at maximum cruise speed, then prepare for orbital invasion,” and after he had allowed those words to escape from his lips, he pushed the chair that he was seated on away from the table so that he could then return onto his feet.
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It was hard for him not to stare at the images that he was seeing at that moment, and if he were being honest, he would have to admit that he was quite sure that it was the same for the other men who were in the command room with him at that moment, even though it was true that even if he had wanted to, he found himself unable to turn his attention away from the direction of the screens that are in front of him. Of course, the utter lack of anyone speaking at that moment even as they continued to keep their attention focused on the screens in front of them was something that he interpreted as a sign that all of them were focused on what their interior cameras were recording at that moment, and that, in turn, meant that everyone else who was in the room was just as stunned as him even as he watched what was happening.
There was a part of him that urged him to return to the present and bark an order or anything to the enlisted and junior officers who were in the command room with him, but even as that thought entered the forefront of his mind, he found himself unable to act on it, indeed, he would have to admit that he found himself unable to turn his attention away from the screen, though he was able to use his peripheral vision to confirm that the man who was standing beside him was also looking in the direction of the screen in front of them while wearing that same expression on his face.
Ian gave up at that moment – at least, momentarily – and instead of trying to regain control of himself and reassert command, he found himself just staring at the screen in front of him even as he watched the armored figures that were not supposed to be roaming around the interior passageway of their station hurriedly and efficiently made their way from one frame to another. 
The junior officer would have to admit that he cannot read minds just as he would have to admit that he had not bothered to call up the latest data that would reflect what the invaders were doing. Still, even if that was the case, Ian told himself that it was rather obvious what the objective of the invaders was. A moment or two after that thought entered the forefront of his mind, Ian would have to admit that there was a part of him that would have to say that it was obvious that the invaders were making their way toward their main life-support control room and the command room, with the latter being the place where Ian was located at that moment.
As that thought entered the forefront of his mind, the junior officer would have to admit that there was a part of him that stirred slightly. Even he would have to admit that he was now able to resist whatever paralyzing agent it was that the invaders had used to paralyze him and his compatriots – through a voice coming from the back of his head told him that he was just imagining that and that the only reason that they were unable to react properly was that they are so stunned by what was happening – had lessened.
Ian was able to turn his attention toward the man who was standing beside him, the man whom he was supposed to have relieved of watch duty, and he had to blink when he realized that the other junior officer was just staring in the direction of the screen while wearing that stunned expression on his face, prompting Ian to then ask himself what his comrade was thinking about at that moment. He pushed that thought out of the forefront of his mind, however, before he then allowed his mind to work overtime as he stared at the images that the internal cameras were taking.
If he were being honest, Ian would have to admit that there was a part of him that was already thinking to himself that they were not being attacked by pirates, after all, the images that he was seeing at that moment made it clear that those who are invading them are all wearing the same armor, and the junior officer cannot help but remark to himself that the armor that they are wearing at that moment looked too nice to be something that mere pirates would wear. 
There was also something in the way that they were moving at that moment that made it clear that they were not just pirates, and the junior officer would readily admit that he was not sure what it was, though if he were to be asked, he would have probably said that it was the efficient way that they are moving toward their presumed objectives. Pirates would not be moving the way that these unknown invaders were moving, with most pirates milling about as they tried to figure out what it was that they should be doing next.
As that thought entered the forefront of his mind, Ian would have to admit that there was a part of him that had to note that it would appear that the invaders were aware of where it was that they were supposed to go, and as that realization entered the forefront of his mind, Ian blinked, after all, that thought brought up the possibility that the invaders are aware of the layout of their station, which meant that they must have a spy embedded among the crew. 
With a shake of his head – and there was nothing mental about the action that the junior officer had taken at that moment – Ian pushed that thought out of the forefront of his mind even as he remarked to himself that whether the people who were attacking them are pirates or not, there was nothing that they could do about a possible spy among their numbers, after all, they would first have to survive what it was that they are going through at that moment, and if he were being honest, the junior officer would have to admit that there was a part of him that could not help but think that such might be impossible.
There was something about that thought that had just gone through the forefront of his mind at that moment that finally caused the junior officer to not only return to the present, but also to get over whatever it was that was preventing him from moving, and the first thing that he did once he had returned to the present was to turn his attention toward the direction of the radar display screen. He would readily admit that the reason that he turned his attention toward the direction in question was that he wanted to see how close their reinforcements were at that moment, but he had to blink, a few moments later, when he realized that the screen that he was now looking at was blank.
If he were being honest, Ian would have to admit that the first thought that had gone through the forefront of his mind at that moment was that their radar had been destroyed, though, after another moment or two, the junior officer blinked as he realized that rather than be destroyed, their radar had simply been taken out, and that meant that their attackers are employing electronic warfare.
He fought the urge to allow a curse to escape from his lips as he then remarked to himself that such realization should be another reason to believe that they are under attack not by mere pirates, after all, aside from the fact that no pirate group would dare to attack Fort Howe, there is also the fact that no pirate group would bother to use electronic warfare against the station. 
Whatever surplus electronic warfare equipment it was that the pirates could get their hands on in the black market, it would not be enough to blanket all of the sensors of the station in the same effective manner that their attacks had done so. Once more, a curse threatened to escape from the lips of the junior officer, but once more, Ian was able to stop the words from escaping from his lips, though he soon turned his attention toward the direction of the screen in front of them, with the junior officer once more noting the almost uniform way that the color red was spreading in the digital schematics of the station.
He told himself that the color red represented the extent of the penetration of their unknown invaders, and with a mental shake of his head, he told himself that someone should be organizing their defenders. Ian had to blink, a few moments later, as he then realized that the someone that he was hoping would organize the defenders was supposed to be him, and as that realization entered the forefront of his mind, he would have to admit that he went out of his way to slap himself, with the action that he had taken more than enough to cause the other officer who was standing beside him to come out of the reverie that he had fallen into.
The other officer turned his attention toward the direction of Ian at that moment, and if he were being honest, the junior officer would have to admit that there was a part of him that was sure that his colleague would place an expression on his face asking Ian what it was that he was doing. Rather than that, however, the look that appeared on the face of the other junior officer was the only thing that Ian needed to see to be sure that the other man was grateful that Ian had not bothered to force him out of the trance that he had fallen into by slapping him out of that trance.
Ian blinked at that moment, but with a mental shake of his head, he forced himself to return to the present even as he once more focused his attention on the screen, and it appeared that he had turned his attention toward the screen just in time to watch as two of the invaders stopped in front of a camera that was exposed. With their faces covered by the helmets that they were wearing, it was impossible for Ian – and anyone else who was in the command room – to be sure that the men were looking at the camera, but at the same time that thought entered the forefront of his mind, the junior officer would have to admit that it was obvious that these two invaders are looking at the camera.
Naturally, the cameras that they are using at that moment can also capture sound, but while it was obvious that the two men that are staring at the camera were having a conversation at that moment, it was not as if the words that they are uttering could be captured by the cameras, after all, it was obvious that the armor that they are wearing prevented actual sounds from escaping from their lips, and conversations are carried out electronically. Ian had to push that thought out of the forefront of his mind, a few moments later, as he then returned to the present, and he had to blink when he realized that the two figures were still looking in the direction of the camera, prompting the junior officer to ask himself what it was about the camera that they found interesting.
Ian had not managed to come up with an answer before he was forced to blink, a few moments later, as a third armored figure joined the first two, and this third figure was holding a data pad, prompting him to then ask himself what it was for. He had to blink again as the third figure then punched the camera, though rather than destroy it, it would appear that the punch was intended to destroy the external casing of the surveillance device, which, in turn, led to Ian widening his eyes when he realized one of the possibilities that the men are interested in the camera.
“They are going to reverse the feed,” the junior officer said, a few moments later, and if he were being honest, Ian would have to admit that he had not even realized that the words that escaped from his lips at that moment were the first spoken word in the room since the moment that they were informed that invaders have entered their station.
As that was the case, for a brief moment, everyone had turned their attention toward his direction, and everyone was wearing expressions on their faces that was the only thing that he needed to see for him to be sure that most of them were still waiting for him to push more words out of his mouth, causing an expression of irritation to appear on his face before he then turned his attention toward the direction of the man whose job it was to control the internal cameras of the station.
“Remove that camera from the link,” Ian demanded, but though it was true that the tone that he had used at that moment should have left no doubt that the words that had escaped from his lips at that moment were an order, he was irritated to find that the person to whom he had directed that order just stared in his direction, prompting him to stare back, and it was only after another moment or two that the man realized what the reason behind his officer staring at him was, prompting him to then turn his attention toward his console so that he can comply with the order that Ian had given, though if he were being honest, the junior officer would have to admit that it was probably already too late.
“Pirates do not reverse camera feeds,” the other junior officer who was standing on the command podium with him said, but while it was true that the words that escaped from his lips at that moment gave the impression that he was questioning the order that Ian had given, the tone that he had used was the only thing that Ian needed to hear for him to be sure that the other officer agreed with the assessment that he had made.
This meant that the words that had escaped from his lips at that moment were intended to open the topic of who it was that was attacking them, because judging from the tone that the other man had used, it was obvious that he agreed with Ian that they are not being attacked by pirates at that moment. That was made even more obvious, a few moments later, when the other man then asked, “Calisto or Ganymede?”
If he were being honest, Ian would have to admit that the response that he wanted to give the other man was that he had no idea, but even if that was the case, he refrained from pushing words out of his mouth, and instead, he deliberately turned his attention toward the direction of the screen in front of them even as he watched the invaders take over more of the spaces of the station. It was at that moment, however, that he suddenly realized that the rate with which the red color was spreading across the station had decreased, and he realized that it was because some sort of resistance was now being mounted.
“Chief Hovrath reports that he had rallied a couple of marine and sailors,” one of the men inside the command room said, and if Ian were being honest, he would have to admit that the tone that the man was using told him that everyone in the command room was finally remembering what it was that they are supposed to be doing, “he is going to hold Corridor 42-A.”
Ian would have to admit that he would have wanted to respond to the report that he had just received, but before he could do so, he was forced to return to the present as more reports came in, with the controllers in the command room slowly but surely painting a picture of their forces finally rallying to defend against the invaders.
“Show me Corridor 42-A,” Ian ordered, a few moments later, and after he had confirmed that of all the corridors that they are still holding, it is the one nearest to where the invaders are currently positioned. In response to the order that he had given, the main screen in front of them changed to reflect the images that were being taken by the cameras in the said corridor, and Ian found himself watching as a senior enlisted sailor directed marines and sailors to defensive positions.
Even at that moment, Ian cannot help but remark to himself that it was easy for him to tell who the marines and the sailors were, after all, the marines looked comfortable with the rifles that they were holding, while the sailors looked as if they were afraid that they would shoot their side almost as much as they would shoot the invades. If he were being honest, Ian would have to admit that there was a part of him that could not help but remark that the marines who were with them probably feared the same thing.
“They would be in contact momentarily,” the officer who was beside Ian said, and while it was true that there was a part of him that wanted to turn his attention toward the direction of the other man, he refrained from doing so, preferring instead to keep his attention focused toward the direction of the screen and watch as his subordinates prepare for what was coming next. Perhaps the marines and sailors that he was watching at that moment was aware of what was approaching, but there was also the possibility that they are not, though in the end, Ian decided against telling them what was coming.
Silence once more descended on the podium where Ian was standing, but just because the two men who were standing at that part of the command room were not allowing words to escape from their lips does not mean that the rest of the command room was silent, after all, words were being exchanged between the various controllers that were in front of them, though Ian just did not think that there was a need for him to say anything. The fact that his fellow officer was not saying anything at that moment meant that he also did not think that there was anything to say, though if he were being honest, Ian would have to admit that he was not sure if his colleague was thinking about the same thing as him.
He turned his attention toward the direction of the screen at that moment and judging from the looks that appeared on the faces of the marine and sailors, it was obvious that they were aware of what was coming next. Even from his position, the junior officer can tell that the senior enlisted men who have found themselves in the corridor that he is now watching were going out of their way to encourage the men who are under them, but if he were being honest, Ian would have to admit that there was a part of him that was sure that is not going to meet any of the men that he is now watching again.
A moment or two after that thought entered the forefront of his mind, Ian would have to admit that he was forced to return to the present even as screams erupted from Corridor 42-A, with the various surveillance equipment capturing those sounds. Of course, it was not just the screams that the equipment was capturing, because Ian could also hear the sound of gunfire and orders that were being barked, prompting him to then flinch when he realized that while the marines were doing their best to keep fire discipline, the same cannot be said about the sailors that found themselves fighting on their feet.
‘This is the reason that we do not like giving ordinary sailors assault rifles,’ Ian told himself, but even if that was the case, he was not about to tell the sailors to cease fire, even if a voice kept telling him that the volume of fire that he is seeing at that moment could probably rip thousands of holes on the hull of their station, which meant that breathable air would soon be vacuumed out of that particular corridor.
That thought was forced out of the forefront of the mind of Ian, a few moments later, as he then watched as the armored invaders charged forward, ignoring what would have been a lethal fusillade of bullets that were being sent their way. Ian would readily admit that he felt his eyes widen as he realized what was happening, and though it was true that he did not turn his attention toward the direction of his fellow officer, he was sure that he would have realized that the words that escaped from his lips were intended for him.
“EBRA,” Ian said, though he would also have to admit that there was no need for him to say as much because he was sure that his colleague would have made the same realization that he had.
He fought the urge to shake his head as a voice coming from the back of his head told him that there was no way that they were dealing with ordinary pirates right now. While some pirates may have gotten their hands on Electromagnetic Ballistic Reactive Armor, he doubted that what was being sold at the black market was as good as the ones that they were looking at that moment, and if he were being honest, there was something else that entered the forefront of the mind of Ian as he watched what was happening.
That part of him that made that small note on the back of his mind soon allowed itself to go the front of her mind, and the words that escaped from the lips of the young officer were something that such a particular part of his mind wanted to say, “No way that they are from Calisto or Ganymede,” he said, with the junior officer adding the last as he realized that while the scientists and scholars of Ganymede are capable of developing armor like the one that they are now looking at, he doubted that Ganymede would be interested in war.
Ian knew that there was a chance that he would have to defend the observation that he had made, which was why he turned his attention toward the direction of his colleague, only for him to be forced to pause, a few moments later, when he saw the expression that the other man was wearing, after all, while it was true that no words escaped from the lips of the other officer, the expression that he was wearing was all that Ian needed to see.
“Mars?” the other officer asked, even as he turned his attention toward the direction of Ian.
The expression that the other man was wearing was the only thing that Ian needed to see for him to be sure that despite those words had escaped from the lips of his colleague, there was a part of him that did not want to believe that such was the case. Ian would have responded to the words that had escaped from the lips of the other officer at that moment, if not for the fact that he was forced to return to the present even as more screams echoed in the command room, courtesy of the speakers that were embedded on the walls of the room.
Rather than turn his attention toward the direction of where the sounds were coming from, however, Ian instead focused his attention toward the direction of the screen in front of him, and almost instantly, he winced even as he remarked to himself that he should not have turned his gaze toward the screen. It would appear that he did so just in time to watch as one of the marines that were defending the corridor was cut in half by one of the armored invaders, and that was quite literal, as rather than a gun, the invaders were using swords.
Ian had to remind himself that it was not just pirates who used bladed weapons as even he was capable of defending and attacking with a sword. Even though it was true that the marines and sailors were defending the particular corridor that they were watching with firearms, most melee combat aboard space stations or ships is done without the use of firearms because there is always the danger that a bullet fired indiscriminately could make a hole on the outer skin of the station or ship.
Ian pushed that thought out of the forefront of his mind, a few moments later, as he then returned to the present, and a curse managed to escape from his lips as he noted how the man who was commanding the defenders of Corridor 42-A was cut down by one of the invaders with a sword. It would appear that their commander being felled caused the morale of the defenders to shatter, and before any of the surviving senior non-commissioned officers could restore order, the least experienced men taking part in the defense broke.
He could hear the curses that were coming from the remaining men who had opted to stand their ground, but even if the sounds that escaped from their lips at that moment advertised the anger that they were feeling, it was not as if there was anything else that they can do, after all, they cannot chase after those who are fleeing, not when they are forced to keep their attention forward and defend against the unknown invaders.
“Lieutenant,” one of the sailors seated in front of a controller suddenly said, though before Ian could turn his attention toward the direction of the woman who had spoken, the controller was already pushing words out of her mouth, “We found Captain Pelaez.”
Ian blinked at that moment, even as he told himself that the news that he had just received was something that he would have labeled as good news, after all, if their commanding officer had been located, then they should have been able to coordinate a proper defense. He was just about to order the controllers to find some way to get them in touch with their commanding officer when the screen in front of them changed what it was showing, and that prompted Ian to turn his attention toward the direction of the screen.
He blinked as he watched Captain Pelaez fire his sidearm point-blank at the head of an armored invader, but while it was true that the projectile fired from the sidearm hit the forehead – or at least, where the forehead should be – of the figure in front of him, it would appear that the armor that the figure was wearing absorbed the kinetic energy of the projectile, and the bullet dropped onto the floor helplessly.
A scream escaped from the lips of Captain Pelaez at that moment, forcing Ian out of the reverie that he had not even realized he had fallen into. The young officer would have to admit that he already knew what it was that he would see even before he had turned his attention toward the direction of the screen, but even if that was the case, he could not stop himself from turning his gaze toward the direction in question, and it would appear that he did so just in time to watch as the armored figure that their commanding officer tried to shoot drove his sword straight through the stomach of their commanding officer.
It was obvious that there was no way that Captain Pelaez was going to survive that injury, and as that thought entered the forefront of his mind, Ian would have to admit that he was forced out of the reverie that he had not even realized he had fallen into and back to the present even as he realized that they need to find the executive officer.
He parted his lips at that moment, ready to give the command when he suddenly saw the expression that was on the face of the only other man who was on the podium with him, and while it was true that no words escaped from the lips of the other officer, the expression that the man is wearing at that moment was the only thing that Ian needed to see for him to be sure that his colleague was able to read what the thoughts that were going through the forefront of the mind of Ian was. Indeed, the next words that escaped from the lips of the other officer made that certain.
“The XO was supposedly in the shuttle bay when they came,” the other officer said, and there was no need for him to say anything else even as Ian reminded himself that the shuttle bay was one of the first places that the invaders had taken over. That meant that their executive officer was either already dead, or had been captured, which meant that the chain of command was now a mess.
“You’re the watch officer,” Ian was forced out of the trance that he had not even realized he had fallen into thanks to the words that escaped from the lips of the only other officer who was in the command room, but it took him another moment or two to realize what the implications behind the words that had escaped from his lips at that moment were. He had to blink as a voice coming from the back of his mind told him that his colleague had just told him that he was now in command, and for a moment or two, Ian did not know what it was that he was supposed to do.
“Until someone more senior comes along,” Ian suddenly said, and though it was true that he already knew what it was that he was going to say next, he was forced to pause at that moment even as he realized that the color red on the map that had been placed on one of the screens in front of them had again began to accelerate, prompting him to then blink even as he found himself fighting the urge to curse. 
“Do we have any more corridors that we can hold?” Ian asked, and if he were being honest, he would have to admit that at the same time that he asked that question, he focused his attention toward the direction of the nearest corridors to where they were at that moment. 
Once more, the young officer fought the urge to curse as he realized that they were fast running out of spaces that they could defend, but at the same time, there was a part of him that had to acknowledge that what he was most concerned about at that moment was the fact that they are fast running out of people that they can divert to defend the corridors that they are supposed to be defending.
There was no direct response to the words that escaped from the lips of Ian at that moment, but if he were being honest, the junior officer would have to admit that he did not think that there would be anyone who would have been able to respond to the words that escaped from his lips because they would first have to check whatever it was that they could get their hands on that is relevant to answering the question that he had asked. If he were being honest, Ian would have to admit that even that information was fast running out.
At the same time that some of the controllers were trying to gather whatever information it was that they could gather so that they could answer the question that he had asked, others were giving him information as to how far the incursion of the invaders had penetrated, and a moment or two after that particular thought had come across the forefront of his mind, Ian would have to admit that there was a part of him that had to come out of the reverie that he had not even realized he had fallen into as he realized that the further incursion of the invaders was practically on top of the command room that they were in.
“Sir,” the excitable tone that one of the controllers used at that moment forced Ian out of the reverie that he had not realized he had fallen into, but before the young officer could follow through with any thought that had come across the forefront of his mind at that moment, he was forced to return to the present as more words escaped from the lips of the controller, “I found Major Forbes.”
Ian blinked even as he turned his attention toward the direction of the screen as he was sure that the controller who had made the report would now display the position of the commander of their marine contingent, and if he were being honest, Ian would have to admit that there was a part of him that cannot help but allow a sigh of relief to escape from his lips when he saw that Major Forbes was not only still alive but also that he was leading his surviving marines in defending what Ian assumed was the armory aboard the station.
Major Forbes and most of his marines are also wearing armor, which Ian hoped would give them more of a chance against the invaders, and as that thought entered the forefront of his mind, Ian parted his lips so that he could then order one of the controllers to get in touch with their marine commander. He had barely managed to part his lips, however, before he was forced to stare at the screen, as it was at that moment that a dozen armored figures suddenly swarmed toward the direction of Major Forbes and his marines.
Ian and those who are in the command room are a considerable distance away from the armory that Major Forbes and the marines are defending, but even if that was the case, they had a frontline seat in watching what was happening, with marines being cut down before they can even defend themselves. Major Forbes himself was one of the first to be cut down as he tried to defend the unarmored marines, and Ian was forced to watch as the opponent of the Major first cut off the right arm of the marine commander before he then stabbed Major Forbes in the chest.
If there was any consolation, Ian would have to say that it was the fact that one of their marines had also managed to stab an armored figure, causing the said invader to fall onto his knees. Ian cannot tell if the man – and he assumed that it was a man – inside the armor was killed or just wounded, and if he were being honest, the young officer would have to admit that he did not even have the time to ask about that because it was also at that moment that the marine who had managed to possibly kill an invader was stabbed almost half-a-dozen times as some of the invaders converged on him.
“Lieutenant,” the panicked voice coming from one of his controllers forced Ian to turn his attention toward the direction of where the sound had come from, and if he were being honest, he would have to admit that there was a part of him that was glad that he had an excuse to turn his attention away from the screen. Of course, when he fixed his gaze toward the direction of the controller who had called for his attention, the first thing that he noticed was the panicked expression on the face of the man, and that was the only thing that he needed to see for him to be sure that he is not going to like the report that he was about to receive.
“The invaders have managed to enter the main life support node,” the controller said, and Ian had to physically stop the other officer who was with him from cursing. Just because he was able to stop the other officer, however, does not mean that he was not affected by the news that he had just received, and indeed, Ian would have to admit that even he would have allowed a curse to escape from his lips at that moment, if not for the fact that he had to remind himself that he is in command, and he needed to make a decision.
Now that the invaders had managed to enter the main life support node, it would take them just another few steps to purge the whole of Fort Howe, and because that was the case, Ian was quick to realize that there was only one thing that they could realistically do at that moment.
He turned his attention toward the direction of his colleague, and at the sight of the expression that the other man was wearing, Ian would have to admit that there was a part of him that wanted to punch the other man at the same time that he wanted to remind the other man that he was the one who had insisted that Ian take command, and because that was the case, he is the only one who can decide that he is about to make.
“Inform our forces that the invaders have taken control of the main life support node,” he said, and even to him, the tone that he was using at that moment sounded defeated. While it was true that there was a part of him that would have wanted to do something about, he pushed that part of him to the back of his mind as he then added, and again, he made sure that he was using the defeated tone that he had used earlier, “broadcast surrender.”
The expression that was on the faces of some of the people who were inside the command room advertised the fact that they wanted to fight, but one by one, even those expressions disappeared as their wearers realized that there was nothing more to be done.

Aboard HMS Iron Duke, Fleet Flagship, Imperial Terra Grand Fleet
Approaching Europa, Jovian Orbit
Lord Alexander Charles York
It was perhaps a testament to the discipline of the marines and knights that are assigned aboard the flagship that not a single one of them stared in his direction for longer than five seconds as he walked past them, and even those who stared at him for close to five seconds only did so that they could incline his head toward him in acknowledgment of his presence in the ready room. If he were being honest, he would have to admit that he felt no small amount of pride as he acknowledged the greeting of his men. As that thought entered the forefront of his mind, he would have to admit that he fought the urge to widen the smile that he was wearing on his face as he told himself that this was part of the reason why he led his men into combat.
He would not say anything about it – and he doubted that any of his subordinates would have bothered asking – but there was always something to be said about him being at the front, and as he continued to acknowledge the greetings that were being given to him by his men – marines and knights who, even at that moment, are not sure if they would return home alive – he would have to admit that the pride and sense of belonging that he was feeling intensified, to the point that even he would have to admit that it was becoming difficult for him to control the expression that he was wearing on his face.
Lord Alexander pushed that thought out of the forefront of his mind, however, even as he continued to walk forward, the sound of his boots hitting the steel floor of the ready room rang in his ears like it was some bell announcing his presence. Yet, even as he continued to walk forward, the General-Admiral would have to say that it was not as if there was complete silence in this ready room. Indeed, the sounds of men talking among themselves – albeit in hushed tones – as they prepared for the coming drop was echoed by the very air that was flowing in the ready room, but there were dozens of such hushed conversations happening around him at that moment, and Lord Alexander did not bother to wait for his mind to recognize even a few of the words that were coming from the lips of his men.
The sound of his boots, as he walked forward, was not the only sound that was made by footwear, however, because Vice Admiral Cline was walking by his side, and though he did not bother to turn his attention toward the direction of the face of his Chief-of-Staff, he is sure that the look that he is wearing on his face at that moment betrayed nothing. He gripped the scabbard of the sword that he was holding with his left hand even tighter at that moment, but at the same time, the thoughts that entered the forefront of his mind were forced out of the same. 
Lord Alexander is sure that Vice Admiral Cline is still of the opinion that they should stay aboard the flagship to coordinate the orbital drop from orbit, but even if that was the case, there would be nothing on the expression that he is now wearing that would reveal that he disagreed with the course of action that they are about to take.
Indeed, as that thought entered the forefront of his mind, Lord Alexander reminded himself that Vice Admiral Cline was going to drop with him, but unlike the General-Admiral who would have to admit that he was looking forward to what it was that they were about to do, he is sure that his Chief-of-Staff was not looking forward to this. It was not because Vice Admiral Cline could not handle himself – and here, Lord Alexander reminded himself that Vice Admiral Cline was good enough that he could probably defeat him in a sparring session – but it was because the Chief-of-Staff believed that high-ranking officers like them should stay behind and coordinate the bigger picture.
With a mental shake of his head, Lord Alexander told himself that he agreed with the assessment of his Chief-of-Staff in regards to that, and a small smile appeared across his face as he then told himself that even if he did agree with Vice Admiral Cline, it was not as if he is going to change his mind about the plan that he had already made, and a moment or two after that thought entered the forefront of his mind, he returned to the present, and he focused his attention toward what was in front of him even as the small smile that he was wearing on his face widened just a bit more.
The knights in front of him had all stopped what it was that they were doing even as they turned their attention toward his direction, and even Lord Alexander would have to admit that there was a part of him that was unnerved by the expression that these men are wearing on their faces. Of course, what unnerved him was not the way that they were looking at him, rather, what made him pause at that moment was what he could see on the expressions that these men were wearing, while it was true that not a single one of them had said anything, that expression that they are wearing told him the same thing.
If there was anyone who was with them at that moment and who had never been in this same situation before, they probably would have commented about how the armor that these men are wearing – or will soon wear – all carry the same unit insignia, and if that were to happen, then Lord Alexander would have told that person that it is because the men that they are now looking at are part of Knight Group Thirty-One that they are wearing that expression that they are wearing on their faces as they looked at him.
Even the General-Admiral would have to admit that he was not sure just what it was that he had truly done to earn the undying respect and loyalty of the men who were now in front of him. The fact that he is a member of the Imperial Nobility and the Imperial Family was also something that should be taken into consideration, as he would have expected psykers to hate all nobles, and the members of the Imperial Family the most. 
If he were being honest, Lord Alexander would have to admit that he cannot help but allow a small chuckle to escape from his lips as he recalled an article that was written by a historian from his cell criticizing him for his use of psykers, but rather than allow that thought to remain at the forefront of his mind, he pushed that thought to the back of his brain before he then inclined his head toward the direction of the men in front of him.
There were no cheers from the men – and here, Lord Alexander could not help but mentally remark to himself that if there was anyone who was expecting cheers to escape from his lips at that moment, then they would only be disappointed – but there was a silent acknowledgment of the action that he had taken at that moment, though not in the form of any sound that escaped from their lips. 
Indeed, no sounds escaped from the lips of anyone else – not even from Vice Admiral Cline – as he then turned his attention away from them, turning his attention toward a closed door further down the ready room that they were in, and he started to walk toward that direction, a few moments later.
He did not need to turn his attention toward the direction of Vice Admiral Cline for him to be sure that his Chief-of-Staff was walking behind him at that moment, because even he would have to admit that, at that particular moment, his thoughts were already focusing on the battle that was about to be fought, and he knew that such was the case not only because those are the thoughts that are flowing through the forefront of her mind, but also because he felt himself grip the sheath of his sword just a bit more.
If he were being honest, Lord Alexander would have to admit that there was a part of him that was now telling him that this was the moment that he should be hearing Sovereign – the name of his sword – singing to him as it looked forward to the coming battle, but with a shake of his head – and there was nothing mental about the action that he had taken at that moment – he pushed that thought out of the forefront of his mind as he told himself that the sword does not have thoughts of its own. 
He would have to admit, however, that there was a part of him that was looking forward to the battle, and perhaps that was the reason why there was a part of him that had to bring that latest thought to the forefront of his mind.
Lord Alexander turned his attention toward the direction of Vice Admiral Cline at that moment, finally noting the neutral expression that he was wearing on his face, though just because that is the case does not mean that the General-Admiral cannot tell what the thoughts that were going through the forefront of his mind at that moment was, and he inclined his head toward the direction of the Chief-of-Staff, a few moments later, before he then paused.
Vice Admiral Cline reacted to the action that he had taken by placing an irritated expression on his face – though Lord Alexander was sure that his Chief-of-Staff had made sure that no one was looking in their direction before he allowed that expression to appear on his face – albeit that expression stayed on his face for just a moment or two before he pushed it away from his visage. 
Indeed, the next expression that appeared on the face of Vice Admiral Cline was the only thing that the General-Admiral needed to see for him to be sure that the Chief-of-Staff would have wanted to say something else at that moment, but even if that was the case, whatever it was that he would have wanted to say would be something that only he would know, as Lord Alexander cut him off with the words that escaped from his lips, a few moments later.
“We would be dropping at the castle itself, so we should expect to face the best of their defenders,” Lord Alexander said, and while it was true that he was hoping that the words that escaped from his lips at that moment would have carried with it even the faintest hint of concern, even he would have to admit that he failed to stop the hint of excitement that figuratively dripped from the words that escaped from his lips when he spoke.
He did not even need to turn his attention toward the direction of Vice Admiral Cline for him to be sure that he had picked up on that as well, but he soon pushed that thought out of the forefront of his mind as he allowed more words to escape from his lips, and even Lord Alexander would have to admit that there was a part of him that asked the question that he asked at that moment so that he could distract Vice Admiral Cline.
“What is the status of the deployment of the ships over their drop zones?” he asked.
At that moment, Vice Admiral Cline was carrying a data pad and the General-Admiral did not need to turn his attention toward the direction of the other man for him to know that his Chief-of-Staff was now consulting the data pad. As intelligent and organized as Vice Admiral Cline may be, the information that the General-Admiral had requested at that moment would have required him to check the latest available information, and that meant relying on the data pad.
“All battlegroups report that they would reach their drop zones momentarily, Admiral,” Vice Admiral Cline said, and while it was true that he paused at that moment, it was not as if Lord Alexander was able to say anything before more words were coming out of the lips of Vice Admiral Cline as he then added, “’Lora’ and ‘Maria’ have already launched fighters-bombers and torpedo-bombers to assist in securing orbital control and for suppression of enemy orbital defenses.”
Lord Alexander nodded in response to the words that had escaped from his Chief-of-Staff, and he was soon allowing his words to escape from his lips as he then added, “The escorts should be diverted to assist in that as well, but I guess that they are already doing that.”
There was not even a response from Vice Admiral Cline, and if he were being honest, the General-Admiral would have to admit that it was not as if he was expecting a response from Vice Admiral Cline. Indeed, it was for that reason that he turned his attention toward the door that was in front of him, and within another moment or two, he pressed his palm against the screen of the door lock, allowing it to scan his fingerprints before it then opened to allow him passage into his armory. 
If he were being honest, Lord Alexander would have to admit that as the door opened, he found himself imagining what it was that he would see inside, with a single weapons rack stuffed with rifles and other firearms on one side and another weapon rack on one side where he keeps his swords, including two exact copies of the one that he was holding onto at that moment in case he were to lose the one that he is holding, though in all the years since he was given Sovereign, he had never lost a sword before, so those two swords had remained there.
Lord Alexander mentally shook his head as he then told himself that even if the firearms that are kept in this armory rarely see use, and that the only reason that he kept them there was that he had nowhere else to place them in. He had earned an expert qualification badge when it came to firearms back when he was just a junior officer, and he had kept that qualification even after he had become a high admiral, but just because that was the case does not mean that he keeps an assault rifle beside him at all times.
Indeed, even his sidearm is as much a symbol of his authority as it is used for self-defense, after all, if the man in command of the fleet is forced to use a firearm to defend himself, then it simply means that there are other far more troublesome things that he should be worrying about. 
As he crossed the threshold that separated his armory from the rest of the ready room that they are in, Lord Alexander would have to admit that he blinked as he realized that there were two other people in the armory, and both of them were beautiful women who turned their attention toward his direction the moment that the door had opened. 
If he were being honest, the General-Admiral would have to admit that the first thought that entered the forefront of his mind at that moment was that an outsider would have probably commented negatively about the fact that there were women aboard his flagship, never mind his armory, after all, women are generally not allowed aboard imperial warships.
The two women in front of him, however, were not ordinary women, and as that thought entered the forefront of his mind, Lord Alexander fought the urge to allow the smile that he was wearing on his face to widen as he then reminded himself that these two are part of the reason behind that rather scathing – if ignored – article that a psyker had written from behind the bars of his cell a few years ago.
He inclined his head toward the direction of the two women in front of him even as he reminded himself that these two were psykers, but more importantly, they were part of the Special Escort Regiment, and while it was true that he did not allow the smile that he was wearing on his face to widen any more than it already had at that moment, even the General-Admiral would have to admit that there was a part of him that felt his pride intensify as he regarded the representatives of a unit that is not supposed to exist – after all, the regiment is composed not only of psykers but also of women – and what the unit itself represented.
Lord Alexander knew for a fact that even the Emperor would have commented about the loyalty of the Special Escort Regiment if the Emperor was still alive. 
Of course, the Empress had not publically commented about a crack group of female psykers who had cleaved themselves onto her eldest grandson as if their reason for living was him, and the other nobles dared not say anything about these female psykers – other than deriding them as ‘Witches’ – for fear that one or two of them might visit in the middle of the night and show them why rather than being insulted by what was supposed to be a derisive term, the members of the Regiment embraced it with the same fervor that they proclaim their loyalty to him.
Lord Alexander would have to admit that he had not even realized that the smile that he was wearing on his face at that moment had widened, but even if it was true that someone who was in the armory might have seen the expression that he is now wearing, it was not as if they are going to say anything about it. After another moment or two, he removed that expression from his face before he then regarded the two women in front of him.
He could not help but remember that some claimed that the members of the Special Escort Regiment were so afraid of him that they could not even remain in the same room as him, and yet, as that thought entered the forefront of his mind, Lord Alexander found himself staring at the hazel eyes of the young woman in front of him, and there was nothing in the expression that she was wearing that would suggest that she was wary of his gaze.
Indeed, if he were being honest, the General-Admiral would have to admit that the look that was on the face of Anya-Josephine Trebord-Johns at that moment was the only thing that he needed to see for him to be sure that there was a part of the mind of the young blond that was plotting on the best way to make sure that he would continue staring at her, even if it would just be for another moment or two. 
The General-Admiral did give her what it was that she was asking for because he kept his gaze focused toward her direction at that moment, though if he were being honest, Lord Alexander would have to admit that it was because he wanted to study her features, and even he would have to admit that she is beautiful. 
Even though it was true that she had already been disowned by her father – nobles, after all, hated it when their off-springs turn out to be psykers, though in the case of Anya, her father had no one to blame but himself because her mother did not ask for his advances in the first place – most of those who would have seen Anya would have easily realized that she was born a noble, and yet, Lord Alexander knew for a fact that the young blond hated her father. She had said as much one time while the two of them shared a bath after an intimate session together, and the only reason that she had not gone out of her way to end her father was that Lord Alexander had prohibited her.
Lord Alexander turned his attention toward the direction of the other woman in the room, and the smile that was on the face of Lilian Pauline ‘Lili’ Roseheart widened when she realized that her Master – and Lord Alexander knew that she would loudly proclaim that to anyone who was listening – was now looking in her direction, but that smile that was on her face was the only reaction that she had given him.
Unlike Anya, Lili was a commoner and was born in one of the many psyker reserves located all over the surface of Terra. Denied even the most basic of education because of her psyker heritage, she is one of the first psykers to benefit from the welfare programs that Lord Alexander had initiated when he was just nine years old – though he would have to admit that he had always had an ulterior motive when he set up those programs – and was one of the first to swear loyalty to him when he started his rise to power. 
He forced himself to return to the present, a moment or two later, and he soon looked at the direction of the two women in front of him, and while it was true that no words escaped from his lips at that moment, neither of them said anything. He supposed that it was part of the way that they viewed him, after all, not a single member of the Special Escort Regiment would say anything before he permitted them, and the same was true for Anya and Lili. 
Of course, he did not have to give them actual permission, as his inclining his head toward them should be enough, and that was what he did, a few moments later, as the General-Admiral inclined his head toward the direction of Anya, prompting her to part her lips and push words out of her mouth, “Your Grace,” she said, prompting an irritated expression to appear on the face of the General-Admiral even as a voice coming from the back of his mind reminded him that the members of the Special Escort Regiment gave their loyalty to Lord Alexander, Duke of Olympia, rather than to High Admiral Alexander Charles York, General-Admiral, Imperial Terra Grand Fleet.
That meant that even though there were standing orders in the fleet not to refer to him by that honorific that was reserved for a Duke, the same did not apply to the Witches of the Special Escort Regiment.
Of course, that was not something that could do anything about – and he had tried to order them, but they refused to obey that order – before he then told himself that he could understand why they swore loyalty to him as the Duke rather than to him as the General-Admiral.
The military position could easily be taken away and transferred to someone else, the peerage position cannot.
He was forced to return to the present, a few moments later, as Anya then allowed more words to escape from her lips, “We are coming with you,” she said, and there was nothing in the tone that she used at that moment that would suggest that she was making a suggestion or was asking a question. Indeed, when he turned his attention toward the direction of the face of Anya at that moment, the first thing that he noticed was the determined expression that she was wearing, and it was the only thing that he needed to see for him to be sure that she would not take a refusal for an answer.
There was not even a need for him to turn his gaze toward the direction of Lili because he already knew what the expression that she would be wearing at that moment would be, and as that thought entered the forefront of his mind, Lord Alexander fought the urge to shake his head.
He did turn his attention, however, though rather than look in the direction of Lili, he turned his gaze instead toward the direction of Vice Admiral Cline because he wanted to see what his reaction to the words that had escaped from the lips of Anya was. The expression that was on the face of the Chief-of-Staff at that moment was the only thing that Lord Alexander needed to see for him to be sure that he agreed with Lord Alexander, meaning, he was aware that Anya was not making a suggestion or was asking for permission, and as that realization entered the forefront of the mind of Lord Alexander, he returned his gaze toward the direction of Anya.
“Is that the reason that you are already wearing what you are wearing?” he asked before he then noted the form-fitting bodysuits that they were wearing. Lord Alexander is sure that some men might have commented about how the bodysuits that Anya and Lili are wearing at that moment hugged every nook and cranny of their bodies, leaving little to the imagination, but with a mental shake of his head, the General-Admiral pushed that thought out of the forefront of his mind as he told himself that there was no need for him to imagine, after all, he was familiar with the body of Anya and Lili.
He had intimate relations with both of them – and once, at the same time – so he had seen them with only their collars – something that all psykers in service to the Holy Empire are forced to wear – on, but he then pushed that thought out of the forefront of his mind as he once more regarded the bodysuits that they are wearing, after all, it was what one wears under combat armor.
In the case of Anya and Josephine, the suits that they are wearing are custom-made because women are not allowed to serve in frontline roles in the Holy Empire, but he also knew that the suits that they are wearing are made of some special material that enhances their latent psychic abilities, with ordinary psykers in service to the Golden Throne also wearing them when those psykers are deployed to the frontlines.
“It is not as if the adversaries are unaware that we have psykers in our forces, Admiral,” Vice Admiral Cline said, and the words that escaped from his lips at that moment forced Lord Alexander out of the reverie that he had not even realized he had fallen into until the moment that he was forced out of the same. He turned his attention toward the direction of Vice Admiral Cline at that moment, intent on pushing words out of his mouth, but in the end, he was cut off as the Chief-of-Staff added, “Of course, I doubt that the Europans have seen an actual psyker in combat before, or even just a psyker.”
Lord Alexander inclined his head toward the direction of his Chief-of-Staff at that moment, and that was his way of telling him that he agreed with the word that escaped from his lips, even as he then remarked to himself that since the discovery of psykers before even the founding of the Sol Consortium, psykers have been confined to Terra. Even the General-Admiral would have to admit that the methods that the Holy Empire – and the Sol Consortium before it – had utilized to keep psykers from spreading across the Sol Star System was effective, after all, so long as Terra kept the existing psykers confined to the mother planet, there is no possibility that the other powers can have psykers in their arsenal.
It was also for that reason that psykers wear collars around their necks, as those collars are there to ensure that no psyker could slip their proverbial leash. Lord Alexander knows for a fact that ordinary psyker collars are programmed to explode – beheading the psyker wearing them – if it was out of contact with an Imperial beacon for more than two weeks. There are also rumors that psykers that are deployed for long-duration missions where it is expected that they would be in contact with foreign elements are neutered before they are deployed.
With a shake of his head – and there was nothing mental about the action that he had taken at that moment – he forced that thought out of the forefront of his mind, and the first thing that he did once he had returned to the present was to focus his attention upon the direction of Anya and Lili. At that moment, the General-Admiral told himself that while his psykers wear collars, they are not ordinary collars, and they are not designed to explode. 
Unlike the authorities in Terra, the Duke of Olympia does not need the threat of death to make sure that his psykers do not turn against him, and while it was true that the smile that he was wearing on his face at that moment did not widen anymore, he would have to admit that he felt no small amount of pride as that thought entered the forefront of his mind, albeit he was just as quick to push it out of the forefront of his mind, a few moments later.
“We have already deployed KG31 to the field before, Admiral,” Vice Admiral Cline added, and while it was true that he paused at that moment, that was only so that he could make sure that Lord Alexander had turned his attention toward his direction. Once he was sure that the General-Admiral was already looking in his direction, the Chief-of-Staff then added, “If anything, the only surprise that the adversaries would have when they meet members of the SER is that they are women.”
Vice Admiral Cline paused at that moment again, and if he were being honest, Lord Alexander was about to say something, though he was forced to pause when he saw the smile that appeared on the face of his Chief-of-Staff. That smile on his face disappeared, a few moments later, as he inclined his head toward the direction of Anya and Lili before he then said, “Assuming, of course, that the enemy can see through their EBRA that they are women, and assuming that the Witches would allow such a person to live after realizing that they are women underneath their armor.”
Lord Alexander turned his attention toward the direction of Anya and Lili at that moment, and if he were being honest, the General-Admiral would have to admit that he was not the slightest bit surprised to see that there were amused expressions on the pretty faces of Anya and Lili at that moment.
For his part, the General-Admiral would have to admit that there was a part of him that had to wonder if some sort of deal had been struck between his Chief-of-Staff and the Witches of Olympia – as the members of the Special Escort Regiment are referred to, derisively, by their critics – but with a mental shake of his head, the General-Admiral told himself that if there was a deal, then it would be between Vice Admiral Cline and the Grand Mistress, and because of the relationship between Vice Admiral Cline and the Grand Mistress, Lord Alexander knew that he would not be within his right to ask Vice Admiral Cline about it.
With a mental shake of his head, Lord Alexander forced himself to return to the present before he turned his attention toward the direction of Anya and Lili, though just because that was the case does not mean that he allowed words to escape from their lips, and instead, he simply walked forward until the point that they could practically touch him, and even then, he continued to walk forward, with the two women stepping to the side to allow him to pass them as he made his way toward where his armor was kept.
For a few moments, he said nothing. Indeed, he did not even bother to turn his attention toward Anya and Lili, but even if that was the case, he was sure of what it was that they would do next, which was why he allowed a small smile to come across his face even as he felt their hands on his body, with Anya lowering the zipper of the jacket that he was wearing even as Lili removed it from his shoulders, revealing the undershirt that he was wearing. Without a word – indeed, he did not even bother to look at her direction – Lord Alexander handed his sword to Lili, and she accepted it without saying anything.
Another moment later saw the two of them help him put on the navy blue bodysuit that he would be wearing under his armor, and once that was fitted, Anya took position in front of him so that she could finish zipping up the suit, with her eyes meeting his, a few moments later.
There was a part of Lord Alexander that would have to admit that he should have felt something there while he was staring into the eyes of the beautiful woman in front of him, but with a mental shake of his head, he pushed that thought out of the forefront of his mind, though a voice coming from the back of his head reminded him that even he was not sure of what it was that he was searching for in the eyes of Anya at that moment.
It was not as if he was going to complain about the expression that the beautiful blond was wearing at that moment, after all, while it was true that no words escaped from her lips at that moment, that expression that she was wearing was the only thing that he needed to see for him to be sure of the loyalty of the blond in front of him. He did not even need to turn his attention toward the direction of Lili for him to know two things – one, that she had the same expression on her face, and two, that she was now holding the main piece of his armor as she approached him
“Aren’t you just a bit excited to use the EBRAs that you have been issued?” Lord Alexander asked as he turned his attention toward the direction of Anya, and from the expression that appeared on her face at that moment, it was clear to him that she did not expect the question that he had asked. After another moment or two, however, she allowed a smile to appear across her face, prompting Lord Alexander to incline his head toward her, and she responded to the words that had escaped from his lips earlier with words of her own.
“We are excited to fight by your side, Master,” she said, and judging from the expression that appeared on her face at that moment, Anya was aware of just how the term that she had used to refer to him irked him, but it was not as if he had the chance to say anything, as, after another moment or two, Anya added, even as she helped Lili put on the main piece of the armor of Lord Alexander around his body, “the Witches of Olympia exists to protect you, my Lord, but we cannot do that if you will leave us behind while you play around with death on the battlefield.”
There was something about the tone that Anya had used at that moment that made him realize that she was admonishing him, but even if that was the case, she was still his servant and he was still her Master, which meant that she could not admonish him any more than she already had. 
“We are not asking you to bring all of us with you, my Lord, or even all your handmaidens,” Lili suddenly said, but even if there was a part of him that wanted to turn his attention toward her direction, he found himself unable to as the two of them worked on his armor. Besides, even if he did not turn his gaze toward the direction of Lili at that moment, that did not mean that she did not allow words to escape from her lips as that was what she did, a few moments later, “The two of us should suffice, Master.”
He fought the urge to allow an irritated sound from escaping from his lips at that moment, and if pressed, Lord Alexander would admit that the sound that threatened to escape from her lips at that moment would be in response to how she called him, but again, it was not as if she would take back what it was that she had already said, and the General-Admiral told himself that he should just proceed with what it was that he wanted to say.
“Which is why the two of you are here,” Lord Alexander said, and though it was true that he paused at that moment so that Anya and Lili would have the opportunity to say something, they merely turned their attention toward his direction while wearing small smiles on their faces that was the only thing that he needed to see for him to be sure that both of them had already guessed what he is going to tell them next.
For a brief moment, Lord Alexander did not say anything, though, after another moment or two, he moved. Rather than allow words to escape from his lips, however, he turned his gaze toward the direction of Vice Admiral Cline – and he noted that he was already wearing his full armor, after all, the thing was designed so that it would be faster to put it on to oneself rather than to have two beautiful women assist him in putting it on – so that he could see the look that was on the face of his Chief-of-Staff.
No words escaped from the lips of Vice Admiral Cline at that moment, but even if that was the case, the neutral expression that he was wearing was more than enough to tell the General-Admiral what it was that he was thinking about. 
A sigh escaped from the lips of Lord Alexander at that moment, before he turned his attention toward Anya and Lili, and with a decisive tone, he then said, “Put on your armor and ready your weapons,” and those words alone should be more than enough to tell them what his decision was, but even if that was the case, he soon allowed more words to escape from his lips, “You are coming with us.”
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