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 Amber was starting to make a nuisance of herself. 

 There was just something intrinsically, fundamentally wrong about an insufferably 

cute animal that was smart enough to know that it was insufferably cute, and therefore 

exploited that insufferable cuteness with almost ruthless impunity.  In the 18 days since 

sheôd arrived in their house, sheôd quickly learned that she could do virtually anything 

and get away with it, because she was, quite literally, too cute to punish.  Fortunately, 

thus far she had yet to attempt anything truly criminal, but that didnôt mean that she 

didnôt abuse her cuteness.  One of the ways she was abusing it was just what she was 

doing now, licking his ear when he was trying to sleep.  Her tiny little tongue was 

surprisingly hot, and it startled him awake. 

 ñAmber!ò he grunted incoherently.  ñIôm trying to sleep!ò 

 She gave one of her little squeaking yips, not quite a bark but somewhat similar to it, 

and jumped up onto his shoulder. She didnôt even weigh three pounds, she was so small, 

but her little claws were like needles as they kneaded into his shoulder.  He groaned in 

frustration and swatted lightly in her general direction, but the little bundle of fur was not 

impressed by his attempts to shoo her away.  She harassed him until he conceded defeat 

and opened his eyes, looking up at the little vulpar with sleepy aggravation.  ñListen, you 

littleðñ he began, but when he moved his arm to point it his finger at her, she jumped 

down, pushed against his side, and wormed her way under the covers.  He felt her turn a 

circle and lay down tightly against his side, and then she was still. 

 And that was what she abused.  She had some kind of fetish about sleeping under the 

covers, and she had this attachment to sleeping with him if Rann wasnôt laying down.  

She would harass him until he either let her under the covers, or if he was asleep, harass 

him until he moved in such a way that gave her an opening.  And she was totally 

shameless about it.  For her, so long as she ended up napping against his side and under 

the blankets, what she did to get there made no difference.  The ends justified the means 

in her tiny little vulpar mind, and if she annoyed the humans, well, she was too cute for 

them to be mad at her for very long. 

 He settled back down, trying to prevent his mind from racing.  So much to do, and so 

much already done.  So much to worry about.  The expeditionary force that would 

ambush the incoming Consortium fleet was going to leave at sunset local time, and this 

was the first opportunity heôd allowed himself to do more than catnap in a chair in some 

dark corner for four days.  And he wasnôt the only one.  The entire Legion was suffering 

from the same exhaustion as they prepared for this attack.  There was so much they had 

to do.  Finalize the attack strategy.  Arrange the manufacturing of the mines, platforms, 

bombs, and assorted weapons that would be used in the assault.  Train the KMS on how 

to deploy and utilize the equipment.  And even while they did that, they debated ways to 



attack the bases the Consortium already had here and generated some rough ideas to 

refine later. 

 And outside the boundaries of Karis, there was even more going on, even more to 

worry about.  Thus far, their enemies had not attempted to jump into any protected 

system, though they had attempted to deploy hyperspace probes to analyze the effect.  

But they knew what they could do, and the Kimdori, masters of hyperspace, had already 

taken steps to deny the Consortium the use of hyperspace for anything other than moving 

ships and using their modulated string communications.  Enemy probes were detected 

and either captured or destroyed before they got anywhere near their destination, utilizing 

automated capture drones or hyperspace missiles, using machines that were immune to 

the effects of hyperspace on living minds.  Beyond the Consortium, the other empires in 

the sector were trying to adjust to the new system, and not very fucking happy about it.  

The Alliance especially were still absolutely furious about the interdictors and being 

forced to move everything through the Terra Entry Station, but Jason knew that they were 

only furious because it hamstrung their plans to instigate war in the sector and then pick 

up the pieces when the opposing sides destroyed each other.  Right now, with the 

interdictors up and running, the Alliance knew that the Imperium and her allies, the 

Urumi, were nigh untouchable, which made it very, very hard to commit random border 

atrocities or infiltrate Imperium worlds and commit sabotage.  Dahnai and SkôVrae had 

been very thorough in instituting their new policies concerning outsiders in their territory, 

and the Kimdori were kind enough to sweep through those who were allowed to remain 

and weed out the sleeper agents and spies.  In ten days, all enemy agents within the 

Imperium and the Collective were expelled, arrested, or simply executed, depending on 

who they were, what they knew, and what kind of danger they posed. 

 This was where the Faeyôs nature worked in their favor.  There were actually few 

outsiders within the Imperium, because others were very uncomfortable around the 

telepathic Faey.  The agents and spies the other empires sent had to be telepathic 

themselves to evade detection, and how many telepaths another race may have varied 

from race to race, which restricted how many agents a government may be able to send.  

The Jakkans and the Colonists had a very high rate of telepathic citizens, especially the 

Colonists where 45% of their population had some kind of telepathic or empathic 

capability, where some races, like the Kizzik and the Zyagya, had no telepaths at all.  

There were 77 worlds in the Faey Imperium, but among all those star systems, there were 

only 107,493 people who were citizens of another government, which was an 

infinitesimal fraction of the Imperiumôs population.  The vast majority of those were 

diplomats in consulates or workers in outside corporations that had offices in Imperium 

space.  It was a different story in the Collective, but in a way, it was a similar situation.  

The Urumi had a reputation among the other races as being dour and unpleasant, so 

tourism within the Collective wasnôt as high as it could have been.  Despite that, 

SkôVraeôs officials had to root through 1,583,946 applications for diplomats, corporation 

workers, and a few independent foreigners who had started their own businesses within 

Collective space to remain.  The Kimdori were helping SkôVraeôs people to root out the 

agents and enemies, but it was going to take them a few more days to process all the 

applications and check out the applicants. 

 Zaa would sort all that out.  Jason had other things to do than worry about that. 



 Though he was exhausted, he went over everything one more time.  Theyôd packed 

31,842 gravitic shockwave mines into the cargo holds of Dreamer and Abarax, and there 

were 3,768 Torsion weapon platforms, basically flying guns, stowed on board the two 

large ships as well.  Those two ships were at the vanguard of a fleet of 31 KMS ships that 

would be jumping out, starting the long, grueling two day trip to their ambush point, and 

every ship was carrying something theyôd use in the attack.  The attack point was pretty 

far out beyond Exile, at the very edge of the spiral arm of the galaxy which was closest to 

Andromeda, at the far end of it from Karis, which would be 135.23 minutes of continuous 

hyperspace travel.  It could only be done in 6 minute intervals, so they were going to 

break up the trip into two days so everyone would have a break.  The Kimdori had 

already started their ships in that direction, the bowler ships that would be dragging 

meteors as well as searching for any surveillance the Consortium may have in the area.  

When the KMS ships arrived, those ships would only have about 20 minutes to set up the 

attack.  They didnôt want to get there too early in fear that the Consortium might 

investigate any destruction of possible surveillance equipment they may have monitoring 

the fleetôs route.  So, their ships would literally start deploying the instant they came out 

of hyperspace. 

 Timôs idea was their basic strategy, but the disposition of the enemy fleet had altered 

their original plan.  At first they thought the fleet was moving in 10 waves of 3,000 ships, 

but they were wrong.  The extreme distance of the fleet from their sensors had returned a 

false reading, and it wasnôt until three days ago that they finally had enough accurate 

intelligence to begin the real tactical planning to attack the fleets.  They were towing six 

stripped-down interdictors with them, and each interdictor would be placed in a different 

place and activated in the path of the enemy fleet.  Extreme hyperspace sensors had 

discerned the formation of the enemy fleet.  It was jumping in five major forces, each 

force consisting of 6,000 ships, each wave towing one of those bases, and those waves 

were separated by about 40 minutes.  That would give each wave time to come out of 

hyperspace, awaken the crew, and then move out before the next wave arrived.  Their 

plan wasnôt to mass everything at one chokepoint and unleash it, as had been their 

original idea.  Now they were going to conduct 5 separate attacks by dropping their fleet 

out of hyperspace at the same time, preventing the first wave from warning the waves 

behind.  Theyôd plotted out where each interdictor needed to be to drop the enemy out of 

hyperspace simultaneously, which had literally required Cybi to calculate; it was that 

complicated.  Each group would have a complement of 5,307 self-propelled mines and 

628 Torsion weapon platforms to use to attack the enemy, and each ambush point would 

be supported by 39 Kimdori vessels off at a distance and ready to drag meteors behind 

them and release, to rake the enemy fleets with rocks moving at close to the half the 

speed of light  No ship would be within weapon range of the enemy fleets, relying 

completely on the automated weapons.  The ships would be at a safe distance, attacking 

the enemy with heavy-mount railguns as a single Kimdori ship stayed with the 

interdictor, to either move it or destroy it as necessary, but the interdictor itself was going 

to be a weapon.  If the Consortium somehow threatened them, they would be destroyed, 

and theyôd been seeded so their destruction would create a Teryon-tachyon shockwave 

that would burn out any device that had hyperspace applications.  It would burn out every 

Consortium string communications console, and would also blow out any hyperspace 

jump engine if it was online and in standby mode when the shockwave hit it, to further 



cripple any attempt to recover damaged ships by cutting their communications and 

damaging their ability to jump hyperspace.  The ships would be controlling the weapons 

platforms by remote, which would fire on any ship that escaped the mine blitz, and 

continue to fire on them until it was destroyed.  As per normal Legion rules, no 

technology in those mines or those weapons platforms was anything but what the 

Consortium already had, and none of them would survive the attack.  Every single device 

had a self-destruct, and in the case of the weapon platforms, those self-destructs were 

designed as a non-safetied PPG.  If any of them were self-destructed, they would explode 

with the force of a fusion bomb, and those would be detonated as close to the Consortium 

ships as possible to try to deal collateral damage. 

 Myleena had also added a devious little something extra into those self-destruct 

protocols.  If the platform was damaged or destroyed but the PPG and main computer 

survived the attack, then the computer would delay self-destructing until an enemy ship 

got close enough.  In that manner, Myleena hoped that the Consortium ships that either 

survived or arrived to assist would move to gather up the pieces to analyze, and then get 

blown up when the computer overloaded its unshielded PPG and made it explode. 

 That was the Legion way.  Leave nothing behind.  Do as much damage as humanly 

possible. Aggravate the everliving fuck out of the enemy. 

 Heôd been in yet another all night conference with Tom and Jenny, talking over how 

to attack those bases and tossing ideas around, until Jenny literally fell asleep on Tomôs 

shoulder.  That had been about two hours ago, over at the hastily constructed Dirty Deeds 

Department, a warehouse and lab over in the engineering complex next door to the 

Shimmer Dome. 

 Was it two hours ago?  He opened his eyes again and realized the sun was coming 

through the windows at the wrong angle to be morning.  He blearily looked towards 

Jyslinôs nightstand, at her clock, and saw that it was 1328 hours, not even noon yet, for 

noon was 1430 on Karis.  Heôd been asleep for over four hours.  It sure as hell didnôt feel 

like he was asleep four hours. 

 Shit.  He had things to do.  He couldnôt sleep anymore. 

 He sat up, which annoyed Amber, and scrubbed his face, then reached to his 

nightstand and grabbed his gestalt even as he turned on the lights by mental command.  

He usually slept with it, but he didnôt want anyone disturbing him when he went to sleep.  

But he didnôt need the gestalt for everything anymore, thanks to the communion network 

Cybi designed and the Makati had built for them.  Cybi had included protocols that 

allowed any Generation to access anything via communion the same as using a gestalt by 

using the network as the interface, but no Generation would go without a gestalt.  They 

were more than simply the means by which to make everything work.  They were 

computers attached to their brains, giving them more functions and capabilities, like the 

ability to download and instantly ñlearnò a language.  And in these troubled times, no 

Generation would go without a gestalt there to amplify their psychic abilities. 

 That was one of the things that was going on here on the strip today.  The Makati 

were installing something Cybi had designed four days before, something she called a 

biogenic focus.  It was a large tactical gestalt that would be installed in their basement, 

since Jasonôs house was more or less the center of the strip, that any Generation within a 

thousand shakra could access to boost their power.  At that range, Jason, Myleena, 



Danelle, Kyri, Aran, and Rann could access that tactical gestalt without leaving their own 

homes. 

 He centered himself as he put on the gestalt, then turned it on.  A bonded gestalt 

wasnôt bad as far as starting up, reaching its fingers into his mind, but it wasnôt an 

entirely pleasant sensation, and one to which they had to grudgingly adapt.  He endured 

the gestalt intertwining itself into his thoughts until it was fully settled in, again operating 

in the back of his mind and laced between his thoughts, back to how he now considered 

normal to feel.  He no longer felt normal without his gestalt. 

 Amber gave a little yip, looking up at him demandingly. 

 ñSorry, sweetie, I have to get up,ò  he told her, reaching down and petting the tiny 

little thing, no bigger than a kitten.  ñYou should go bully Rann into taking a nap.ò 

 She yawned, gave him an irritated look, then got up and padded off the bed, then 

went up to the closed door.  She gave two little yips at a certain timbre, which was a 

trigger for the door to open.  Vulpars did not like closed doors, so they came up with a 

way for her to get in and out on her own. 

 He swung his legs over the bed, getting his brain working.  If it was nearly noon, then 

the task force would be undertaking final preparations for their projected 2100 departure.  

He also had some reports to read and a couple of status reports to send.  But first things 

first.  Using his gestalt, he opened a link with the military command center.  Today it was 

lovely Eyai Heralle Karinne, with her shocking pink hairðher natural hair colorðand 

her hauntingly beautiful aqua eyes.  She was married to a Generation male named Rolan, 

standing in the place Shey often occupied.  ñGood morning, your Grace,ò she said with a 

nod.  ñYou need a status report?ò 

 ñYeah, Iôve been asleep too long.  Hit me.ò  He listened as she explained their 

situation, stressing the preparations being made by the task force about to leave, then 

gave him the status of several projects, both Legion and routine. 

 ñThe training courses for the new gestalt upgrades start tomorrow,ò she finished, then 

gave him a curious look.  ñDoes it really do that?ò 

 He nodded. ñYouôll never have to type again,ò he told her.  ñAnd the fighter and 

Gladiator pilots will have a hell of a lot more control, since they wonôt have to speak to 

communicate anymore.  Itôs almost exactly like sending, just over a gravband.  The new 

additions let you completely control any device with just your interface.ò 

 She whistled.  ñBy Demirôs sword.  It will be, hell, revolutionary.ò 

 ñWell, at least most of the control devices are holographic as it is, so we wonôt have a 

lot of useless junk to throw away.ò 

 She laughed.  ñTrue enough,ò she agreed. 

 ñYou should see Jyslin use it,ò he said, both amusement and respect in his voice.  

ñAll these lines of code, bam, just right there, and it scrolls down the monitor like a 

runaway glitch.  Itôs almost unbelievable.  And Myriôs quite the expert on using hers to 

emulate sending over gravband channels.ò 

 ñI wonder how long itôll take to adapt?ò 

 ñIf Jys is any indication, not long at all,ò he answered.  ñAn hour of training and 

youôre good to go.  At least the software upgrades were easy.  They got pushed out last 

night as part of the universal reboot.ò 

 ñI hate those,ò Eyai growled.  ñIt takes half an hour to get the command center back 

up and running.ò 



 ñHeh, I was working on something and forgot about it,ò he told her.  ñNothing like 

getting a one minute warning to save.ò 

 ñI see you have one of the new interfaces already,ò Eyai noted, looking at the shiny 

new gestalt on his ear, its lone prong extending under his left eye. 

 ñHeh, one of the perks of sitting in the big chair, Eyai,ò he told her, tapping it.  It was 

indeed a new gestalt, incorporating the module he, Jyslin, and Myleena had designed.  

The gestalt was basically the same design, just with a slightly better main CPU and a 

little more memory.  It had been the next version that would be pushed out and was 

already in production for the replacement, part of Myleenaôs endless tinkering with the 

gestalts and interfaces to maximize their power, and it would be the last one until she 

perfected gestalts that ran off of the Consortiumôs broadcast power system. 

 If there was one thing they could take from them and use, it was that. 

 Not everyone would get a new interface, though.  Only military or critical command 

positions would get a new interface, since theyôd only produced about 190,000 of them 

before they designed the new module.  Those who werenôt slated for a new interface 

would instead be given the module for the upgrade, which they could either install 

themselves or take to any local house-ran shop that distributed and repaired interfaces to 

have the module installed for them.  But it had to be done in 9 days, because after 9 days, 

another universal reboot would disable control devices for public computers, to save 

processing power. 

 It was just one of the ways that Myleena, the genius that she was, was encroaching on 

Generation-only capabilities.  The rest of the house would be able to emulate the 

Generation ability to commune over gravband after the upgrades were complete, using 

command thought that was modulated and broadcast over gravband.  Almost everything a 

Generation could do with a computer anyone could do now, since Generations could 

commune with virtually any computer on Karis through the gestalt, or commune directly 

with biogenic computers without need of a gestalt.  Myleena had solved half of it, the 

ñoutputò from mind to computer, but Jason felt that it would take her a long, long, long 

time to figure out how to emulate the ñinputò side, the interface directly interacting with 

the brain of the wearer.  That was still exclusively the realm of the Generations. 

 There was some play at it, but not for the Faey, over at the Academy.  A Faey and a 

human were working together over there to explore the possibility of cybernetics 

emulating what Generations did.  They in no way had any knowledge of the Generations, 

theyôd conceived this idea completely on their own, but from what Ayuma showed him, it 

actually had a chance of success.  A Faey would absolutely never allow anyone or 

anything to monkey with their brains, since it would threaten their telepathic abilities, but 

humans were an entirely different kettle of fish.  Those two were trying to find some way 

to directly connect a human brain to a computer, by wiring the human brain with 

input/output sensors at critical points that would allow the brain to communicate directly 

with the computer.  The Faey had completely mapped out the human brain about two 

years after subjugating Terra, so the Faey doctor had the medical skill, and the human 

cyberneticist, who was Faey trained and usually built cybernetic prosthetics for patients, 

had the expertise to design and build a computer to interface with a human brain. 

 This wasnôt a completely new field.  The Faey had been using cybernetic prosthetics 

for centuries, eyes, arms, legs, and they could replace organs with artificial units as well 

to hold over a patient until a cloned replacement could be grown from the patientôs own 



DNA to prevent rejection.  Meyaôs cybernetic eye was a perfect example of that.  She had 

decided to keep the cybernetic eye even after being offered a cloned replacement, 

because she liked it better, said it gave her much better vision and the ability to see in 

infrared and ultraviolet.  She did have a new eye implanted to replace the stock one, an 

eye that was absolutely identical to her organic one, which made it impossible to tell that 

one of her eyes was artificial.  The Faey already knew how to attach machines to the 

nerve endings and let the machine take orders from the patientôs brain by interpreting the 

electrical signals received from the nerves. 

 But what these two were proposing was like something he remembered out of an old 

anime movie heôd seen called Ghost In the Machine, where someone would take a cord 

and plug it to a receptacle embedded in the skull, which held a computer attached to the 

brain by sensors and I/O leads, and physically connect a human brain to an external 

computer. 

 It was a curious idea, and Ayuma told him that the two of them were only about three 

months from actually trying it.  They even had two volunteers that were willing to allow 

the Faey doctor to implant the sensors and leads in their brains, then attempt to directly 

interface with computers in a series of experiments to test the theory. 

 Jason couldnôt fathom anyone willing to volunteer for an experiment like that, where 

one mistake turns you into a vegetable, and Faey medicine could cure anything that might 

handicap someone, from muscular dystrophy to spinal cord injuries.  And he sure as hell 

wouldnôt let anyone do that to him, since he was right with the Faey on this one.  Any 

monkeying with his brain may damage his talent, and he would not allow that under any 

circumstance. 

 But, to each his own.  Maybe those two believed that them being the first ñwiredò 

human beings would make them famous.  Hell, it just might at that. 

 ñAlright, tell Myri Iôll be over in about two hours, at least if everything goes to plan.ò 

 ñIôll pass it on, your Grace.  Bringing Rann?ò 

 ñI donôt know if heôd find sitting around listening to people talk very exciting, Eyai.ò 

 ñWell, weôd like to see him,ò she smiled. 

 ñIôll make sure he knows that before I leave.ò 

 ñYouôre just no fun anymore, my Duke.ò 

 ñWas I ever?ò he asked, which made her laugh.  ñSee you in a few hours.ò 

 ñGood luck with the rest of your schedule, your Grace.  Weôll be waiting for you.ò 

 ñLike waiting for an inspection, no doubt.ò 

 She just winked at him, and the monitor went dark, then was replaced by the crest of 

the house of Karinne, the screen saver. 

 He stumbled into the shower and let the hot water wake him up, then he was dressing 

in jeans and a simple tee shirt as he listened to the open sending chatter going on in and 

around the house.  Rann, Aran, Zachary, and Sora, all of his children but Kyri, as well as 

Yuri and Ryla, were currently having a training session with Rynéand there was nobody 

better suited to train a telepath than the most skilled telepath on Karis, hands down.  Ryn 

was that good.  Aya and Dera were in the house, being the security presence, and Suri 

and Shen were out on the deck between his and Timôs house, which accounted for the 

five guards that most often escorted him around, his personal retinue of sorts.  There were 

five other guards on duty, scattered along the strip, just making sure everything was 

alright.  Jyslin was downstairs with Maya and Vell, talking about something, along with 



Riza and Miza, Brynôs twins, Christy and Jack, Temika and Mikeôs daughter and son, 

Jari, Songa and Lukeôs son, and Zara, Minôs daughter.  Ayama and Surin were cooking 

lunch.  Yana was on her way over, from the sound of it, and she was bringing Kyri over 

for lunch.  Tim was at work, he knew, but Symone wasnôt at home.  Sheôd expressed 

more and more curiosity about Gladiators, and he had no doubt she was over in Karsa 

playing around in one.  Being the amu dozei of the Grand Duke did have certain 

advantages, like being allowed to invade a military base and take a Gladiator out for a joy 

ride.  Temika and Kumi were over at her office in the White House, Meya and Myra were 

over at Embraijn continuing their work with the Exiled that had decided to return to the 

house, Songa was over at the medical annex doing her job as the overall commander of 

the Karinne branch of the Medical Service, Luke was at a satellite classroom taking 

lessons from the Academy, Mike was at work over in the machinery shop at the Shimmer 

Dome, Myleena was up in Kosigi working on the Consortium ship, and Min and Bryn 

were working, but everyone else was home, either off shift or with a day off. 

 The other girls on the strip were busy now.  Since theyôd gotten involved in this war 

with the Consortium, theyôd stopped sitting around being nobles and had involved 

themselves in the war effort.  Zora was up at Kosigi right now, training on a battleship as 

a navigator.  She would be entering the Fleet as a reserve navigator and instructor, but 

would primarily be working either as a dropship pilot to ferry personnel and supplies 

between Karis and Kosigi or as a Kosigi ñpusher pilotò who moved ships around within 

the base as needed, which was why she was up there getting training on a battleship.  She 

would also be doing occasional work with Myri in the command center along with the 

rest of the squad, manning comm terminals over in the command center at the White 

House and staying safely out of harmôs way if Jason had anything to do about it.  Maya 

was the only squad member not working in the command center, for she had become the 

nanny of all the kids on the strip, taking care of them while their mothers were off at 

work.  This was a job for which Maya was well suited and glad to undertake, since she 

was by far the most motherly of all the squad.  She enjoyed having a house full of kids, 

and Vell again proved he was the best husband on Karis by being there both for his wife 

and for the kids, teaching and being supportive.  Just about every child on the strip called 

him Daddy Vell. 

 Songa certainly had her hands full now, because of the fact that Karis had been outed.  

Since it was no longer a secret, and there was no longer a need to keep Karis away from 

the rest of the Imperium, Jason and Miaari had decided that it was time to partially open 

the planet to the outside.  That had started two days ago, when a combined group of 

Imperium and Collective shipbuilders visited Kosigi, and were in fact still up there.  

Jason had more room up there than he knew what to do with, so he had offered space in 

Kosigi to Dahnai and SkôVrae for shipbuilding efforts, who had sent engineering teams to 

look things over and work with the commander of Kosigi, Admiral Dillen Karinne, one 

of only four male Admirals or generals in the KMS.  The big thing would be separating 

the facilities so his allies couldnôt get into the areas where biogenic systems were kept or 

repaired, but that was doable.  Yesterday, the Imperial Medical Serviceôs central 

command had dispatched 18,000 doctors and medical staff to Karis, under Songaôs 

command, to officially merge Songaôs splinter Medical Service to the Imperial Medical 

Service and give her the doctors she needed to care for a population of 6 million.  Songa 

had been in dire need of more doctors, so she was so happy yesterday when she went to 



meet the transport from Karis that she was all but walking on air.  Sheôd be busy as sin 

for the next few weeks bringing her splinter organization up to official IMS standards, 

but it was more the sheer volume of work more than any needs to upgrade.  Songaôs little 

outfit was more technologically advanced than the IMS, and most likely it was the IMS 

that would be upgrading to Songaôs standards.  But there was official paperwork and 

rules and such that had to be smoothed out between them, and that was where Songa 

would be doing the most work. 

 There were other plans as well.  There was a large contingent of Urumi workers 

coming to help man Kosigi and other construction efforts on Karis, and Dahnai had also 

promised workers to help out.  The Kimdori as well were moving more and more workers 

to Kosigi as they built docks to build their own ships, which too would be kept separate 

from their allies because they utilized biogenics in their ships as well as a few 

technologies they even kept secret from the Karinnes.  That hollow moon up there was 

about to get all kinds of crowded, but that was just fine, since it was, by far, the best 

shipbuilding facility among all the allied governments.  Self-contained, well equipped, 

literally next door to a stargate, possessing an atmosphere while still being a weightless 

environment which made it easier on the workers assembling the ships, Kosigi was a 

shipbuilderôs dream location.  And the Imperial and Urumi shipbuilders certainly proved 

that.  He had the suspicious feeling that Nera Doyalle all but had an orgasm when she 

saw the place.  All they had to do was finish the second set of doors, which would allow 

them to bring titanic behemoths like the Aegis into the dockyards, and theyôd be all set. 

 The other thing Karis had over their allies was simple space.  With 86% of the planet 

uninhabited and possessing an environment tolerable to every race in their allied 

governments except the Menoda, they had lots of room for factories to be built.  Dahnai 

had already approached him with the idea of allowing her to build factories and facilities 

on the northern continent of Hevarga, with the express understanding that those facilities 

would be handed over to the Karinnes after the war was over.  This proposal he and 

Miaari were still discussing.  Jason was leaning towards it, Miaari was undecided but 

slightly skeptical of the idea, and they had to weigh the merits against the potential 

problems a little more before they made a final decision. 

 The proposal they did accept was from the Great Hive of the Kizzik.  The barren 

tracts of unterraformed Karis were close to their natural desert habitat, and they wanted to 

bring a second, much larger colony to Karis and settle on the other southern continent, 

Virga, where the first colony had settled on Karga and was fully integrated into the 

house.  Out on Virga, it was the Faey, humans, and Makati that would integrate in and 

around existing Kizzik infrastructure.  They would terraform it to their tastes, and that 

would also provide House Karinne with a large force of inexhaustible Kizzik labor.  Now 

that the scent-language translators were being mass produced at a frenzied pace by the 

Kizzik, they had suddenly gotten a lot more interested in spreading through the 

Imperium.  Freed of the need for translators, the Kizzik were free to fully integrate into 

the Imperium, and Jasonôs talks with Dahnai made sure that the Imperium was 

welcoming them with open arms.  If things were still on schedule, the first wave of 

Kizzik hive builders would arrive tomorrow, whose responsibility was to excavate the 

subterranean tunnels in which the Kizzik preferred to live, and begin the terraforming 

process by fertilizing the soil around their proposed hive location and planting crops and 



bringing their giant aphid-like livestock from their homeworld, sheep-sized insects that 

produced a honey-like nectar which the Kizzik loved. 

 Jasonôs full use of the abilities of other races of the Imperium had showed Dahnai just 

how effective they could be, so much so that she had taken his advice and had promoted a 

Makati to be the head of the palace, her Chamberlain.  Jason had no doubt that the Makati 

female would have her palace whipped into perfect operating order within a month. 

 He came downstairs and scooped up Danelle, who was coming back from the 

bathroom and headed for the den.  [Uncle Jason!] she communed with surprising clarity, 

which was a surprise to him.  Either Rann or Myleena had taught her that trick. 

 [And who taught you to commune, you sneaky little thing?] he asked with a smile, 

hefting her a few times. 

 [Mommy.  She said only you , Mommy, Miss Cybi, and the other kids could hear it.] 

 [Almost.  Yuri and Sami canôt hear it, but the others can.  Did your mother also tell 

you how to use this?] 

 [Almost never, that itôs a super-secret secret that we never ever tell anyone.  But she 

said I can use it with you any time,] she answered, grinning conspiratorially. 

 [Your mother has good sense, and sheôs right.  This is something that no one can 

ever, ever, ever know about, pippy.  If they canôt do it, they canôt ever know about it..]   

 She nodded seriously.  [Mommy made sure I knew that.] 

 [Keep that in mind.  Now back to lessons with you.] 

 [óKay.]  He set her down and watched the six-year old rush back to the den, getting 

back to her lessons in sending. 

 [Myli,]  he called, using the biogenic network to relay his communion up to Kosigi, [I 

think we need to talk about what youôre teaching that daughter of yours.] 

 [Pft, keep yourself out of my business, Jayce,] she teased in reply.  [Sheôs pretty good 

at communion, isnôt she?] 

 [Better than Rann,] he said honestly. 

 He greeted Ayama and Surin as he entered the kitchen, then kissed his wife when she 

came in.  Morning, he greeted. 

 Morning, your Grace.  Breakfast or lunch? Surin asked. 

 He chuckled.  Anything, Iôm hungry and I donôt have much time, he answered. 

 We have the hamburgers almost done, if you can wait a minute. 

 Works for me.  Morning love, he greeted Jyslin. 

 Morning, she mirrored, kissing him again, then chuckling when he put his hand on 

her flat belly, where their twin girls were growing but hadnôt grown enough to show quite 

yet. Sorry for not waking you, but we decided you needed the sleep. 

 I guess I did, he agreed, running his hand over his face.  I need some food and some 

coffee, then itôs another long day.  How did the Legion meeting go? 

 Short, she answered.  Right now weôre waiting on Jenny and Faea out of the 

engineering department to get back to us about an idea. 

 Which one? 

 The meson cannon, she answered.  The meson cannon was actually a proved device, a 

weapon that destabilized the crystalline structure of certain metals and made them brittle, 

kind of like the liquefaction device Jason had invented long ago.  But the difference 

between them was that the meson weapon permanently damaged the metal, where his 

device did not.  The Imperium didnôt use them in combat, since virtually every metal or 



alloy used as armor was immune to the meson effect, they used them primarily in 

demolition of buildings to pulverize the crystallized titanium girders and supports most 

often used as the superstructure.  One of the ideas was to launch an automated meson 

cannon and have it attack one of the Consortium bases or shipyards, because the shocked 

tungsten/titanium alloy they used for the superstructure of their ships and bases was 

vulnerable to the meson effect.  The hope was that the meson weapon could damage or 

destroy sections of their bases or sabotage their shipbuilding efforts by destroying their 

docks. 

 What they needed from engineering was to see if the meson weapon could fire while 

cloaked by a CMS, a Cloaking Matrix System.  The Consortiumôs sensor technology was 

vulnerable to both the CMS and the Urumiôs ingenious stealth field technology, a stealth 

system that utilized projected stealth shields rather than the armor of the ship, and they 

intended to abuse the absolute fuck out of that fact.  If they could work up a weapon 

platform equipped with a few meson cannons that could fire without disrupting the CMS, 

they could do some real damage.  Myleenaôs engineering department had taken over the 

CMS project to work with it and try to improve it, so it would be up to the engineers to 

try to make it work. 

 Howôs the production on the other toys going? 

 Full bore, she answered.  They already have nearly a million Satanôs Marbles made, 

and our warehouse has about six thousand harmonic conduit breakers stockpiled.  All we 

have to do is mount them on hyperspace platforms and theyôre ready to launch. 

 Well, weôll see about that after we attack that fleet, he yawned.  He sat at the kitchen 

table, Jyslin sat on the edge of it, and Ayama put a plate holding a hamburger and some 

french fries down for him.  ñThanks,ò he nodded, picking it up.  I need to get the bullshit 

out of the way quick so I can get over to the command center. 

 What bullshit? 

 The usual, he shrugged.  Telling Dahnai and SkôVrae whatôs going on, fielding calls 

from the High Staff, sorting through all the whining.  The usual. 

 Jyslin chuckled.  Poor baby. 

 Watch it, woman, or Iôll make you my personal secretary and make you field all those 

calls. 

 Oooh, a chance for you to do me on your throne?  Iôm in! 

 You are ridiculous, he laughed, patting her leg fondly. 

 Iôm your wife, you silly boy.  Iôm allowed to be ridiculous, she grinned at him.  She 

looked at her watch and winced.  Fuck, Iôm late, she complained.  Rann!  I have to go up 

to Kosigi to see Aunt Myleena.  You wanna come? 

 I do I do I do I do! He sent back in a frenzy of excitement. 

 Then go get your armor on, baby, she told him. 

 Aww, can I go, Mommy Jyslin? Danelle asked. 

 I wanna go too! Kyri demanded. 

 ñAnd thatôs why you donôt open send such things,ò Jason chided her audibly, one of 

the rare occurrences when he spoke aloud to her. 

 She laughed.  ñLive and learn, I guess,ò she answered.  Alright, alright, anyone else 

want to go? 

 Duchess, Iôm giving them a lesson! Ryn protested. 



 Yeah, and like you wouldnôt like to take a break yourself, Jyslin challenged, to which 

guilty silence was replied.  Iôll give you guys fifteen minutes.  If youôre not in armor and 

waiting by the dropship, youôll be left behind! 

 There was a sudden explosion of sound, sending, and activity from the living room, 

as the kids being given a sending lesson erupted like a volcano, rushing to where their 

armor was kept.  For Rann and Danelle, this wasnôt that big of a deal, but for the kids 

who lived elsewhere, it meant a frenzied run home and an attempt to get armored up as 

fast as possible.  It was also the new reality of their situation.  Nobody left the strip 

without wearing armor, as per Ayaôs blistering ultimatum.  Not even Jason, even if he 

was just going to the White House.  This was now war, and in war, anyone in potential 

danger did not leave the house without their armor on.  Jason now spent so much time in 

his armor, he was starting to feel like a turtle. 

 At least it was shiny, brand spanking new armor, just delivered four days ago.  It was 

like Saelleôs armor, it was the new Mark II Crusader armor, the redesign after the first 

battle with the Consortium.  It had thicker stomach armor, the vulnerable spot which had 

produced the most injuries during the battle, both pulse and MPAC weaponry in the 

forearm pods, and had already been upgraded to take advantage of the new abilities of the 

interface.  The forearm keyboard and I/O device was no longer required, though Myleena 

decided to keep it in the design as an emergency backup.  Unlike civilian equipment that 

could be remotely accessed by techs to diagnose problems or repaired by a roving tech, a 

soldier out in the field may not have that luxury, so they needed a reliable redundant 

backup to access the computer in their Crusader.   Jason and the Generations wore a 

special version of the Mark II, with a built-in tactical gestalt.  Wearing that armor, he 

could pick up a hovercar with his telekinetic ability.  That armor was being built as fast as 

possible and distributed out to every Generation, even to the kids.  Kyri was the first of 

the kids to get Mark II armor, but then again, she was the only one of the kids who could 

fully utilize it, since she was the only one with expressed telekinetic power.  And in 

typical Kyri fashion, she rubbed their noses in the fact that she had brand new armor, and 

they didnôt. 

 Fifteen minutes?  Harsh, Maya chuckled mentally. 

 Call it motivation, they need to be able to fully armor up in four minutes anyway, she 

replied shamelessly. 

 Speaking of motivation, I need to get moving myself, Jason sighed, taking another 

bite.  See you at the triple D? 

 Probably.  Weôll have to find some nice secluded corner and remind each other weôre 

married, she winked at him 

 He chuckled.  I wouldnôt say no, thatôs for sure. 

 Weôll work something out, she winked. 

 Aya wouldnôt let him out without escorts, not now, but she didnôt deem it necessary 

to send all four of his usual escorts with him when he wasnôt leaving the planet.  It was 

Dera and Shen that Aya sent with him after he wolfed down his meal, armored up, and 

jumped in his dropship to head to the White House. 

 He was spending way too much time there now, and there was no end in sight.  Now 

that they were officially at war, it having been declared by Dukal decree four days ago, 

his office at the White House compound was now where everything got done.  He would 

have preferred to work out of home as he used to, but he had to be close at hand now, 



close to where the action was, and that was here, at the central hub of all house activity.  

It was yet another indication of just how things had changed. 

 The first major order of business was going to be the daily reports to Dahnai and 

SkôVrae.  This was done via conference, usually with all three of them conferenced 

together, and the timing of this conference changed from day to day due to the shifting 

windows of activity on all three planets.  Draconis and Karis were only separated by an 

hour, but Uruma Prime only had a ten hour day, so the windows of opportunity that both 

Dahnai and SkôVrae were available at the same time werenôt consistent.  He had an 

appointment with them in an hour, so he had time to read through some progress reports 

in his office, which was a surprisingly spartan affair in the main building.  Up until four 

days ago, he hadnôt even really had a secretary, though demands had changed that.  He 

now had two assistants, and neither were Faey.  The senior assistant was a Kizzik, a 

noble named ChôThrk but allowed Jason to call her Chirk, whose amazingly organized 

mind kept all his paperwork and appointments in order.  It only took her two days to get 

everything organized to her satisfaction, and now Jason knew exactly what was going on.  

His other assistant was a Makati named Brall, and much as the Kizzikôs job was to keep 

everything Jason had to deal with straight, his job was to make sure Jasonôs decisions 

were carried out to his satisfaction.  He jokingly called them In-Box and Out-Box, and 

they were an exceptionally effective pair.  They were waiting for him when he arrived at 

the office, and Chirk almost performed the formal greeting, which Jason had told her not 

to do.  ñAlright, guys, hit me,ò he called as he closed the door. 

 ñYou have a conference with the Empress and Brood Queen in fifty minutes, my 

Duke,ò Chirkôs mechanical translated monotone emanated from the module on her 

shoulder.  ñThe daily reports are prepared and ready for your perusal.  The highest among 

them is the new estimations on ship production and a new completion date for the new 

doors of Kosigi.  I have your schedule ready.  You have meetings at the command center 

and with Admiral Dillen, as well as projected time at the Three D once all business is 

concluded.ò 

 ñThanks, Chirk.  Whatôs the line on the Shimmer Dome?ò he asked Brall. 

 ñTheyôre getting it ironed out, your Grace,ò he answered, scratching his eyebrow 

absently.  ñI had to go down there and kick a few shins, but theyôll get the new assembly 

line in operation within the takir.ò 

 ñGood, good.  And the Gladiator software upgrades?ò 

 ñOn schedule.  Weôve had a few requests from the department of power, Iôm 

checking things out for you.ò 

 ñThey want another plant up?ò 

 ñMore than one.  With the rumors flying that weôll be building up, they want to move 

ahead of any construction.  The main core plant can handle the entire planetôs power, but 

this is for the emergency backup system.  If we industrialize the unterraformed 

continents, as rumor has it, they want plants up and running before the first foundation is 

laid.ò 

 ñYeah, thatôs a good idea,ò he nodded.  ñTell them to work out the details and send it 

up.  Whatôs the schedule for Virga looking like?ò 

 ñOn schedule,ò Chirk answered through her translator module.  ñThe first of the 

builders are to arrive in the morning, and all materials they asked for us to provide are 

staged and ready.  They can begin tunnel excavation within an hour of arrival.ò 



 ñThe advance build teams already have the power couplings laid and the data towers 

set up,ò Brall finished.  ñWhen the Kizzik land, theyôll find everything they need to get 

started and everything they asked for already there and waiting for them.ò 

 ñOutstanding,ò Jason told them as he sat at his desk and used his gestalt to access his 

primary work panel, which would only allow Jason to use it.  ñAlright, guys, let me tackle 

these reports.ò 

 He worked through them, status reports on the various projects not important enough 

for him to personally oversee, until it was time to talk to the others.  He never left his 

office to do so, the security protocols locking the place down and requiring him onto to 

turn around to look at the air-projection monitor, a two dimensional hologram of sorts, 

that took up the entire back wall.  SkôVraeôs scaly face appeared first, and then Dahnaiôs 

lovely face seconds later.  ñLadies,ò he greeted informally. 

 ñYour Grace,ò SkôVrae nodded. 

 ñHey Jayce,ò Dahnai smiled.  ñDenmother Zaa?ò 

 ñHer staff said sheôd be a little late, and to go ahead and start without her.ò 

 ñAh.  So, howôs the timetable?ò 

 ñUnchanged,ò he answered.  ñMy task force will be jumping out soon to start towards 

the rendezvous point.  Weôll know how effective it is in a few days.  Are both of you 

coming?ò 

 SkôVrae nodded.  ñI have my schedule cleared to arrive on Karis in five days,ò she 

answered. 

 ñI should be there in three,ò Dahnai answered.  ñHave you been getting hourly calls 

from the High Staff?ò 

 ñAbout every other hour, but yeah,ò he answered.  ñEvery day that goes by, he gets 

more and more furious about the entry station.  Keeps bitching that Alliance merchants 

arenôt delivering on time.  Heôs almost accusing us of intentionally delaying them.ò 

 SkôVrae snickered in a hissing voice.  ñHeôs smarter than we thought.ò  They were, in 

fact, doing just that.  They werenôt being obvious about it, but the entry station knew that 

Alliance merchant vessels were to be given higher scrutiny compared to other ships, 

which caused more delays for them.  The commanders of the TES were aware that the 

Alliance was considered hostile by their leaders, so they inspected every speck of dust 

that blew out of an Alliance merchant transport when it opened its cargo doors.  The 

Alliance would backstab them at the first available opportunity, so they were being 

exceptionally cautious when it came to handling Alliance goods, making absolutely sure 

they contained no hidden surprises, scanning Alliance ships before allowing them to dock 

more thoroughly than other ships, and Alliance citizens visiting Terra were passively 

screened by Faey telepaths before allowing them to continue on to Terra. 

 ñSo, we waive any late charges enforced against Alliance traders by their customers 

due to the entry station and let him stew?ò Dahnai offered. 

 ñIt sounds logical to me,ò SkôVrae agreed. 

 ñSounds good.  Howôs the armor coming, SkôVrae?ò Jason asked. 

 ñWe should have mass produced sections available in three days,ò she answered. 

 ñThe Goraga shipyards?ò 

 ñOn schedule,ò Dahnai answered.  ñBut from the reports Iôm getting back from my 

shipbuilding units, it looks like weôll be shifting a great deal of shipyard activity to 

Kosigi.  Itôs way better.ò 



 ñWe have plenty of room,ò he said simply.  ñThe capital doors should be ready well 

before weôll have need of them.  As soon as you officially request it, weôll work out the 

details.ò 

 ñWell, the Collective is officially requesting it,ò SkôVrae declared.  ñWe will still 

build our fast attack ships at our own yards and the Goraga yard, but the Kosigi yard is 

far superior for building larger ships.ò 

 ñNot a problem, your Majesty,ò he said simply.  ñIôll put my people on cordoning off 

a sector of the yard for your use.  Just send us a schedule for moving your equipment 

over.ò 

 ñDone.  Iôll send an additional twenty thousand workers dedicated to building the 

Collectiveôs docks within Kosigi.  Iôll have them there in two days.ò 

 ñWeôll welcome them,ò he agreed.  ñIôll forward this to Admiral Dellin and let him 

handle the project.ò 

 ñIôll send further inquiries to him,ò she nodded in understanding. 

 ñI havenôt received a full report on that yet, but odds are weôll be doing the same,ò 

Dahnai said.  ñSo, Jayce love, could you start working on us moving in as well?  Iôm 

fairly sure thatôs what Lorna will suggest, may as well be ready to move on it as soon as I 

get all the recommendations.ò 

 ñNot a problem,ò she assured her. 

 The screen split again, and Zaaôs face appeared in the middle.  ñDenmother,ò Jason 

greeted her.  ñI was starting to wonder.ò 

 ñA minor issue required my attention,ò she answered assertively.  ñI bring news.ò 

 ñWe listen to you, Denmother,ò SkôVrae prompted. 

 ñMy children have completed the investigation of Collective territory concerning 

hostile outsiders,ò she declared.  ñThe full report will be made available to you within the 

hour, SkôVrae.  The short of it is that we have identified one hundred and thirty nine 

hostile agents in sensitive positions, an additional four hundred and sixty-one inactive 

sleeper agents, and sixteen hundred and nine hostile agents and passive intelligence 

gatherers in non-sensitive positions.  I would suggest the elimination of those in 

dangerous positions and seventy percent of those in non-threatening positions.  The 

remainder we shall tag and observe to use to feed to our enemies false information.ò 

 ñIt will be done as you wish, Denmother,ò SkôVrae answered respectfully.  ñAll know 

that in matters of intelligence, all should be as the Kimdori envision.ò 

 ñThat was fast,ò Jason mused. 

 ñI sent additional children to complete the task quickly,ò she answered.  ñI will have a 

projected course of action to deal with the problem in your hands in three hours, Brood 

Queen.ò 

 ñI will have it carried out exactly to your specifications.ò 

 ñJason, the workers that will begin work on docks for Kimdori ships will arrive at 

Kosigi in two hours,ò she told him. 

 ñI read Dellinôs report,ò he assured her.  ñWe have everything ready for you.ò 

 There really wasnôt much more to talk about, so after a little inane chatter, they ended 

the conference, and Jasonôs real work began.  His first stop after putting Chirk and Brall 

on their tasks was what was now called either 3D or Triple D depending on who said it, 

the Dirty Deeds Department, a rush-built warehouse by the engineering facility that was 

beside the Shimmer Dome.  It was here that the Legion did its work brainstorming ideas 



to attack the Consortium and testing those ideas, and it was probably one of the most 

secure facilities on Karis.  Two Gladiator exomechs and ten KMS Marines stood guard at 

the only entrance to the warehouse, which was protected by its own force shield, and not 

even Jason was immune to the entry protocols, which were biometric.  He had to prove 

by DNA scan that he was who he said he was, and it was a very short list of people who 

were allowed past that checkpoint.  The original Legion, about half of Myleenaôs 

engineering department, and about twenty military personnel were allowed in, not 

counting the five members of the Imperial Guard that were assigned to Jason.  Aya was 

serious when she said he goes nowhere outside the strip without guards. 

 Once inside, he got to work.  First, he got a status report from Jenny, one that 

wouldnôt leave the building, the real status report on where they were testing several 

ideas.  After that, he, Jenny, and a brilliant Faey engineer named Gerann Karinne had a 

long discussion about broadcast power.  Gerann was a spectral energy engineer by 

training and specialty, one of Myleenaôs old Black Ops people she lured to Karis, a man 

who dealt with broadcast energy systems from gravband to Teryon hyperspace 

communications to old-style radiation and EM systems. If it dealt with broadcast through 

air or space or generated energy frequencies, Gerann was the man to talk to, from 

designing a new Teryon transceiver to fixing a microwave oven.  Gerann was the lead 

engineer in charge of the broadcast power system the Consortium used, and it would be 

his job to build a Karinne broadcast power network that would both supply remote power 

and also be unjammable.  Gerann was both trying to find a way to jam Consortium 

broadcast power while simultaneously trying to design a system which could not be 

jammed in return.  But he was up to it.  Gerann was gifted when it came to dealing with 

frequency-based systems.  Because of the viability of broadcast power, Gerann currently 

had the highest rung on the ladder of priorities that didnôt deal with fighting the 

Consortium, and his work was so important and sensitive that he and his staff had been 

moved to 3D to work on the project. 

 Gerann was a curious young man.  He was only forty, which was still young by Faey 

standards, and had shocking pink hair that he kept in a military buzz cut, a hue almost 

identical to Captain Jeya Denalle.  He was used to seeing pink hair, since it was 

something of a common Faey hair color, but it looked decidedly odd on a man with 

Gerannôs rugged, almost brawny features.  Gerann was very well built, since he lifted 

weights, which was a very un-male thing to do in Faey society, but his wife certainly 

didnôt mind.  Gerann was married to one of his ship captains, Captain Rola Karinne of the 

cruiser Oravalo.  Rola had taken over after the captain was killed in the battle, so she 

hadnôt named the ship she currently commanded.  Rola was, however, slated to take over 

on one of the new tactical cruisers that were already being built, slightly larger than a 

regular cruiser, smaller than a heavy cruiser, but with much bigger engines and packing 

much more firepower, and she intended to name that the John Wayne in honor of her 

favorite Western actor. 

 ñAlright,ò Jason said after Gerann got him up to speed, ñwhen do you think youôll 

have a prototype transmitter ready?ò 

 ñIôm building it now,ò he answered.  ñItôs not going to be unjammable, but I have to 

start somewhere.  Itôs been a little tricky trying to get metaphased plasma into a carrier.  

Itôs not going to run on microwaves.ò 

 ñIncompatible?ò he asked, to which Gerann nodded. 



 ñI canôt get multispectral phased plasma into a single phased carrier.  I think thatôs 

why the Consortium uses the type of plasma power they do.  Instead of building two 

different systems, they just stuck with what they could broadcast and tried to make it the 

best they could.ò 

 ñBut you think you can broadcast metaphased?ò 

 He nodded again.  ñI can broadcast Karinne metaphased,ò he said confidently.  ñI 

already did the math.  The prototype Iôm building uses our technology, not theirs, and 

weôre more advanced in power generation and power management than they are.  I canôt 

piggyback plasma on a microwave signal, but I can piggyback it into a Teryon carrier. 

Teryons are already multidimensonal, so they can support piggybacking modulated 

energy that exists in multiple quantum states simultaneously, where microwaves canôt.ò 

 Jasonôs eyes widened.  ñSeriously?ò 

 ñSeriously,ò he answered.  ñThe small-scale test model I built worked, so now weôre 

scaling up to prototype stage.  I just need to build a receiver and weôll be able to test it in 

about five days.ò 

 ñDamn,ò Jenny breathed.  ñWhat kind of range will it have?ò 

 ñThe math says we have to limit the energy broadcasts to short and medium range 

Teryon frequencies,ò he answered.  ñLong range frequency blocks introduce too much 

distortion into the metaphased plasma to allow it to be demodulated and used.  So if I 

adapt it to medium range Teryon blocks, a power transmitter on Kosigi could power all of 

Karis.  Odds are I wonôt do that, though.  Iôd rather use a series of seventeen short-range 

broadcast nodes scattered over the planet and Kosigi, so weôre not depending on one 

power source.  This is war, and if we lose that one single broadcast node, weôre in deep 

shit.  The system I have in mind will use strategically placed nodes that are spaced within 

the maximum range of at least two other nodes, so if one goes down, the other two nodes 

can increase their power to cover the down transmitterôs area until itôs repaired.ò 

 ñThatôs actually a good idea,ò Jason agreed.  ñBut we should still build two medium-

range power plants as a redundant backup and just run them on minimum power, keep 

them warmed up so to speak, stations that can cover the entire planet, and have them 

ready to go just in case.  Given weôll be relying on this new system as much as the 

Consortium already does, it has to be absolutely uninterruptible.ò 

 ñYou see to the point of it, your Grace,ò Gerann nodded soberly. 

 ñWhen will you have the prototype ready?ò 

 ñI should have it ready for testing in five days,ò he answered.  ñIôm waiting on the 

Shimmer Dome to build me some custom biogenic boards.ò 

 ñBiogenic?ò 

 ñI told you weôre using our technology,ò he reminded Jason.  ñTeryon communicators 

use biogenic systems, your Grace, you know that.ò 

 ñCould you use moleculartronics if you adapted it?ò Jenny asked. 

 He shook his head.  ñBiogenics arenôt as fast as moleculartronics, but moleculartronic 

systems canôt handle Teryon communication systems.  Teryon systems require immense 

bandwidth, because theyôre multidimensional.  To adapt a moleculartronic computer to 

handle that bandwidth, it would be a hundred times bigger than a normal transmitter.ò 

 ñBut the Faey already use multidimensional moleculartronic systems,ò Jenny 

protested. 



 ñYes, and look how big they are,ò Gerann answered immediately.  ñLook at the 

hyperspace jump engines on any other ship in the sector.  Theyôre massive compared to 

the ship itself, taking up over half the volume of the ship.  Our ships have much more 

efficient engines that are only ten percent of a shipôs volume, because we have better, 

more efficient designs that use computers more compatible with multidimensional 

applications, just like the Consortium does.  Thatôs why we and they can jump in real 

time, where the others all have relativity delay.  Donôt confuse alternate quantum states 

used in metaphased plasma with multidimensional states.  Theyôre two different things.ò 

 ñThatôs one thing I have to give the Consortium,ò Jason grunted.  ñThat computer we 

captured is damn advanced.  If it can impress a Moridon, itôs up there.ò 

 After that conference, Jason went up to Kosigi to meet with the arriving Kimdori 

workers.  They arrived in five huge transports, tens of thousands of trained Kimdori 

industrial workers who already had their assigned tasks.  Three quarters of them would be 

building docks for the construction of ships, while the rest of them would be under 

Karinne command, and would be put to work to complete the second set of doors.  That 

was the most important thing to finish at the moment, so they could repair and build their 

own large ships.  The inner doors and system of three redundant airskin shields had 

already been installed, and they were only about ten days from finishing the tunnel, 

currently burrowing through the rocky outer layer much faster than theyôd gone through 

the armored interior shell, armor that would give even the Consortium nightmares about 

trying to breach.  After that, they would build doors over the entrance and cover them 

with rock so they looked natural, and theyôd be in business. 

 After that was done, he returned home for a quick meal and to spend some time with 

the kids, then went to the White House and basically aggravated the hell out of Myri and 

the command staff by being in the command center to observe as they made final 

preparations for the task force to depart.  Four members of the Legion were going with 

the task force as consultants for the deployment of their weapons; Bo, Luke, Leamon, and 

Tom, the four most technically trained and capable outside of the core Legion engineers 

who were needed at 3D.  Jason looked at the holographic monitor screen that dominated 

the far wall of the command center, divided up into six different camera views as well as 

a tactical map of the entire Karis star system that showed deployed resources, and one of 

the views showed the task force massing up in preparation.  It was a grand sight, the 

triangular aft-winged destroyers and cruisers surrounding the longer, more sleek yet still 

triangular-based heavy cruisers Abarax and Temeron and the battleship Victory that made 

up the Karinne fleet.  Jason was sitting at a console not far from the raised, circular main 

command platform where Myri, Sioa, Juma, Navii, and the core command 

communicators sat, trying to stay out of their hair and looking over the operational status 

reports of the many automated weapons that were loaded on their ships.  The Kimdori 

ships were already en route, and from the look of that report, theyôd arrive right on time. 

 Jason and the command staff basically watched for two hours as the last of the 

containers were loaded and the ships completed their preparations, and he felt his 

stomach start to churn when the task force formed up and prepared to jump out.  Admiral 

Leta Karinne, one of the women who had worked her way into the house to earn the title 

of Zarina and the captain of the Victory, was on the big screen, giving a status report.  

Leta would also be the commander of the task force and the woman in charge of the 

attack, so he and she had had quite a few long talks since the task force was formed and 



the orders were sent down.  ñWeôre right on schedule,ò she summarized.  ñThe last 

weapons are being secured as we speak, and all ships in the task force are reporting ready 

to jump.ò 

 ñThen you have the conn, Captain,ò Myri told her.  ñThe mission is now in your 

hands.ò 

 ñIôll try not to embarrass you, your Grace,ò she winked, looking at Jason. 

 ñYouôd better not, or Iôll send you to your room without supper when you get back,ò 

he answered. 

 ñLike I donôt do that already,ò she snorted.  ñI just hope your Legion agents can 

handle hyperspace.ò 

 ñYouôre too high rank to clean up their puke, Leta.ò 

 She laughed.  ñWell, theyôll have plenty of time to rest once we reach our destination. 

All of four minutes.ò 

 ñTheyôll cope.  If they donôt, kick them in the ass.ò 

 ñIôll make sure to tell them you told me to do it,ò she winked. 

 ñBe my guest.ò  He gave her a serious look.  ñBe careful out there, girl.  And good 

luck.ò 

 ñWe donôt need luck,ò she said with a light smile.  ñReports by the hour, General.ò 

 ñNoted.  Jump at designated mark,ò Myri replied. 

 The command center watched in nervous anticipation as the task force turned in 

unison, then the countdown timer in the upper left ticked away the seconds.  When it hit 

zero, the task force jumped out, vanishing as if by magic, riding a synchronous waveform 

that allowed Karinne ships to jump out through the distortion created by the interdictors. 

 ñAnd there they go,ò he sighed, standing up.  ñAnd Iôll get out of your hair now, 

Juma.ò 

 Youôd better, your Grace, she smiled at him.  Go home and get some rest. 

 I think I will. Keep me posted. 

 Iôll send you hourly reports, Myri promised. 

 Jason got home well after Rannôs bedtime, and Jyslin was still at 3D, so he was 

greeted when he came in the back door by Ayama and Hara, the night watch commander 

who had just come on duty, taking over for Kaera, the evening watch commander.  

Ayama handed him a cup of coffee as he came into the kitchen, and he took it with a nod 

of thanks.  Where is everyone? 

 Rann is in bed, Hara relayed as Dera and Suri went back out, heading to their 

barracks for some rest.  Lady Jyslin is at the Shimmer Dome.  Kyri and Danelle are 

upstairs with Rann, theyôre sleeping over.  Rahne was over earlier, and Aura also came 

to call. Oh, and Symone tore up the lawn when she brought a Gladiator in for the kids to 

look at up close. 

 Great, Jason laughed audibly.  How bad? 

 I was quite put out, Ayama declared.  Iôll have to hire a service to repair the damage. 

 Be sure to send Tim the bill, he told her with a slight smile. 

 Oh, Iôll be sure to do that, she answered huffily. 

 He went up to his room and took off his armor, then went down to check on Rann, 

Danelle, and Kyri.  They were asleep when he opened the door, all in his bed, Kyri 

sleeping with her head at the foot of the bed for some odd reason, and he had to smile a 

little bit.  He never had gotten over the idea that those two precious little ones were his 



children.  Rann, such a smart little boy, already showing a maturity and temperament that 

would make him a fine Grand Duke.  Kyri, good God, so much power in such a little 

body.  She lacked the maturity to know how to use it responsibly, but at least she hadnôt 

done anything outrageous yet.  And though she wasnôt his, he loved Danelle almost as 

much as Myleena did, for she was a very curious and intelligent little girl, and sheôd 

make her mother proud someday.  He stepped in quietly and tucked Rann and Danelle in 

a little more, and his movements caused Kyri to stir.  [Daddy,] she communed. 

 [Iôm sorry I woke you, pippy,] he answered gently, leaning over her and kissing her 

on the cheek.  [Why are you sleeping this way?] 

 [Why not?] 

 He chuckled quietly.  [Alright, you got me there,] he smiled at her.  [Whereôs your 

mother?] 

 [Home.  Danny and Ranny asked me to come.] 

 [Well, that was nice of them,] he told her.  [And there wasnôt any ulterior motive 

behind it, hmm?] Kyri flushed slightly, which made him smile.  [I thought so.  What are 

they trying?] 

 [They want to learn how I do telekesis.] 

 [Telekinesis, dove.  Any headway?] he asked curiously. 

 [I think Dannyôs about to get it,] she answered.  [Ranny, dunno.  I donôt think heôs 

figured it out yet.] 

 [Hmm, maybe Iôll give you a hand tomorrow,] he mused.  [They should be learning it 

from me or Ayuma anyway.  Youôre not a good teacher.] 

 [I am too!] 

 [You enjoy teasing them too much when they fail to be a good teacher,] he 

challenged, which made her flush again and him chuckle.  [Weôll talk about it in the 

morning, dove.] 

 [óKay.  Night, daddy.  I love you.] 

 [I love you too, my Kyri,] he answered, kissing her on the forehead.  [Sleep well.] 

 He padded back to his room, but not without touching base.  Despite the fact that it 

was all the way on the other side of Karsa, the powerful bond between Jason and Jyslin 

let him reach her.  Love, he called. 

 What is it, Jason? she asked. 

 When are you coming home? 

 In about a half an hour or so, she answered, her weariness bleeding in through her 

sending, and making it a touch hard to decipher given they were sending across about 

twenty miles.  If youôre half as exhausted as I am, youôll be asleep when I get home. 

 Well, donôt strain yourself, he warned.  I donôt want our daughters born with worry 

lines. 

 She laughed mentally.  Blame the Consortium for that. 

 I surely will.  Now wrap it up and get home.  Thatôs an order. 

 An order?  And just who are you to order me around, boy? she asked playfully. 

 Iôm your husband, the father of your son, and I have this little piece of jewelry that 

says I outrank you, little missy.  Now get home. 

 Oh no, you did not just use the ring argument! 

 Bet your ass I did.  Now come home before I strip you of your title, have Red Horn 

build a dungeon, and toss you into it! 



 Keep digging that grave, buster, she taunted in reply.  Iôll deal with you when I get 

home.  Someone has to remind you of just who runs things around here. 

 It sure as hell isnôt either of us, he ventured. 

 She laughed in his mind.  True.  Iôll wrap this up and come home, since youôre being 

such a little bitch about it. 

 Yah yah yah, it worked, didnôt it?  Now come home! 

 She managed to get home before he was fully settled in.  She was in her armor, and 

she sat on the edge of the bed as he read through some reports on a handpanel.  Well, now 

that I have the armor advantage, I should educate you, boy, she teased as she kissed him. 

 That armor wonôt save you from me, wench, he retorted.  Now take it off. 

 Yes, master! she answered with a teasing smile.  She made a little show out of it, 

enjoying him watching her, so she made sure to act like it was a striptease.  Once she was 

fully nude, tall and sleek and sexy and unbelievably attractive, she picked up a towel, 

blew him a kiss, and trotted into the bathroom.  She sent the entire time she showered, 

telling him about the dayôs activities over at 3D, about their success in coming up with a 

way to adapt Jasonôs hypersonic bug killer they used on Menos, one of his first real 

inventions, to attack the insectoid ship crews of the Consortium.  Songa went over the 

models, and she said it has a fairly good chance of success, she answered.  It wonôt kill 

them, but the frequencies are designed to vibrate their exoskeletons, which would 

probably feel like a thousand ants crawling all over them.  But if we use it at the right 

time, it might distract or hamper an enemy ship long enough for us to destroy or capture 

it.  Songa is still wheedling me to get her a live specimen to examine, you know. 

 Same here, Jason agreed.  But weôd have a better chance at a live capture when Myli 

or Gerann figure out a way to jam their broadcast power.  If they donôt get the order to 

kill themselves, we might be able to get to them before they take the initiative and do it 

themselves.  He read an update on command staff movements, and saw that Commander 

Abrams had been promoted to a cruiseréthat was fast.  Heôd been captain of the 

destroyer Merro for only a few months, but he was in line for the next cruiser that came 

out of Kosigi.  A few other names were here, he saw.  Navii was moving ship captains up 

and promoting officers to the destroyers, because they had a fucking slough of new ships 

in production.  Jeya would be leaving the Steadfast to command a cruiser, and Hiae 

would be the first captain of one of the new tactical battleships.  That wasnôt unusual 

though, for the captain of the Defiant was often first in line for the next big ship that 

came available.  Sheôd be a good choice for the new class of ship, larger than a heavy 

cruiser but smaller than a battleship, and armed to the fucking teeth with nine particle 

beam projectors on top of sporting an armada of pulse weapons and plasma torpedo 

launchers, an Imperium weapon that had the firepower to be included on Karinne ships.  

The ships traded that firepower for empty space, so these new ships would have no 

fighter bays.  Other ships in the task force would be supplying fighters, and there was a 

design for a carrier class ship already in the works, a ship designed purely to carry 

fighters.  Pulse weaponry made even a single fighter a dangerous enemy to a warship, 

because they were fast enough to close vast distances quickly, nimble enough to evade 

fire, and pulse weaponry would go right through Consortium shields and armor.  The 

fighters had proved themselves in the battle at Karis, and even though they couldnôt 

employ them for telepathic attack against the Consortium in the usual Faey tactic, fighters 



were still an important element of KMS strategy.  A swarm of fighters could destroy an 

enemy ship, and that made them worth it right there. 

 He checked the Kosigi reports once he started thinking about fighters, and there it 

was.  Cybiôs little pet project, and it was due for completion in 2 days, 17 hours.  She was 

building the fighter the Karinnes designed, the Wolf fighter, in an automated bay up in 

the moon.  Heôd looked at the sims for it, and fuck.  If it could do what the simulations 

said it could do, look out universe.  It was nearly 20% larger than a Raptor, and most of 

that extra space was taken up by the engines, which made it as fast as sin and as agile as a 

dancer.  It was armed with pulse weapons that were much stronger than the weapons on a 

Raptor, nearly double the output power, and could carry external missiles on its wings for 

long-range combat.  The pulse weapons in a Wolf could do more than blow holes in the 

hull.  It could penetrate past the outer sections, penetrate deep into an enemy ship, and 

that would let it do some real damage when the Teryon pulse exploded into normal space 

if the pulse bundle was a good 90 feet past the outer hull.  That would get the pulse blast 

into the target shipôs internal systems and superstructure. 

 He just had to ask.  [Cybi, is this on schedule?] he asked, pointing at the Wolf report.  

She would no doubt access the minicam in his gestalt and look at where he was pointing. 

 [Ahead of schedule, actually,] she answered.  [I was going to surprise you.] 

 He chuckled.  [Well, now that Iôve ruined it for you, when will it be ready?] 

 [Itôs ready now.  In fact, go look out your window in about twenty minutes and youôll 

see it land on your pad.  Iôm sending it down by remote link right now.] 

 [Outstanding!  So, I get to play with it tomorrow?] 

 [I felt you could use a distraction, so you do not sit at a panel and worry all day 

tomorrow.  Or even worse, go back to the White House and torment Myri and the 

generals.] 

 He laughed.  [They bitched to you, eh?]  

 [Considerably.] 

 [Well, thanks, Cybi. I appreciate your thoughtfulness.] 

 [I always think of you, Jason,] she answered mildly.  [You are both my Grand Duke 

and my friend.] 

 [Well, a guy canôt go wrong with you watching out for him,]  he chuckled.  [Iôll take 

your experiment out for a test tomorrow.  We can make a day of it, see if it performs up to 

the simulations.] 

 [Iôm confident it will.] 

 [If it pans out, weôll need to get the fighter into immediate production.] 

 [Iôve already worked out a production schedule, and the new factories built for 

fighter production will be online and tooled to produce Wolf fighters in two weeks.] 

 [Itôs going to take some training for the pilots, though,] Jason grunted, looking at a 

holo of the cockpit, which was best described as a coffin.  A Wolf pilot would not sit in 

the ship, he would be laying prone in a heavily armored box literally in the middle of the 

ship.  The pilot would rely completely on cameras for vision, including remote cameras 

that would orbit the fighter and be controllable by the pilot to check things out while the 

fighter stayed at a safe distance.  For a Generation, it would be very easy to adapt to a 

Wolf.  But for a standard fighter pilot, it was going to take some training, both to adapt to 

a cockpit with absolutely no manual controls whatsoever and to adjust to using cameras 

as their eyes instead of looking for themselves.  Even though a Raptor was interface 



controlled, it did have a few manual controls, either backups or for tertiary systems not 

important enough to convert to interface control.  The Wolf was like a Gladiator in that it 

was completely hands-off, done purely by interface with only video screens to serve as a 

means of receiving input.  For that matter, it was also similar to a Gladiator in that the 

pilot was put in an armored box buried in the middle of the mecha. 

 It arrived just as Jyslin got out of the shower.  She joined him at the window to watch 

in curiosity as the large fighter slowly descended, and Jason was impressed.  It was sleek, 

larger than a Raptor, and had two sets of triangular wings amidships and at the stern, the 

stern wings much smaller, almost like stabilizers rather than wings.  It had angled offset 

vertical stabilizers both above and below, and Jason saw as it turned to land on the pad in 

the proper orientation that the forward main wings were angled down by about 20 

degrees in relation to the keel line, where the rear stabilizer wings were level with the 

keel.  It had a cockpit just forward of where the nose attached to the flared fuselage, put 

there purely as a means for the fighter to carry an additional passenger which would be 

empty most of the time, and he could see the remote cameras, circular discs attached to 

points on the fighterôs fuselage.  There were 16 of them, but only 6 of them were 

intended to be in use at a time, one in each axis direction from the ship.  Those circular 

pods were more than just cameras, however.  Each one carried external sensor equipment 

in addition to a camera, which would give a Wolf a much broader sensor sweep radius 

and the ability to remotely sweep an area by sending a camera pod to investigate.  The 

camera pods would have a high mortality rate in combat, so the fighter needed to carry 

quite a few spares.  The fighter itself was a glossy black, which meant it was unpainted 

compressed Neutronium, the metalôs natural color. 

 What is that? Jyslin asked as it landed. 

 My new toy, Jason sent eagerly.  Itôs the prototype fighter.  Cybi just finished it.  I get 

to give it a shakedown tomorrow. 

 Ah. Well, it should keep you from pulling your hair out worrying, at any rate, she 

noted, then she giggled and kissed him when he snorted at her. 

 You have your own work to do, woman, he warned, reaching down and goosing her. 

 She laughed.  Iôm too tired! she protested.  And so are you, mister!  I can tell!  So 

sleep first, sex in the morning. 

 Such a morning girl, he noted, which made her giggle.  But youôd better get it now.  I 

have a new girl now, and youôll just be the obstacle keeping me from her in the morning. 

 She gasped, then laughed loudly when she saw his expression.  Oh, now youôre in 

trouble, buster, she sent with insincere indignation, grabbing his hand and dragging him 

away from the window.  Now get over here and start convincing me that I should bother 

keeping you. 

 Fine with me, thereôs nine other girls out there ready to take your place, he replied 

flippantly. 

 I own you, buster, she grinned at him.  They can rent you, but they pay me for the 

privilege. 

 I want half the profits, then. 

 She snorted, which made him laugh.  Shut up and go to bed, she ordered.  Iôm so tired 

I can barely stand. 

  Poor baby, he teased, letting her pull him down into bed.  You know, what I have in 

mind doesnôt require you to stand, he sent, letting desire tinge his thought. 



 She gave him a hard look, which made him explode in laughter.  In the morning! she 

sent commandingly. 

 

 Jyslin did pretty much well rape him in the morning, which he didnôt mind at all, but 

he was halfway serious when he told her sheôd be keeping him from his new girl.  As 

soon as he wolfed down breakfast, he armored up and went out onto the flight pad, where 

the sleek black war machine awaited him. 

 Just getting into it was different than any other mecha.  The pilot entered from the 

belly, floating up into what all but looked like a maintenance hatch, then he settled into a 

command pod that looked almost exactly like a Gladiatorôs, featureless metal armor with 

viewscreens that descended from the top to surround the pilot.  All input would be done 

with an interface or gestalt, but all output came onto the screens or were relayed by a 

mechanical female voice not too far from Cybiôs voice.  The armored pod locked his 

armor in, completely immobilizing to the gel-backed locking plate, then the entire pod 

rotated so he was laying on his back in relation to the ground, feet pointing towards the 

nose of the craft, which was done to minimize the armored podôs aspect towards the 

directions where fire would most likely come, the bow and the stern.  He reached out 

with his gestalt and made a connection with the fighterôs computer.  At that mental 

connection, the fighter started up, the screens blinking on with various camera angles, a 

headôs up display, and tactical information along the edges of the three front-facing 

screens. 

 ñAlright, Cybi, letôs do a complete diagnostic,ò he called aloud, testing the fighterôs 

voice recognition system as he commanded the fighter to completely power up and begin 

top-tier diagnostics, the diagnostics the fighter would run for a maintenance worker, not a 

pilot. 

 ñUnderstood,ò her voice returned vocally.  ñMind, my friend, that the command 

center is monitoring, so no funny business, Myri saysò she told him. 

  ñIôll crash this thing just to spite her.ò 

 ñYou will not!  I did not put all the effort into building that mecha for you to wreck it 

just to amuse yourself!ò 

 ñYouôre so mean to me,ò he teased as the diagnostic results started scrolling down his 

left screen. 

 After a few minutes, the diagnostics were complete, and Jason allowed Cybi to 

download all applicable information he needed to pilot the Wolf into his gestalt.  With 

that information attached to the back of his mind, heôd be able to pilot the Wolf 

effectively enough to give it a test run, but like any skill or ability, only practice would 

move that information from the gestalt into his natural memory.  Heôd be a poor fighter 

pilot in the Wolf until he had time to master it, but heôd be better than a Raptor pilot 

thrown into it for the first time.  That was because even though he had the information in 

his gestalt and at his fingertips, there was still a delay between getting it from the gestalt 

to his brain.  And in modern fighter combat, a delay of even a few milliseconds could 

kill.  He felt the engines power up, and could feel their power in his skin, in his very 

bones, a slight shivering of the craft that told him that Cybi had really packed some heat 

in the engine casing. 

 [Alright, Cybi, letôs see what this baby of yours can do,] he called, his communion 

translated into gravband the command center could pick up. 



 The instant he picked the skids up off the plascrete, he was in complete and total love.  

The Wolf was sleek, agile, incredibly powerful, yet it handled with the subtlety of his 

Nova, responding to the slightest nuance of his communion, responding to his desire, not 

his command.  The pilot pod was protected from G-forces by an inertial dampening field, 

so Jason could perform moves that would kill another pilot in the Wolf.  Despite being 

built for space combat, Cybi had made it so aerodynamic that it cut the laminar air like a 

knife, giving it incredible speed and agility in the atmosphere, and when he dove it into 

the Karsa Sea, those same forces let it slip through the water like a shark.  The oversized 

engines gave the mecha incredible power, the ability to accelerate and decelerate in a 

split second. 

 After putting it through its paces in the atmosphere, he ascended up into space, and 

once he switched to vector-based navigation, the shipôs agility increased tenfold.  The 

thing was unbelievably fast, and could turn so hard it was almost like it simply 

disappeared going in one direction and appeared going in the new one.  Holy fuckéno 

Consortium ship could ever hope to outrun this thing!  He launched the remote camera 

pods, which Cybi called spinners because their outer cases rotated during operation like a 

frisbee, and suddenly he had a much wider point of view.  This was where he was 

different from the other pilots, because he was a Generation. The Wolfôs computer 

literally built a three dimensional map of everything around him then fed it directly into 

his gestalt, which then fed it directly into his brain.  He just knew where everything was 

around him nearly 60 kathra in every direction.  For a standard pilot, that map would 

display on one of the viewscreens. 

 [Weôre getting back some solid data here, Jayce,] Myri called over gravband.  

[Thereôs no stress or anything at all showing on the prototype.  Itôs solid as a rock, even 

with the high stress maneuvers youôre doing] 

 [Yeah, itôs hard to tell Iôm even turning in here, the dampeners are hardcore,] he 

answered.  [Letôs try a dry run.  Have Kosigi launch a destroyer for me to shoot at.] 

 [Sure thing, hold on,] she answered.  Seconds later, a destroyer came out of the doors 

of Kosigi, one of the hot-ready standby ships that would respond to an emergency, and he 

saw it was the Steadfast.  Jeyaôs shipéthough not for much longer. 

 [I heard there was this talkative braggart out here that needs his butt whipped,] 

Jeyaôs voice called teasingly over shortrange. 

 [Prepare to eat crow, woman!  Uhh, remember, this is an exercise.  If you scratch this 

thing, Cybi will beat you senseless.] 

 [I certainly will,]  Cybiôs voice cut in, which made Jason laugh. 

 [Oh, alright, Iôll put the weapons on wargame mode,] she sighed in mock 

disappointment.  [But itôs terribly unfair when Iôm not allowed to fight back.  If even the 

test shots do damage, Iôll be spanked!] 

 Test shots from pulse weapons still packed a little punch, so Jason raised the Teryon 

shields, which were the only shields known that could repel pulse weaponry.  He made 

sure to triplecheck that his own pulse weapons were on wargame mode, firing at 

minimum power, then he turned and dove at the Steadfast like a hunting falcon.  With the 

superior sensors in the mecha, he was able to identify firing vectors with blazing speed 

and slide his ship out of those lines of fire, which caused the storm of pulse blasts 

launched at him to miss.  He penetrated their defensive fire with shocking speed, then 

fired his own pulse weapons at the destroyer once he was in range.  A series of dull white 



balls peppered out from just under the nose and to each side of it in three distinct lines, 

since the Wolf had six pulse weapons rather than the four a Raptor employed, and those 

shots lit up the destroyerôs shields.  He turned with his trajectory as he passed over the 

destroyer, continuing to fire by keeping his nose oriented to the destroyer and using his 

engines to continue to evade incoming fire, simply coasting along on his forward 

momentum.  He completed the maneuver by flying backwards, the fighter slipping back 

and forth, up and down to evade dull white orbs as his own pulse weapons continued to 

blaze, and continued to hit the mark over and over.  Though his pulse blasts were stopped 

by the destroyerôs shields, the computers were calculating impact points and simulating 

the damage as if he were firing at full power. 

 According to his own readout, he scored no damage on the Steadfast after he flew 

backwards and out of his weapon range, for in the simulation, he had yet to bring down 

the destroyerôs shields.  But, in another version of the simulation that treated the Steadfast 

as an enemy ship that would not have shields that could stop pulse weaponry, he had 

dealt noticeable damage to the vessel.  Either way, he had taken not a single hit in reply, 

which meant he was still alive and the fight would continue.  He turned on the destroyer 

so fast that he was sure the gunners on board were a bit startled that he was coming back 

at them before he was even out of their range, and again sliced through their defensive 

fire, focusing his fire on the same places heôd shot the first strafing run, trying to 

collateralize the damage by hitting shields already weakened by his first attack, and in the 

other simulation, trying to hit holes heôd already made in it, which would let his shots 

penetrate even deeper into the enemy ship. 

 The second strafing run scored a killéit just wasnôt his.  His alarm blared when he 

took a hit to the starboard wing, which basically blew it off in the simulation, but he was 

still alive.  He continued to fire as the ship pretended to suffer that damage, taking his 

starboard pulse weapons offline to simulate the damage to his starboard side and reducing 

his engine output as he lost his aft starboard plasma exchangers.  The ship reacted much 

more sluggishly now that it was damaged, but he still managed to last another fifteen 

seconds before he took a hit directly to the central mass of the fighter, which killed him. 

 [Ha!  You owe me a case of beer!] Jeya called teasingly. 

 [Too bad youôll be struggling to keep your ship alive to drink it,] he answered smugly 

as the results of the two versions of the simulation scrolled through his mind.  Heôd dealt 

real damage in both of them, for he had penetrated her shields and dealt minor damage in 

the first version, and in the second, well, it was going to take her damage control teams 

several hours to get the ships back together.  Heôd blown some big holes in it. 

 Myri summed it up perfectly.  [Fuck.  Navii, look at this.  He did that much damage 

before he was taken out, and thatôs just one fighter.  Imagine ten of these strafing a 

Consortium destroyer!] 

 [Iôd say we should get that thing shaken down and in mainline production 

immediately,] the elderly woman replied calmly. 

 [Fuckinô right we will, but letôs keep going.  Alright, letôs set up and run it again.] 

 The upcoming attack was lost in the day of helping the KMS test the prototype, and 

by the end of the day, nobody could say they were not mightily impressed by Cybiôs little 

project.  Jason ran tactical simulations against Jeya, against formations of ships, against 

cruisers and battleships, and against Raptors, and the resulting data were highly 

promising.  The Wolf was a potent threat against fleet-class ships, its stronger pulse 



weapons even able to score significant damage against a battleship, and when pitted 

against other fighters, it was a bloody fucking nightmare.  Raptors were incredibly fast 

and his pilots were damn good, but the Wolf was just too fast, too agile, and they simply 

couldnôt compete against it in a dogfight.  Once his fighter pilots were trained in a 

Wolféholy God.  Look out.  That experience in a fighter like this?  Theyôd make the 

Consortium wet themselves when they saw a swarm of Wolves launch from a KMS ship. 

 By the time they were done, Jason landed the prototype in Kosigi, meeting Aya and 

Dera there, and he could see that Aya was not happy with him.  The rest of the command 

staff was there as well, and Jeya and Koye arrived in a dropship as he shook hands and 

accepted clanging hugs from friends and pilots in armor.  ñAlright, Myri,ò Jason said 

when he kissed her on the cheek.  ñI think youôll agree when I say get the Wolves in 

production fucking now.ò 

 ñYouôre right about that,ò she agreed with a nod.  ñWeôll have a production schedule 

ready by tomorrow.ò 

 ñHow fast could we build them?ò Jeya asked. 

 ñIt only takes about four days to build a fighter once you have a factory tooled for 

them and parts stockpiled, so we can have the first series in service inside two months, 

once we get them fully shaken down and identify any possible design issues,ò Jason 

answered.  ñBut, since this is an original Karinne design, I donôt think weôre going to find 

any.  They probably had all the bugs worked out already.ò 

 ñI sure as hell didnôt see any problems with it when I was trying to shoot that thing,ò 

Koye laughed, pointing at the prototype. 

 ñMyri, get Kumi on this to get the factory space secured,ò he told her.  ñI want these 

on the line as fast as possible.  Iôll have Cybi prepare the parts list so we have everything 

in mass production mode as fast as possible.ò 

 ñI already have all pertinent data compiled and ready for use,ò Cybi called from one 

of the nearby floating cameras she used to keep an eye on things. 

 ñAlright.  Find another pilot to take over the rest of the shakedown, Iôm gonna go 

home.ò 

 ñWe donôt have anyone qualified to pilot it!ò Myri protested. 

 ñI have a training regimen and the required simulation programs already prepared.  

Send your best fighter pilot to the training facility and Iôll get her started on rating,ò 

Cybi called. 

 ñSioa, Juma, find the best damn fighter pilot we have and get her ass in that chair 

immediately,ò she ordered. 

 ñI have a couple in the army support corps that can do it.ò 

 ñI have a few naval pilots that can too,ò Juma countered. 

 ñWell, send them all,ò Jason ordered.  ñWe only need one pilot to continue the 

shakedown, but weôll need instructors.ò 

 ñTrue.  Five from each?ò Juma offered. 

 ñSounds good.  They can compete to see who gets to finish the shakedown.ò 

 After breaking off from them to go home, Aya made her displeasure known once they 

were on the dropship.  Really, Jason! she complained.  Going off alone in an untested 

mecha?  You are too valuable to risk yourself like that!  The Grand Duke does not test 

pilot experimental mecha! 



 I needed the distraction, and I trust anything Cybi makes for me, he replied calmly.  

Iôm sorry if it upset you, Aya.  God knows, I donôt want to be spanked again. 

 That made Aya smile grudgingly and Dera grin at him. 

 Well, keep that in mind, she growled at him.  Because I will  spank you if you do 

something that crazy again. 

 Aya, itôs me.  If Iôm not doing something crazy, youôd think I was sick or something. 

 Dera burst into silent, wheezing laughter, and after giving him an ugly glare, Aya did 

too. 

 

 The fun from the day before faded over the night, because the house was getting 

down to business. 

 And that business was war.  Legion style. 

 Everyone that could manage to get past security was in the command center the next 

morning, and every eye was glued to the comm feeds coming back from the task force.  

They were still in hyperspace when Jason arrived with Tim and Miaari, two jumps away 

from their destination, and what he was seeing on the screens was delayed by 17 seconds 

due to the distances involved.  Not even Teryon string communications were real time 

when dealing with two points halfway across the galaxy from each other.  They were also 

simple observers in this.  The task force knew what to do, and they would issue no 

commands.  They were simply watching this tightbeam feed back to Karis, accomplished 

by a series of dedicated hyperspace satellites the Kimdori had laid when they jumped in 

earlier.  If not for those, there would be strict radio silence so the approaching fleet would 

have no idea they were going to be ambushed.  The crews were all in stasis, but the 

computers on those ships were no doubt still functional, and they may react to an 

unknown communication signal. 

 Everyone was tensely silent as the task force came out of hyperspace, rested for few 

minutes, then broke up into the five different attack elements and prepared to make their 

final jump.  Each element would attack one wave of the Consortium fleet using 

interdictors to knock them out of hyperspace, with one spare interdictor being brought 

along in case one of them malfunctioned during the journey.  Each wave was also towing 

one of their big moon-sized bases, and those were also going to be targeted for attack.  

Hitting the ships was important, but trying to damage or destroy those bases was the 

highest priority, else their enemies would have a place to repair their ships right there 

without having to worry about the interdictor trapping them.  If they didnôt destroy those 

bases, then the attack wouldnôt do nearly enough damage to cripple the Consortium plans 

in their sector.  And for that, each attack wave was sporting a little something the 

Kimdori lent them, an antimatter bomb.  The bombs would be launched from behind the 

interdiction field on hyperspace missiles, which would give the Consortium no chance to 

try to stop them. The missiles would literally drop out of hyperspace right on top of the 

base, and then explode. 

 Jason almost found himself holding his breath when the fleets jumped out, holding 

Miaariôs hand tightly, each one moving to its designated intercept point.  It was a nerve-

wracking three minutes as they made their final jump, and then, when they appeared, they 

immediately started.  The picket ships started launching Torsion weapon platforms and 

mines as the interdictors were started up quite a distance behind them.  It would take the 

interdictors time to build enough of a distortion field to trap the Consortium ships inside, 



and their build time was carefully built into the plan.  By the time the attack was over, the 

interdictors would enter the ñbell curveò segment of their field expansion, which would 

strand the surviving enemy fleets deep in interstellar space.  No matter how effective the 

attack was, those interdictors would be left behind to slow the enemy down as much as 

possible, with a single Kimdori ship close to them to either tow them out or destroy them 

should the Consortium manage to get close enough to threaten or capture one.  Those 

Kimdori watchers would also be launching hyperspace missiles and the bomb. 

 ñKimdori commander reports theyôre in position,ò one of the comm officers called 

aloud. 

 ñNaturally,ò Miaari murmured quietly to him. 

 ñEighteen minutes to mark,ò another reported. 

 ñKimdori jammers are starting up,ò came another call, which meant the Kimdori were 

blinding any sensor sweeps of the approaching ships to fool them into thinking the space 

in front of them was empty.  A large fleet in normal space in front of the advancing fleet 

might trigger an alert, so they were taking no chances.  They wanted the surprise to be 

complete. 

 Miaari had to all but sit on Jason to keep him in his chair as the minutes passed by 

with agonizing slowness, as the mines and weapon platforms spread out, and the picket 

ships retreated behind the interdiction field to get out of any retaliatory attacks.  Their job 

was to get as far away as possible and fire heavy-mount railguns at the enemy, weapons 

that had no range limitation, weapons that had been installed just for this mission.   ñTen 

minutes to mark,ò the time officer called as Jason saw on another screen that the Kimdori 

bowler ships had their meteors in tow and were accelerating to attack speed.  Those ships 

as well had railguns mounted on them, and once they released their meteors, they would 

break off at a tangent and fire until they were out of ammunition.  The attack was timed 

that the meteors would strike before the hyperspace missiles and bombs were sent in, 

hiding the fact that they could jump weapons through hyperspace until the last possible 

second, to maximize confusion. 

 He was literally sweating as the five waves of Consortium ships appeared on the feed, 

detected by the Kimdoriôs passive hyperspace sensors.  They were right where they were 

supposed to be, and were making no moves that hinted they were aware of the ambush 

waiting for them. 

 ñThree minutes to mark,ò the timing officer called in a nervous voice, and all talking 

died out as every eye turned to the monitors. 

 They were the longest three minutes of his life.  Every second was an eternity as the 

huge blot of enemy vessels approached the trap, and he felt his heart lurch when the lead 

wave passed by the trap point that would ensnare the last wave.  The first wave just kept 

going, blissfully unaware that they had just flown through an open lasso, waiting for the 

right horse before it was cinched closed.  Jason watched tensely on the tactical map as the 

lead wave passed the second trap point, then the third, then the fourth, and then he started 

panting like heôd been running for an hour when the edge of that blot quickly advanced 

on the red line that moved towards it, where the interdictors, which were set above the 

enemy fleets so they could move past the trap points without being knocked out of 

hyperspace.  He gasped just before they touched, then whipped his head to the three 

screens showing two camera angles and a tactical of the first wave ambush point. 



 Before him, thousands of Consortium ships suddenly appeared, dropping out of 

hyperspace.  And none of them moved for the first critical seconds, no doubt as the 

computers aboard those ships tried to figure out why they were no longer in hyperspace, 

and begin to awaken the crews to deal with the unforeseen issue. 

 Then the automated weapons activated. 

 He gaped in awe as the attack began.  It was the same on all five screens, but he 

focused on that first wave, that vanguard of the fleet, as the gravity mines activated at the 

detection of the hostile ships, hurtling towards them at shocking speed, far faster than 

they could go if a living thing was aboard.  A swarm of little lights suddenly catapulted 

forward, and immediately behind them, hundreds of automated platforms, what Myri had 

started calling drones, rushed in their wake.  Each mine was designed to lock onto only 

one ship, so multiple mines would not attack the same ship unless it was a heavy cruiser 

or larger.  If another mine had a lock on a destroyer, a mine would choose another ship, 

until it found one that had not been locked.  Each mine knew that only four mines were 

allowed to lock onto a cruiser, nine to a battleship, and 15 to anything bigger than that, 

and within the first second, every mine had a confirmed target and converged on that 

target.  For six critical seconds, the enemy ships did not move, did not react.  And then, 

almost in unison, every ship raised its shields. 

 But it was too late for that.  The mines were already among them, and the closest 

ship, a destroyer class vessel, didnôt get its shields up before the mine hit it.  The mine 

clamped on to the aft section of the ship, just over its engines, as it was designed, and 

then it detonated.  The explosion rocked the destroyer, sent it into a slow spin, as the 

gravometric shockwave induced by the explosion attacked the destroyerôs engines, 

overloading them.  The entire aft section of the ship then exploded in a hellish inferno of 

greenish-red fire, colored due to the atmosphere within the ships, when the engines 

within were overloaded and caused to explode by the mine. 

 All over the screen, similar explosions erupted throughout the formation.  The ships 

that got their shields up before the mines reached them discovered that the mines 

projected a metaphased plasma arc before them just before impact, which hit the shields 

and disrupted them, letting the mines punch through, then the mines sought to strike the 

enemy ships as close to its engines as it could manage and explode.  Ships were hit all 

over the place, and nearly 40% of them suffered catastrophic engine breaches, which 

made the engines explode.  Virtually every destroyer and cruiser class ship Jason could 

see on the tactical went from red to blinking yellow, meaning its engines had exploded, 

reducing its threat to the drones. 

 In 38 seconds, the mines had taken their big-ass bite out of the enemy.  Of the 5,183 

ships in the first wave, 2,016 had their engines blown up by the mines.  The bigger ships, 

the cruisers, battleships, and the two command ship-class vessels in each formation, 

survived the mine attacks without their engines exploding, but each of them had a gaping 

hole where the mines had hit them. 

 And those were the ships the Torsion platforms attacked. 

 Swarms of tiny dots unleashed reddish beams at the surviving ships, racing in behind 

the mines, and for nearly five seconds there was no return fire, letting the platforms run 

wild all over them.  The camera focused in on one battleship, damaged by the mine 

attack, suddenly list and have its lights go out as 16 platforms focused on it, the platforms 

firing at critical points theyôd worked out by analyzing the captured destroyer they had up 



in Kosigi.  They knew where and how to hit the Consortium ships to inflict maximum 

damage.  But then the enemy ships began to return fire, and Jason watched the platform 

count on the tactical for the first wave decline.  The platforms were fast and agile, but 

they were trying to avoid dozens of guns pointed at them.  The battleshipôs lights 

wavered back on as their damage control got a handle on the problem, but then a massive 

hole in its armor just appeared near the bow, and Jason realized the first round of one of 

the heavy mount rail guns had reached the enemy formation.  The 6 ton projectile had hit 

the enemy ship moving at 308,384 miles an hour, which was enough to go right through 

the enemy shipôs heavy armor.  The shell, which would vaporize on impact, then sprayed 

the internal structure of the ship with that vaporized metal gas, which would still carry 

cataclysmic destructive power.  Even the shipôs own structure would become collateral 

damage as it was ripped apart and carried deeper into the ship like a battering ram.  The 

battleship shuddered, knocked backwards by the incredible kinetic energy that had 

impacted it, and then two more holes appeared in it as more shells found their mark.  

Gouts of flame erupted out of the impact holes as the blowback bulged the armor around 

the penetrating impact point, hinting at the kind of damage those shells had inflicted to 

the interior of the ship. 

 He was damn proud that his invention could do damage to the enemy. 

 For the first wave, the automated weapons lasted for 97 seconds after the mines 

activated.  It took the surviving Consortium ships 97 seconds to react to the attack and 

destroy the Torsion platforms, but not before those platforms took their pound of flesh 

out of the enemy.  The platforms managed to knock 16 cruisers and heavy cruisers out of 

action, and dealt considerable damage to several battleships.  But just because the last of 

the platforms were destroyed, that didnôt mean they were in the clear.  The 5 KMS ships 

at each ambush point were firing on the Consortium ships with railguns, and they were 

hitting more than they were missing. The remaining ships retreated, moving towards their 

base, seeking cover against those deadly shells.  It only took two or three hits from those 

railguns to knock their shields down, and any shots that followed them went right through 

their armor like paper.  They pulled back towards the base their two command ships had 

been towing. 

 And just gathered together for the meteors. 

 They saw them coming, and tried to get out of the way.  Battleships and cruisers 

turned and scrambled out of the path of the 318 meteors of various sizes, from one ton 

rocks to a few 2000 ton behemoths, the Kimdori had towed behind them and released, a 

hail of lethal shrapnel hurtling at the enemy, but not all of them managed it.  Jason 

focused on one battleship that was nailed almost dead in the center of its bulky aft section 

by a 1300 ton meteor, shattering its shields and hitting it so hard it buckled in its armor, 

and almost immediately all the lights in the ship went out as it was slammed jarringly in a 

new direction, the meteor hitting it so hard that it knocked it out of its flight vector and 

sent it spinning out of control.   Though the meteor hadnôt torn the ship in half, he had no 

doubt that that incredible impact had done so much internal damage to the enemy 

battleship that it wouldnôt be going anywhere anytime soon.  Something that big, with 

that kind of damage?  The repair time would be measured in weeks, not days. 

 The repair time went up even more when the battleship spun directly into one of the 

two command ships.  The shields of the command ship repelled the battleship, flaring to 

visibility when the battleship slammed into them, and then ricocheted away, but the 



impact against the shields could only have done even more damage to the battleshipôs 

interior. 

 The ships saw the last of the meteors go by, then they again tried to form up around 

the command ships and retreat back to their baseéjust in time for the next surprise. 

 The first one in was the antimatter bomb, which dropped out of hyperspace inside the 

base.  The base shuddered, and then blew into a million pieces as the bomb exploded, 

showering the ships with debris.  Almost immediately after them, every missile the 

Kimdori had been packing dropped into normal space and went after the surviving ships.  

A series of brilliant explosions filled the screen as the missiles impacted the surviving 

ships, so many explosions that most of the enemy fleet was hidden by the fire that 

quickly evaporated in the vacuum of space.  When the view cleared, they saw that 

literally every surviving ship had extensive damage to its armor and hull, and about 200 

of them had hull breaches, venting atmosphere into space. 

 Jason looked at the quick analysis.  There had been 5,163 ships in the first wave.  Of 

them, 2,016 had been destroyed by the mines, the vast majority of them destroyers and 

cruisers.  Of the 3,147 ships remaining, 138 had been disabled or destroyed by the 

Torsion platforms.  Of the 3,009 ships remaining from those, 115 had been disabled or 

destroyed by the meteors.  Of those remaining 2,899 ships, 388 had been disabled or 

destroyed by the bomb explosion and subsequent missile attack. 

 So, in the first wave, only 2,506 out of 5,163 ships survived their planned attacks.  

That was nearly 50% casualties.  That was 15% more than they expected. 

 Jason quickly read down the screens, his gestalt adding it up.  The first wave was the 

most successful attack, unfortunately. The worst attack had been the fourth wave, who 

only managed 23% ship casualties and whose bomb had been off target, exploding 

outside the honeycomb structure of the base and only damaging it, not destroying it.  But 

it had still managed to deal considerable damage, laying waste to the entire side of the 

base that had been subjected to the explosion. 

 He added it up.  All said and done, the Consortium now only had 17, 985 ships out of 

their original 30,000 plus that they had sent.  Nearly 34% casualtieséalmost what they 

had projected.  The majority of the destroyed ships were destroyers and cruisers, but 

wave 5 had managed to destroy one of the command ships, destroyed in the antimatter 

explosion, and wave 3 had managed to deal a great deal of damage to both of them. 

 And that was just to the ships.  Even the ships that survived the mines would have 

suffered dreadful losses of their insectoid crews as those mines blasted gravometric 

shockwaves through them.  Jason figured that some ships out there, the ones with lights 

on but not moving, simply had no crew left alive to operate them.  The losses to those 

crews had to be absolutely staggering, which was part of the plan.  Any ship you canôt 

destroy, you kill the crew through their weakness to gravometric flux.  With luck, the 

Consortium wouldnôt have enough crew left to man the ships that survived the attack. 

 And it wasnôt over yet.  The interdictors were still up, and were now in their ñbell 

curveò stage, their distortion fields expanding at an exponential rate to trap the surviving 

Consortium ships out in deep space, and far from any support or reinforcements.  The 31 

KMS vessels were also still on site, along with the Kimdori fleet, and they were all 

lobbing railgun fire at the remaining ships, making it virtually impossible for them to 

begin recovery procedureséat least until a hail of missile fire left each wave position, 

aimed at everything their sensors could detect, an overkill reaction to a desperate 



situation, but also one that would be effective.  They were long-range missiles using 

gravometric engines, and it only took Jason a few seconds to see that the KMS ships only 

had about 19 seconds to either retreat or try to tough it out.  It was the first time theyôd 

seen the Consortium employ missiles, but it also was not a surprise that they had them.  

They expected to see the Consortium show them several new weapons over the course of 

this war, things they didnôt bother to bring with them earlier. 

 There was a 17 second delay between what they were seeing and what was 

happening, so the decision was made for them by the time the feed reached them.  In 

unison, the KMS ships turned and jumped out, one of them just seconds before a missile 

reached it, and the Kimdori guarding the interdictor had only 137 seconds to decide what 

to do before the missiles reached their positions.  They too turned and jumped out, and 

seconds after they did so, all five of the interdictors detonated in a cataclysmic inferno 

that generated a Teryon-tachyon shockwave so immense that it carried before the 

explosion like a stellar tsunamiéjust as they were designed to do.  This was the 

ñendgameò scenario, to blow up the interdictors and allow the shockwave to blow out 

every hyperspace-based system on the enemy ships, from communications to active jump 

engines, to further delay any attempt at recovery by preventing the fleet from making 

contact with reinforcements.  That shockwave took only 7 seconds to hit the enemy, not 

doing any visible damage, but also knocking out the remote cameras the Kimdori had left 

behind, abruptly ending all transmissions from the attack sites, be them from the 

Consortium or from their own remote equipment. 

 There was a moment of silence in the command room, then Juma jumped out of her 

chair.  ñFucking A!ò she screamed, pumping a fist in the air.  That unleashed a torrent of 

screams and applause, and there was quite a bit of hugging and hand-shaking going 

around.  But Myri, who had the soul of a squad sergeant, got them all back on track 

quickly.  This isnôt over, bitches! She snapped mentally.  I want the telemetry logs 

uploaded to 3D right now so the engineers can study it!  Get copies over to Miaariôs 

office for intelligence analysis!  Recall the task force to Karis immediately!  Analysts, I 

want a detailed damage report to the enemy fleet compiled and on my screen in five 

minutes!  I also want copies of that video cleaned up for off-Karis consumption and 

prepared to be sent to Empress Dahnai and Queen SkôVrae!  Get 3D and tell them the 

follow ups are on the board! 

 Jason felt more relieved than anything else.  The attack had been completely by 

surprise, and they had inflicted significant damage on the enemy.  It was going to take 

them weeks to recover what ships they could salvage after this, and naturally, the area 

would be a prime target for further attacks to keep them from having an easy time of it as 

they gathered up the pieces.  3D already had toys ready to launch into the attack area that 

would make any attempts to recover damaged shipséexciting.  And with Myri giving the 

green light, the first of those automated devices, placed in the old junk dropships and 

fitted with engines that could do 137 continuous minutes in hyperspace, would be 

launched within four hours.  In four hours, the shellshocked Consortium was going to get 

a little visit from another wave of gravometric mines carried in a disposable corvette-

class ship, something they literally salvaged from one of Dahnaiôs ship graveyards and 

fitted with hyperspace jump engines, but this time what would be behind them was a 

rampaging Torsion shockwave generator, a mobile ship shredder that would appear in the 

middle of active Consortium ships and immediately try to strafe them, letting the Torsion 



effect rupture their hulls.  Theyôd be sending 28 of them, and they were just the first in a 

series of weapons and devices that would be fired off at the ambush point to keep the 

Consortium from being able to easily salvage their damaged vessels.  Theyôd find trying 

to do that to be just as dangerous as full fleet naval combat. 

 The Legion way.  Once you had the enemy down, kick him in the balls. 

 But still, 34% casualties. That was over 10,000 ships that the Consortium could not 

throw at Karis, and that was what mattered. 

 The attack had been a success.  And he had no doubt that the Consortium were a bit 

stunned at the moment.  Now they knew just who the fuck they were dealing 

withépeople who fought dirty.  Men and women with absolutely no morals who would 

use anything, no matter how cheap, to achieve their objectiveébecause their objective 

was to survive.  There wasnôt a single man or woman on Karis that didnôt understand that 

their lives were on the line here.  The Consortium would kill almost everyone on the 

planet if they conquered it, everyone except those they would need for the biogenic 

computers and to genetically manipulate to turn them into Generations.  But for everyone 

else, it was a death sentence. 

 Back even a little mouse into a corner and find out how fearlessly and how savagely it 

would fight.  And the Consortium had just learned that important lesson. 

 He leaned back in his chair, then had Cybi get Zaa for him.  [The attack was a 

success, Denmother,] he communed, which was sent off to Zaa via Teryon 

communications.  [The results are still being tallied, but it looks like about 34% 

casualties to the Consortium.] 

 [Thank the gods,] she breathed in reply.  [I want to see the data, Jason.] 

 [Iôll have the data sent off to Kimdori Prime as soon as we get it compiled and 

organized.] 

 [Have you told Dahnai or SkôVrae yet?] 

 [No, but Iôll tell them in a little bit.  I want some hard numbers before I explain what 

happened.] 

 [Very well.  Iôm quite pleased at the result.] 

 [Youôre not the only one,] he agreed.  [I was hoping for more, but Iôll take what we 

got.  Right now, the enemy has a fucking mess on its hands, and itôs only going to get 

worse once our harassment toys start reaching the ambush point.  Weôre going to make 

salvaging their assets a full contact sport.] 

 Zaa laughed.  [With you, Jason, everything is a full contact sport,] she told him. 

 [It keeps life zesty,] he replied dryly. 

 ñI need to get to my office and start analyzing the data, Jason,ò Miaari told him, 

licking him on the cheek.  Through her touch on him she already knew heôd talked to 

Zaa.  ñCome, Tim, we have work to do,ò she called. 

 ñAnd lots of it,ò he agreed, patting Jason on the shoulder.  ñSee you probably 

sometime next week, bud,ò he grinned.  We need to do a little foursome with the girls 

when we have the time, he added, sending privately. 

 Yeah.  Find a day, Iôll make time. 

 No sweat.  Iôll find out after I see how much data I have to comb through. 

 Lots, most likely. 

 Fuckinô right, he chuckled audibly.  ñCome on, boss, no doubt theyôll be riding us for 

conclusions before weôve even opened the files.ò 



 Miaari nodded knowingly.  ñThat is always the way it is with intelligence.  Those 

who need it canôt wait for it, and those who canôt wait for it didnôt have any in the first 

place,ò she said, giving Jason a light look. 

 ñOh, go on before I cut your tail off, woman,ò he barked in reply, threatening her with 

a rolled up piece of paper, which made her laugh.  ñAnd save time tomorrow for lunch at 

my house!ò he called as she and Tim left. 

 ñIôll be there,ò she promised. 

 After about twenty minutes, Jason had files ready for the conference, so he returned 

to his office.  He woke Dahnai up with his urgent call, getting a good look at her proud 

breasts when she appeared on his monitor, with Kellin sleeping in the bed behind her.  

ñJayce, itôs one in the fucking morning,ò she complained. 

 ñWell, itôs only just into afternoon here,ò he said dismissively.  ñBut this is important.  

Switch over to secure mode, and cover up those tits, woman, weôre going to conference 

SkôVrae in.ò 

 ñIf she gets excited looking at my tits, I donôt want to know about it,ò she grunted, 

which made him laugh.  ñLet me go to my office.  Back in a wink,ò she said, and her 

image winked off to be replaced by a holding screen with the Imperial crest.  Jason also 

had to get SkôVrae out of bed, but she wasnôt quite as surly when he finally convinced 

her night comm officer to wake her up. 

 ñIt must be serious news to call off hours,ò she noted, to which he nodded. 

 ñI already informed Zaa.  As soon as Dahnai makes herself less naked and gets to her 

secure comm, I have news for you.ò 

 ñShe was asleep?  Ah, I see, itôs the middle of the night at Dracora.ò 

 ñOh, complement her on her tits sometime after weôre done.ò 

 ñWhy?ò 

 ñOh, just keeping her on her toes,ò he said with a light smile, which made her hiss 

chortingly. 

 ñEvil male.  I knew I liked you the first time we talked.ò 

 Dahnai appeared again a few seconds later, wearing a frilly pink nightgown she must 

have bought on Terra at some point, since it was clearly a human design.  The sleeves 

were of equal length.  ñAlright, Iôm on secure,ò she said.  ñNow, whatôs the big news, 

babe?ò 

 He uploaded an edited file showing the attack on the Consortium to their comm 

panels and started it.  ñThis just happened about an hour ago,ò he said.  ñThis is the 

incoming Consortium fleet.  We ambushed it just as it entered our galaxy using 

interdictors to knock them out of hyperspace and automated weapons we could afford to 

lose.  Now watch.ò 

 They both watched in silence as five different views showed them five different 

attacks simultaneously, each an attack on one of the waves.  The attack only took about 

six minutes of total time, from the initial mine assault to the Consortium finally 

responding with missiles to chase off the distant ships, and then all five views went to 

static after the retaliatory Teryon shockwave blasted over the area and destroyed all 

hyperspace-capable equipment.  ñWe destroyed or crippled eleven thousand, two hundred 

and sixteen ships in the attack.  Given the amount of gravometric flux flying around out 

there and the kinetic impacts from the meteors and the railgun shells, we figure every 

ship suffered at least fifty percent causalities to its insectoid crews.  Some ships that 



survived the attack probably had upwards of ninety percent crew casualties.  Theyôre easy 

to kill when you attack them through their weakness to heavy gravity, but that also 

translates to them being vulnerable to physical force, like their ship being slammed by a 

meteor or a railgun shell.  And every ship that survived the attack took some kind of 

damage, from light to heavy.  We managed to destroy four of the five bases they were 

towing, and also managed to destroy one of their command ships and heavily damage 

two others.  In other words, we consider the attack a success.ò 

 ñHoly shit,ò Dahnai breathed.  ñYou did this with mines?ò 

 ñMostly mines, yes,ò he nodded.  ñBut there were more mines than ships, Dahnai, 

they were bound to do damage,ò he grinned.  ñUnfortunately, we couldnôt trap them with 

the interdictors, they had long-range missiles equipped with gravometric engines, so we 

instead knocked out all their communications by burning out their radios.  And, in about 

four hours, theyôre going to find out that we havenôt forgotten theyôre there,ò he smiled 

ominously.  ñWe have more automated weapons being readied to jump out in disposable 

robot ships to attack them as we speak.  If they want to salvage, theyôd better dance to do 

it.  If they stand still, theyôre toast.ò 

 ñJason, Iôméshit.  Iôm shocked,ò Dahnai breathed.  ñI canôt believe you did so much 

damage with nothing but simple mines!ò 

 ñHe had the advantage,ò SkôVrae deducted.  ñHe knew exactly where and when they 

would appear, so he set a very effective trap for them.  Given that kind of information, a 

one third casualty rate to the enemy is not surprising.  Well done, your Grace,ò she 

complemented with a simple nod.  ñYou are as cunning as you are intelligent.  I find 

myself pleased to be in alliance with you.ò 

 ñYeah, well done, babes,ò she smiled.  ñWhat do the Kimdori say this will do to the 

enemyôs plans?ò 

 ñNothing yet, they want more time to look it over, but Iôm fairly sure we just knocked 

them on their asses,ò Jason said.  ñThey have to repair before they can start to move, then 

find crews to man the ships they have left, and weôre not going to just sit here and let 

them to do it.  From now until they manage to tow the last ship out of the ambush area, 

theyôll be salvaging under fire.  So, theyôll have to repair, reorganize, and then redeploy.  

Personally, I think we just bought ourselves three or four months before they start their 

campaign.  The sheer amount of damage we dished out is going to take them that long to 

recover from, just from the repairs.  Iôm sure theyôll start moving some forces as they get 

them repaired, but with so many ships either damaged or without crews to man them, 

theyôre going to need time to get our boot out of their ass.ò 

 Dahnai grinned.  ñGood.  Now, since your secret attack was a success, why donôt you 

come visit me?ò she invited.  ñYou havenôt visited in a while, and I miss you.ò 

 ñI donôt think Iôd like to be part of that conference,ò SkôVrae noted, which made 

Dahnai flush purple and Jason laugh. 

 ñI may not have time, love, you know how busy Iôm going to be.ò 

 ñYou can manage overnight,ò she protested.  ñBring Jys and your amu dozei, and 

naturally you need to bring Rann.  Shya really misses him.ò 

 ñI think we could manage an overnight visit,ò he ventured, pondering it.  It would 

take a little juggling, but a day or two of relaxation would do wonders for his 

moodéalmost as much as a chance to get Dahnai in bed with him.  That always made 



him happy.  ñBut itôll be in a few days.  Thereôs just too much going on around here right 

now.ò 

 ñThatôs fine.  Call me with the details when you know.  Now, send us some telemetry 

of the attack so our analysts can go over it.ò 

 ñRight here,ò he said, holding up a memory crystal. 

 They discussed the attack in more detail as they went through the video again, as 

Jason described the mechanics of the assault, and then they wrapped it up because both of 

them needed to go back to bed.  Miaari padded in as he finished up, scratching absently at 

the white fur between her generous, fur-clad breasts.  ñWhat is it, Miaari?ò he asked.  

ñYou found something already?ò 

 ñYes,ò she nodded as she sat down and touched her memory band.  A segment of 

video appeared on the screen of his console, and a readout of energy patterns appeared 

beside it, part of the sensor logs.  ñWatch,ò she said, waving a hand before the screen, 

causing the video to play.  It showed video from wave 2, then zoomed in just as the 

entirety of the towed base exploded in an inferno of blazing energy.  ñThere,ò she said, 

pointing at a spike on the passive gravometric sensors.  The video slowed down and 

zoomed in even more, showing something literally launching out of the hellstorm and 

sizzling off into deep space.  ñIt is a distress beacon,ò she answered.  ñIt got outside of 

the interdiction shockwave before it arrived, and it managed to transmit once it cleared 

our jammers.  We picked it up on our Consortium transceiver.  The Consortium already 

here knows that their fleet was attacked.  They sent a response and got no reply, and since 

then, they have fallen to radio silence.  We think they are using local channels to 

coordinate a relief mission.ò 

 ñYou have someone going after that thing?ò 

 She nodded.  ñWe had one squadron of Kimdori ships turn around to find it and bring 

it back.  It might have useful data, if itôs carrying the stationôs logs.  Many beacons do 

just that, so whoever finds it knows what happened.ò 

 ñWell, they were going to find out anyway,ò he grunted, glancing up at her.  ñAre 

your ships safe enough?ò 

 She nodded.  ñThey will scoop the beacon from hyperspace in a pass, they never have 

to drop into normal space,ò she assured him. 

 ñThat must be a neat trick,ò he noted. 

 ñItôs not easy, but our ship computers are very good at it,ò she agreed.  ñMaking 

scoop pickups is part of being spies.  Some information can only be passed on physically, 

and scooping it up from deep space in a pass is an effective tactic.ò 

 ñTrue,ò he agreed, looking up at her again. 

 ñJason, stop staring at my breasts.  Thatôs why you have Jyslin and Symone.ò 

 He laughed.  ñI was not, I was thinking,ò he retorted.  ñBesides, Iôll bet theyôre 

nothing but for show anyway,ò he teased.  ñYou know, look more like a Faey.  Theyôd 

never believe youôre female if you werenôt sporting a rack.ò 

 ñWrong,ò she winked at him.  ñWe are mammals, Jason.  They work just like Jyslinôs 

does when I have a baby.ò 

 ñSo, you donôt give them a little extra padding to draw attention to them?ò 

 She looked away from him primly. 

 ñHa!  I knew it!ò 



 ñIôm going back to my office,ò she declared.  She then swatted him on the top of the 

head, which made him burst out laughing, and she stalked off, her tail slashing behind her 

aggressively. 

 ñYou are busted, woman!ò he taunted, pointing at her as she reached the door. 

 She made a rude gesture before going through the door.  To her credit, she didnôt 

slam it. 

 Jason had to chuckle a little as he got back to work.  There was a lot of information to 

go through, and things to do over at 3D, and there wasnôt much time. 

 

  Jason was fairly certain that the Consortium really really hated him by six hours after 

the attack. 

 As he combed through the data with Miaari and Myri in shifts, made some calls, 

fielded another indignant rant from High Staff Graith of the Alliance, and started making 

plans for a visit to Dahnai, he still managed to keep his eye on what was going on out at 

the edge of the galaxy. 

 The first wave of attack vehicles arrived about five hours after the initial attack.  

These were junk ships, corvette class freighters, the smallest ship capable of utilizing 

hyperspace jump engines that could get there.  Miaari had bought them for him from the 

Imperium mainly, then they were fitted with hyperspace engines and a big enough power 

plant that could power the engines to get them where they had to go.  The ships were 

robot controlled, automated, so they could make the entire hyperspace jump in one leg, 

and as soon as they arrived, they dumped their cargo, jumped about a light year away, 

and self destructed to deny the Consortium the opportunity to get their hands on anything.  

The cargo pods were equipped with the short-range hyperspace jump pods used by 

hyperspace missiles, which were very short range as hyperspace went, the kind that had 

relativity delay.  But for the very short jump to the attack site, that was more than 

acceptable., since the delay would be about two hours. 

 What they expected out of this attack was to catch them off guard, but not to manage 

it more than once.  For that reason, this first attack was front-loaded with the majority of 

their available weapons.  After this attack, the Consortium would most likely picket 

skirmishers to intercept incoming toyséwhich, of course, was something they were 

counting on for a few of their other plans. 

 Jason and Miaari stopped what they were doing to watch from his office when the six 

freighters dumped their pods and jumped out.  On his office vidlink he saw the feed from 

the observer cameras, saw the cargo pods jump, and then the cameras detached from the 

pods to observe as the pods unlocked and the air in the pods blew the contents out into 

space when they depressurized.  Within those pods were about 3,000 mines, and each 

attack site had 3,000 mines launched to it.  They were programmed the same way the first 

mines were, and a soon as they were dumped, they swept the area for targets. 

 And there were targets out there.  No external Consortium ships had arrived to help 

with the recovery efforts, so the attack site they were watching showed them Consortium 

battleships moving among damaged ships or twisted wreckage that had been collected up 

and laid out in orderly rows, hanging in weightless space, while other ships formed a 

defensive perimeter around the scene, which was only wise given theyôd just gotten their 

asses kicked.  They had made four different sections, probably sorting the ships by 

damage, with swarms of much smaller energy signatures roaming around.  They were 



either some kind of dropships helping with the recovery or they were fighters of some 

kind.  Those signatures wouldnôt confuse the mines, but sensor logs of those energy 

signatures might be handy later on, if they decided to try to attack those smaller vessels. 

 The Consortium response to the sudden appearance of the cargo pods was immediate 

and decisive.  A barrage of red streaks fired from the defensive picket ships when the 

mines got within range of Torsion weaponry, and a series of explosions showed Jason 

that their targeting systems were pretty efficient.  They still had to deal with sheer 

numbers, however.  Not every ship along the picket or deeper within the site was in a 

position to fire at the mines, and there were 3,000 of them.  Because of that, about 60 

mines managed to penetrate both the Torsion and dark matter fire and make their runs at 

the ships.  Because they mimicked the programming of the first wave of mines, only four 

mines locked onto the closest battleship while the others spread out and tried to hit the 

other ships along the defensive picket line.  The gunners managed to hit two of the mines, 

but the other two managed to penetrate their shields and slam into the ship.  The entire 

port side of the ship went dark as the two mines unleashed their gravometric shockwaves, 

but its starboard guns fired on the mines that rushed by it, managing to hit five more.  

There were several more explosions through the assembled battleships along he picket as 

mines managed to penetrate defensive fire and hit them, and the results were mixed.  

Some mines didnôt manage to latch on close to the engines and thus fired their 

shockwaves into nonessential areas, but one ship went complete dead when three mines 

exploded against its flared aft section, slowly spinning out of control as it lost complete 

power and the inertia induced by the explosions started a very slow, lazy corkscrew spin 

into the crippled vessel. 

 The battleships reeled from the mine attack, but they were in no way shape or form 

prepared for what came after them. 

 Screaming in so fast that it made the mines look like they were standing still, the 

Torsion weapons which had been coined the Buzzsaws raced in.  When they got close 

enough, they would fire their weapons, which was a sustained Torsion shockwave effect 

along a two dimensional axis, and attempt to ram the closest enemy vessel that had 

power.  In effect, it turned the circular devices into circular sawblades, and those blades 

were spinning at high angular velocity and had just broken free of their mounts.  A 

sustained Torsion effect like that would only last for about five seconds before it 

overloaded the generator and made the device explode, but that was why they were fitted 

with engines that would get them to the enemy ships in a bloody fucking hurry, since 

theyôd need that kind of velocity to get the weapons to penetrate deeply into the enemy 

ships.  The devices raced in as the Consortium fired at them, but these devices were 

bloody fast and actively programmed to avoid enemy fire, which made them much harder 

to hit.  There were 28 of them screaming towards the Consortium, but defensive fire 

whittled that number down to 9 once they were close enough.  Jason saw one of them 

activate its Torsion field, a circular nexus that swirled and shimmered around the circular 

device, the entire effect rotating at high angular velocity because the device was spinning.  

The device lanced in through the shields of the damaged battleship, the one that only had 

power to its starboard side, and the Torsion effect sheared right through the armor just at 

the base of the narrow neck-like projection that attached the crescent forward section to 

the main body of the ship.  The device disappeared into the ship, no doubt slicing through 

bulkheads and decks, then the deviceôs PPG reached critical mass from the Torsion 



generator overloading from sustained use, and the entire thing explodedédeep inside the 

enemy ship.  They saw fire gout out of the hole the device made as it punched into the 

ship, and then the entire ship lost power.  The other 8 surviving weapons also managed to 

hit enemy ships, but none of them had hit quite a critical area, and the damage they 

inflicted was moderate rather than crippling.  But that was still damage, and it was going 

to take them time to repair those ships. 

 ñIôd say the buzzsaws are a success,ò Miaari murmured as they watched. 

 ñFuck, that wife of mine is one brilliant bitch,ò Jason agreed with a chuckle; the 

buzzsaw was her idea. 

 In all, their follow up attacks disabled or destroyed an additional 97 ships through the 

five recovery sites.  That wasnôt a very large number when considering there were tens of 

thousands of them out there, but it sent the Consortium a message, one that Jason had no 

doubt they were taking seriously now. 

 Donôt ever think you are safe. 

 Now the Consortium had an idea of how this war was going to go for them.  They 

would have to exercise constant vigilance for fear that a cargo pod was going to drop out 

of hyperspace at any moment and unleash some devilishly crafty automated device that 

would try to destroy their shipséand would be able to do it, despite how small some of 

the devices were.  They would have to devote resources to surveillance and defense no 

matter where they were, no matter how far from Karis they were, because Jason Karinne 

had just demonstrated that he had a very long arm.  The fleets trying to recover from the 

attack now knew they had to do so under constant threat of attack, and it was going to 

slow them down as they deployed considerable resources to try to detect the ships and 

cargo pods from a distance and picketed interceptors to try to stop them before they could 

get close enough to deploy their deadly cargos.  And what was more, Jason was showing 

them that their technology was not secure, that he could analyze them and find their 

holes, their weaknesses, and exploit them for everything it was worth.  They would have 

to spend time and resources coming up with ways to stop his attacks.  Jason could see 

another round of tag like how he and Myleena had gone around and around a long time 

ago, where the Consortium analyzed their attacks and found the hole they were exploiting 

and moved to fix it, while Jason and the 3D crew kept looking for new holes. 

 He could have made it even worse for them, such as leaving crates of Satanôs Marbles 

for them to salvage and bring aboard their ships, but they didnôt want to reveal the depth 

of the toy box quite yet.  The conduit smashers and the marbles would have their turn, but 

they would be used at the proper time, when they could inflict the most damage. 

 One thing was for sure.  Jyslinôs clever buzzsaws were not just going to be a weapon 

of the Legion.  Those werenôt that hard to make, and they could easily be adapted to 

become a standard weapon of the KMS. 

 The attack over, the remote cameras self destructed, following the Legion mantra of 

leaving nothing behind, and Miaari pulled a crystal out of the vidlink that held all the 

sensor data transmitted by the remote.  ñIôll add this to the analysis,ò she told him. 

 ñGet the report to me as soon as you can, even if you have to wake me up,ò he called 

as she started towards the door. 

 ñJust remember you asked for that when you bite my tail off for calling you at three 

in the morning,ò she answered as the door opened of its own volition for her. 



 ñYouôd just grow a new one,ò he snorted in reply, which made her chuckle as she left 

his office.  The door closed behind her, and Jason rewound the video and watched it 

again, then studied the sensor readings, then sent the whole thing over to 3D so they 

could use that information. 

 So far, things were going more or less as theyôd hoped.  Theyôd dealt enough damage 

to the Consortium to slow them down, and that would give them time to prepare and try 

to figure out what their first move would beébecause they sure as hell hadnôt broadcast 

it yet.  But when they did, theyôd know about it, and be ready for them. 

 He hoped. 

 He got home late, picking up Rann as he ran to the door on his little legs and kissing 

him on the cheek.  ñHello Rann,ò he called with a smile.  ñDid you have a good day?ò 

 Yeah!  Aunt Maya let us go to the boardwalk today!  We ate cotton candy and 

Danelle got sick and threw up when we rode the swing and Kyri got in trouble for 

cheating at one of the games using her telekinesis andð 

 Woah, hold on there, runaway gabber, he sent with a chuckle.  Now what exactly 

happened with Kyri? 

 Aunt Maya caught her cheating at the game where you throw the ball through the 

hoop to win a little stuffed animal. 

 She knows better than that, Jason grunted mentally.  I think I need to sit down and 

have a talk with that young lady. 

 Aunt Yana already did, Rann grinned.  Kyri couldnôt sit down afterward. 

 If thatôs what it takes, Jason chuckled audibly.  Did you do your lessons? 

 He nodded.  Miss Ryn did them with us today. 

 And did Kyri do your other lessons? 

 What lessons? 

 Danelle said youôre trying to learn how to do telekinesis. 

 Oh, that.  Not today.  Will you teach me, daddy?  Kyri likes to be mean. 

 I should be the one teaching you anyway, he answered.  Weôll try a little after dinner. 

 I already ate dinner. 

 Well, I havenôt, he declared, hefting him a little bit in his arm.  Iôve been way too busy 

with work to eat more than a quick bite at my desk all day.  Ayama, is there anything 

even remotely close to being ready to eat around here? he called in a plaintive way that 

made Rann giggle, almost sounding like he was begging for his dinner. 

 Roast in the oven, and save Lady Jyslin some, she answered.  She isnôt home yet. 

 Letôs find her.  Block yourself a little, little man, this might get loud with you right 

here in my arms.  Rann nodded, and Jason unthrottled his power, which was significant 

since it was boosted by the tactical gestalt in his armor, and reached out for his wife.  

Jyslin, are you coming home soon? 

 Iôm on the way now, she answered.  Be there in five, and please tell me Ayama made 

something for us. 

 She said she did.  Iôll get it on the table as soon as I get out of my armor. 

 I knew there was a reason I married you. 

 It certainly wasnôt because of my looks.  Thatôs why I married you. 

 Flatterer. 

 How is it flattery when your looks are the only reason I married you? 

 There was a startled silence.  Watch it, buster, she sent teasingly. 



 Iôll watch something else when I get home.  I just need to make sure Kumiôs home 

first, though. 

 Jyslinôs reply was amusingly insulted.  Keep digging, Jayce, youôre almost to the 

mantle. 

 It keeps you from getting bored, he answered dryly, then broke contact.  ñAlright, 

little man, I need to go get this armor off,ò he told his son, setting him down.  ñGo finish 

what you were doing.ò 

 I wasnôt doing anything, he protested. 

 Well then, come along, Jason invited. 

 Rann stayed with him as they went up to his room and he went about taking off his 

armor, listening as his son told him about his day in greater detail.  He watched intently 

when Jason gestured for his shirt, which rose up off the bed and floated over to him, 

which reminded Jason that Rann was actively trying to use his latent telekinetic abilities.  

He knelt down in front of his son, who was sitting on the edge of the bed, and held the 

Dukal signet ring in his hand.  ñItôs a lot like sending, son,ò he began, holding the ring 

out so he could see it.  ñYou know how you gather up your thought and push it out?  

Well, using TK is much the same, except you donôt focus your concentration on your 

thought.  You focus it on what you want to move, and then push.ò 

 ñWhat if I want to bring it to me?  Wouldnôt that be pull?ò 

 Jason laughed.  ñI didnôt mean literally,ò he answered.  You push with your will, son, 

he continued, using the purity of sending to convey his meaning far more accurately than 

words could manage.  You put all your focus behind your intent to move something, like 

this ring, and then you push, and push hard.  TK is not easy, not in any way, not when you 

start out.  Understand? 

 I think I do, he answered with a nod.  So, you have to really, really push hard? 

 Very hard, he answered.  The first thing I ever moved was a ring just like this one.  In 

fact, it was that one, he added, pointing at the original signet ring which had since been 

replaced by a ring with the new crest.  Jason kept the original in a glass case on the shelf 

unit in the bedroom, a memento of sorts.  It was how I won the house, by proving to 

Dahnai that I was a Karinne.  So, little man, give it a try.  Focus every tiny bit of your 

concentration on this ring, then push with all your might to try to make it come to you.

 Rann nodded, then he narrowed his eyes as he looked at the ring.  Jason could almost 

feel his focus on the ring like a palpable thing, and he suddenly realized that maybe Rann 

was about ready to take this step.  He focused his own attention on the ring, and he 

certainly felt something there, an external force.  He felt the ring shift slightly in his hand, 

then it skittered visibly about a quarter of an inch.  Rann reached out physically for the 

ring with his hand, and it skittered again, then started to vibrate and shiver in his hands.  

Rann was doing it! 

 But then he lost it.  The ring settled back in his palm when Rann gave an explosive 

breath and literally fell back into the bed, both hands going to his temples.  ñOw!ò he 

cried. 

 ñThat wasnôt bad, little man,ò Jason told him, his voice filled with pride.  ñYou 

almost had it!ò 

 ñI feel like I sprained my head.ò 



 ñI told you itôs not easy, kidlet,ò he chuckled.  ñI told you once before a while ago, 

using TK is actually more tiring than getting up and getting it myself.  But you did make 

the ring move.ò 

 ñI did?ò 

 ñYou surely did,ò he nodded when Rann looked at him.  ñWith a little practice, I 

think youôll manage to pull it out of my hand very soon.ò 

 ñWow, I did it!ò he cried happily.  Kyri, Kyri, I did TK!  I made Daddyôs ring move! 

 Itôs about time you managed to do something so easy! she answered, a touch 

snobbily. 

 Thatôll do, little miss, Jason warned, sending privately. 

 Well congratulations, my little man! Jyslin sent, from downstairs.  Iôm so proud of 

you! 

 Thanks, Mommy, he sent modestly. 

 Rann had already eaten, but he was happy to sit with his parents at the dinner table, 

since they hadnôt had much chance to see them in the last few days.  Jason was quite 

content to chat about things that were only important to a child rather than make serious 

decisions that might get people killed, hearing all about Rannôs day.  After dinner, both 

Jason and Jyslin found the energy to take a bath with Rann, despite the fact that both of 

them were exhausted, so tired that even Rann could see it in them.  Jason did give Jyslin a 

detailed account of the day, though, describing their success as seen from the command 

center, and praising her for her buzzsaws after telling her that they were very effective. 

 They put Rann to bed at his usual bedtime, then they wearily dragged themselves to 

bed.  I really should do something about you, buster, but right now, all I want to do is 

sleep, she sent with weary amusement.  I didnôt realize how tired I was til I got in the tub. 

 Yeah, it doesnôt hit you til you slow down long enough for it to catch up, he agreed.  

He accepted her into his arms and snuggled with her.  Thereôs always tomorrow, little 

miss morning girl, he noted. 

 She giggled audibly.  Yes there is, she agreed, then she yawned. 

 He was this close to falling asleep before the communion touched him, waking him 

up.  [Jason,] Cybi called.  [Jason.] 

 [What is it, Cybi?] he asked, a touch irritated, but not at her.  She wouldnôt disturb 

him without good reason. 

 [Denmother Zaa needs to speak to you now,]  she told him. 

 [Alright,]  he sighed, tapping Jyslin on the shoulder.  Work is calling, I need to go to 

the study, love. 

 Alright, just donôt stay all night. 

 He put on a robe and went to his study.  The holographic likeness Cybi used was 

already waiting for him, the nude form without detail wearing Sora Karinneôs face.  As 

soon as he closed the door, a holographic likeness of Zaa appeared as well, appearing in 

front of the desk.  It then stepped closer to him.  ñIôm sorry to disturb you, cousin,ò she 

said, ñbut this is important.ò 

 ñI understand,ò he said with a yawn, sitting at his desk.  ñWhatôs going on?ò 

 ñI just received a report, cousin.  The Alliance is about to move.ò 

 ñAnd what do they have planned?ò 



 ñThey intend to instigate war,ò she answered.  ñThe children that keep eyes on them 

reported to me that they have decided to repeat history.ò  She gave him a level look.  

ñThey intend to try to destroy the Academy.ò 

 ñAre they insane?ò Jason gasped. 

 ñTo the contrary, cousin, they are quite brutally methodical in their planning.  They 

intend to destroy the Academy and lay a false trail of clues that would send all fingers 

pointing to the Skaa.  With the Consortium threat lurking, their hope is that all believe the 

Skaa destroyed the Academy at the behest of the Consortium.  Mostly, however, the hope 

that war erupts between the Skaa and the Urumi, which would drag the Imperium into it.ò 

 He leaned heavily back in his chair.  ñFuck,ò he growled.  ñAs if the Consortium 

wasnôt enough, we have this to deal with.  That fucking bastard!ò he raged, throwing a 

paperweight on his desk across the room.  ñDoes he really think the Consortium is just 

going to withdraw from this sector?  Is he that fucking stupid?ò 

 ñWhat do you propose we do about it?ò Zaa asked. 

 ñIôm sure you already have an idea, but mineôs a little more direct,ò he answered, 

having his gestalt bring up the local time on Draconis.  It was just coming into noon 

there, so he placed a little call.  ñStay,ò he told her as he pointed at the monitor.  A 

handsome redheaded Faey male answered the query.  ñTrefani manor,ò he said in a 

mellow tone.  ñHow may I direct your call?ò 

 ñGet me Yila.  Now,ò Jason stated in a flat voice. 

 The man looked a bit uneasy as he nodded, and his face was replaced by the falcon 

and crossed sword crest of House Trefani. 

 ñThe Trefanis?ò Zaa asked curiously. 

 ñTrust me,ò he said in a grim voice. 

 The fox-like face of Yila Trefani blinked onto the screen.  Like him, she was sitting in 

her private office, and she didnôt look too happy to see him.  Then again, since the 

interdictors went up, the Trefanis had been losing money hand over fist, so she had 

reason to be angry with him.  ñWhat do you want, Jason?ò she asked in a sharp voice. 

 ñHow would you like to cut High Staff Graithôs radioactive nuts off and use them for 

a nightlight?ò he asked immediately. 

 She barked in surprised laughter.  ñMy, are we testy today, Jason?ò she asked. 

 ñYou better fucking believe Iôm testy today.  Denmother Zaa here just brought me 

some very ugly news about our Alliance so called friends, and I need your help dealing 

with them.  Clear your schedule tomorrow.  Youôre coming to pay me a little visit, Yila.  

We have something to talk about.ò 

 ñAnd why am I doing this?ò 

 ñBecause itôll cover every credit youôve lost to the interdictors.ò 

 She raised an elegant eyebrow.  ñIôll be there.  When?ò 

 ñLetôs call it twenty standard hours.  I know that means itôll be damn early in the 

morning, but we donôt have much time and I really need to get some sleep, I had a very 

long day.  Iôll authorize you through the Stargate to Karis.ò 

 ñDone.  Now go back to bed,ò she said with a slight smile. 

 ñIn a bit.  I have a little more to do.ò 

 ñAlright.  See you then,ò she nodded, then she cut the transmission. 

 ñJust what are you planning, cousin?ò Zaa asked curiously. 



 ñThe Alliance is a major player in the interstellar trade game,ò he said, tapping his 

fingertips together.  ñTheyôre also quite involved with the Trefanis with smuggling and 

some other illegal activities.ò 

 ñYes, I know.  We keep an eye on them.ò 

 ñWell, then you know that the Trefanis also have quite a few legitimate businesses 

operating in Alliance territory, run by Alliance citizens, that are fronts for some of their 

illegal activities.ò 

 ñYes, theyôre quite adept at setting them up.ò 

 ñThe High Staff is about to find out that the Trefanis have their claws in the 

Allianceôs financial system much deeper than they expect,ò he answered.  ñWith you and 

Yila working together, we can give Graith whatever a Jakkan considers to be heartburn.ò  

He closed his fist and wrapped his other hand around it, giving Zaa a cool look.  ñIf heôs 

going to throw a hissy fit over disrupted trade schedules in public, then I think we should 

give him some real trade disruption to worry about.ò 

 ñAnd just how will we do that?ò 

 ñZaa, my magnificent friend, the Alliance is about to find out that you donôt piss off a 

partner in crime,ò he said smoothly.  ñWhat Yila Trefani helped set up, she can help us 

disassemble in a very messy faction.  The Zyagya and the Skaa especially will be quite 

interested in what the Alliance has been smuggling across their borders.  Yila knows 

everything, since sheôs been helping them.  If we donôt even look at the illegal 

contraband theyôve been pushing, the unpaid taxes and tariffs on the smuggled goods that 

arenôt patently illegal could reach the hundreds of millions,ò he trailed off with a slight, 

evil smile.  ñAnd Iôll see to it they pay Yila for ratting Graith out, even as the legal 

Trefani businesses remain behind like a cancer in Graithôs eyes.  Heôll know theyôre 

there, but he wonôt be able to touch them, since theyôre legal.  Weôll score some points 

with the Skaa and piss off Graith, and Yila can swoop in and take over the illegal 

smuggling after she stabs Graith in the back, so sheôll keep earning her profits.  Thatôs a 

win-win in my book.ò 

 She gave him a look, then laughed richly.  ñHave I told you today that I love you, 

cousin?ò 

 ñComing from you, cousin, a guy canôt hear it often enough.ò 

 

 Even though Jason and Yila had been at odds for a while after Jason ascended to the 

throne of House Karinne, one thing he never forgot was that Yila Trefani was an 

exceedingly dangerous woman, probably even more dangerous than anyone in the Siann 

realized. 

 For one, she had patience that would amaze Job.  She was cautious and methodical, 

and could outwait a stone when it came to getting what she wanted.  That kind of 

patience was an asset for a woman whose house earned more than three quarters of its 

profits through crime, since a hasty thief was often caught. 

 The paradox of that was that, when the situation demanded it, she could take direct 

action, moving swiftly, but never hastily.  Yila did nothing without thinking it through, 

even if it was a snap decision. 

 But more than anything, Yila Trefani was smart.  She had built an incredibly complex 

web of organized crime, and she ruled that empire with a deft hand, fending off rivals 

even as she kept her empire out of the light of the law.  She had extended her talons into 



the other empires abutting Imperium space, mainly with the Alliance, but she also had a 

foothold in both the Skaa Empire and the Skaa Republic, where her main efforts were in 

smuggling and trafficking in stolen or illicit goods.  She was smart in what she had built, 

but she was also very smart in never seeking any kind of attention or overt power.  The 

Trefanis were not the largest of the lower houses, and didnôt have the fleets and firepower 

of the Highborn houses, but there was not a single woman in the Siann that wouldnôt wet 

herself at the thought of making Yila Trefani her enemy, because Yila Trefani could 

crush almost anyone who pissed her off, and the mafia don that she was did not allow 

anyone to challenge her power.  The Trefanis ruled the underworld, and they maintained 

that rule with an iron fist.  When someone tried to muscle in on her turf, that someone 

ended up dead.  The power Yila wielded was the shadowy power of a woman that 

worked behind the scenes, never in the open, never overtly, but the power she wielded 

could only be rivaled in the Imperium by Dahnai herself. 

 Since Yila came to power in her house, the only person who had ever directly 

challenged her was Jason Karinne, but that was because Jason was even meaner than she 

was. 

 Yila arrived almost exactly on time, which was the middle of the night for her but 

was early afternoon for Karis; Karis was currently 12 hours ahead of Draconis, and every 

day got it an hour closer before it passed them and started getting an hour ahead with 

each day.  She wasnôt the only one to come, however.  Dahnai and SkôVrae both had 

been warned of the Allianceôs treachery by Zaa, and when Jason invited Yila over to deal 

with it, Dahnai invited herself along without consulting Jason.  She had brought Kellin 

and her three children with her, and to Jasonôs delight, Saelle had also come with them.  

Not an hour later, Zaa arrived from Kimdori, and an hour after that, SkôVrae also arrived 

after a hasty arrangement.  When she found out that Dahnai and Zaa would both be on 

Karis, she decided that an impromptu conference was in order.  Jason didnôt mind, for 

though SkôVrae was large and intimidating looking with her bony plates and her big 

Aliens hive queen-esque crest on her head, Jason had to admit he rather liked her. 

 Once they settled in, however, they got down to business.  Yila looked a trifle 

uncomfortable surrounded by rulers and divulging her houseôs extensive involvement in 

the criminal underworld of the Alliance, but after Jason told her what the Alliance was 

trying to do and what he had in mind to retaliate, she had to agree that it was a wise 

course of action.  They couldnôt openly declare war on the Alliance, and they also 

couldnôt let them know how they were getting information that was only passing through 

the highest echelons of Alliance government and intelligence.  They knew the Kimdori 

were shapeshifters and spies, but they had no idea how extensively Zaa had infiltrated 

theméand every other empire in the sector, for that matter. 

 ñAlright, so, the best way to do this is to show the Skaa and the Republic both what 

the Alliance is up to,ò Jason surmised for the rulers and Yila.  ñWe let them go after 

Graith, and we make sure both of them reward Yila and her house for showing them how 

much money theyôve been losing to Alliance-sanctioned smuggling and freebooters.ò 

 ñI knew you were dangerous, Yila, but damn,ò Dahnai grinned at her.  ñI didnôt 

realize just how long your claws are.ò 

 ñIôm a businesswoman, your Majesty.  No more, no less,ò she said with a shrug.  ñI 

can provide Denmother with a detailed list and schedule of everything the Skaa and the 



Republic should be looking for and when itôll be there.  Iôm sure youôll hear Graith 

screaming from here when the two Skaa empires figure it out.ò 

 ñI can live with his discomfort,ò SkôVrae said shortly, her crest lifting up a little from 

its usual resting position behind her head.  SkôVrae could raise that bony crest to a more 

vertical position like moving her arm, and the crest came up when an Urumi female was 

angry, like a cat laying its ears back or a dog baring its fangs; males did not have crests, 

only females did.  It was one of the peculiarities of her race.  ñHe is a backbiting zhraa.ò 

 ñI have no idea what a zhraa is, but I donôt think itôs good,ò Dahnai said with a laugh.  

ñSo, thatôs our unofficial response.  What will we do officially?ò 

 ñStart drawing up battle plans for a possible campaign against the Alliance,ò SkôVrae 

said immediately.  ñItôs becoming clear that the Alliance is going to become our enemy 

before this is over.ò 

 ñThey already are,ò Zaa stated.  ñBut they will not declare open war.  Not when they 

will be obliterated by us in a military campaign, and they know it.   The other empires 

have very good reason to fear the Imperium.ò 

 ñAll the fighting among ourselves makes us good at war,ò Dahnai shrugged 

shamelessly. 

 ñNot all of us use an MPAC to settle our differences,ò Yila smiled. 

 ñNo, you just use a garrote,ò Dahnai winked in reply.  ñIôll leave it up to SkôVrae to 

decide which is more honorable.ò 

 ñIf a warrior dies with a garrote around his neck, he deserved it for his lack of 

attention,ò the Urumi leader said simply. 

 ñThe Brood Queen does speak a truth, however,ò Zaa declared.  ñI think your war 

college should prepare battle plans for attacking all the surrounding empires, Dahnai, just 

in case.  Any one of them may side against us and force us to fight them.  We should be 

ready.ò 

 ñWe already have about five of them for each empire,ò Dahnai answered.  ñIôll have 

them sent to the war room.ò 

 The War Room was another cooperative effort.  Located in Dracora, high-ranking 

military officers from the Imperium, the Collective, and the Kimdori met and planned out 

their military strategies.  Jason had virtually no contact with them, since they would be 

fighting the military war where Jason was fighting a guerilla war, but that was where his 

reports and data were sent, so the flag officers could pore over it and be ready when the 

real battles began. 

 And theyôd managed to integrate the tactics and abilities of the three empiresô ships 

fairly well.  The Imperiumôs ships were the cannons in the formation, rugged vessels that 

could take a hit fairly well, but were designed to dish out savage damage with their 

shield-piercing MPAC weaponryðwell, Torsion and dark matter weaponry nowðand 

plasma torpedoes, but ships that were also respectably fast and highly maneuverable, 

which were critical to ships designed to charge in and lay waste to an enemy as fast as 

possible.  It was that mixture of agility and raw firepower that made Imperium ships so 

deadly in combat.  Urumi vessels tended to be heavily armored behemoths packed with 

multiple redundant systems for anything, which mirrored the Urumi themselves with their 

bony armor and their three hearts.  Generally, their ships were made to be beefy tanks 

that could plow into an enemy formation and soak up damage with their armor and 

shields and superior damage control and slug it out toe to toe with an enemy, which 



would now be a deadly proposition since the Urumi were armed with Consortium 

weaponry, though the Urumi did have fast attack ships in their fleets to complement their 

armored monsters.  The Urumi would be the anchor of the combined fleet, the bulls in the 

formation that had to be pounded heavily to make them stop.  Kimdori ships were 

slashers, built to be fast, with minimal armor but very effective shields, but they too were 

armed with highly powerful weaponry that was their own design, shield-piercing 

weaponry that they called stream weapons.  They fired streams of coherent tachyons, 

which went right through shields due to their energy-disrupting qualities and were 

designed not to tear through armor, but destroy a shipôs internal power systems and 

equipment and kill the enemy crew.  A tachyon steam would conduct through most 

known armor like electricity and bathe the struck sections of a ship with ambient tachyon 

fields emanating from the bulkheads themselves.  The induced tachyon fields would 

destroy virtually any energy-based equipment inside by overloading them, and the fields 

also had the effect of basically flash-boiling all liquids in a hapless body that might be in 

the fieldôs effect like sticking them in giant microwave oven, killing just about anything 

instantly.  This weapon too seemed to mirror the Kimdori mindset, for their weapons did 

no visible damage to a ship, instead they attacked its systems and rendered it helpless and 

killed the crew that manned it.  A battleshipôs armor and weapons meant nothing if its 

power systems were destroyed and there were no crews to man them.  Karinne weaponry 

was well demonstrated and probably the most deadly of them all, and while the KMS 

didnôt have many ships compared to the others, a single formation mixed in with other 

ships could be devastating.  KMS ships were all the other ship philosophies rolled into 

one deadly package, for they were fast and agile, they packed weapons that could take 

out enemy ships in one hit, and they were incredibly tough and hard to disable or destroy. 

 The meeting broke up for lunch, and Jason felt fairly confident that they had Graith 

by his glowing, radioactive Jakkan balls.  Yila could turn the Alliance on its ear and get 

both of the Skaa empires seriously pissed at them, which would send Graith a message 

that he would know came from Dahnai, Zaa, and SkôVrae:  we know what youôre doing, 

and if you want to fight dirty, bring it, bitch. 

 But it wasnôt the High Staff Jason was thinking about.  He realized that with Yilaôs 

connections, Zaaôs networks, and his toys, they could do some damage to any empire that 

sided against them.  He fully intended to take the fox-faced Trefani matriarch and the 

Denmother aside after the conference and have a long talk with them, then introduce Yila 

to 3D and see where things went.  Yila was no engineer, but she had the soul of a pirate, 

and her cunning would be an asset to the Dirty Deeds Department. 

 It was time to start bringing others into it. 

 ñWhatôs clear, though, is that the High Staff has proved that he will sink to almost 

any depth of cowardice to achieve his goals,ò SkôVrae growled. 

 ñI just wonder if the Parliament knows what heôs up to,ò Yila murmured. 

 ñOh, they do, and theyôre turning a blind eye,ò Zaa answered.  ñThe allure of 

becoming the dominant government in the sector blinds them to the truth.  Always they 

have been fourth in the rank of powers behind the Imperium, the two combined Skaa 

empires, and the Urumi.  The concept of peace only holds so long as an empire sees no 

borders they can expand.  But the instant the potential is there to take, they throw their 

ideals away and become everything they profess to be against.  But in their case, they are 

hypocrites, professing to be neutral even as they scheme to start wars among others, 



cause untold misery, and reap the rewards of conquered territory without putting their 

own military assets at risk.ò 

 ñIôd bet weôre not the only ones they have plots against,ò Jason agreed.  ñThereôs 

probably similar little plans theyôve made for both the Empire and the Republic.  The 

Skaa and the Alliance have been rivals for centuries.  If not for the Imperium sitting on 

their borders, Iôd bet theyôd be at war.ò 

 ñAnd oh joy, where do their borders meet at the edge of Imperium territory?  Karis,ò 

Dahnai grunted.  ñIf they do go to war, weôll see their fleets jumping hyperspace just 

outside of Karisian territory, which will make it harder to see any Consortium fleet 

coming.ò 

 ñHarder, but not impossible,ò Zaa stated calmly.  ñI worry more about the Urumi 

borders, since they are less secure.  The Nine Colonies and the Republic are not 

aggressive, but they are an easy pathway for an enemy fleet to take to reach us.ò 

 ñItôs the Republic Iôd worry about,ò Dahnai grunted, looking at SkôVrae, who nodded 

in agreement.  ñThey may not be the Empire, but theyôre still Skaa.ò 

 ñIôm sure they say the same thing about the Faey, Empress,ò Zaa said lightly. 

 ñWell, theyôre right, I suppose,ò she admitted. 

 ñArenôt we selling weapons to the Nine Colonies?ò Yila asked. 

 Dahnai nodded.  ñAnd the Shio,ò she added.  ñArming them up to keep the Alliance 

and the Skaa from getting any ideas.ò 

 They discussed it a bit more, then decided to call it a day.  Dahnai was a bit irked at 

him for not accepting her invitation to visit her in her vacation house, but did accept his 

invitation to dinner at his house that evening.  He pulled Yila aside after the three rulers 

left.  ñYila, I think itôs time we had a long talk with a few friends of mine,ò he told her. 

 ñOh?  Who?ò 

 ñThe Dirty Deeds Department, or what we call 3D,ò he answered.  ñTheyôre the 

reformed Legion, and now weôre back to doing what we do best.ò 

 She laughed.  ñI think Maeri is wetting herself at the thought of that.ò 

 ñWell, we have a new target, and I think you can help.ò 

 ñMe?  How?ò 

 ñYou have the knowledge and the connections, we have the toys, and weôre both 

equally ruthless.  With you there to point the way, we can really sock it to any other 

government that tries to be the next Alliance.ò 

 She gave him a look, then laughed lightly.  ñAlright, I see where youôre going.  But 

you can say it, Jason.  Iôm a bitch.ò 

 ñYouôre an evil bitch and a pirate, but thatôs why I like you,ò he told her evenly, 

which made her giggle and preen just a little bit.  ñIôm happily married to an evil bitch, 

and some of my best friends are black-hearted scoundrels.  Youôll fit right in with us.ò 

 ñOh really?ò she asked with a smile. 

 ñReally,ò he affirmed, offering his arm to her as men were expected to do in Faey 

society, offering to lead her but let it seem that she was leading him.  ñYou were born 

into the wrong house, Yila.  Youôd have been an awesome Karinne.ò 

 ñWhat a thing to say,ò she murmured, taking his arm as they started out. 
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 It was an interesting little gathering, watching the rebuilt battleship Jenda slowly slip 

out of an encasing drydock. 

 The battleship had been the last battleship out of production, giving them a fourth 

battleship, and was also most heavily damaged of the big ships during the battle.  At first 

they thought it was unsalvageable, which would have been a tragedy; from commission 

to decommission in 19 days.  But, the dedication of the dock crews and maintenance 

workers had convinced Myri to give them a chance to salvage the ship, and their hard 

work had paid off.  The entire port side of the ship had basically been blown off, 

exposing some 53 decks to space, it had lost the entire aft section of its starboard wing, 

and the bridge had been targeted and completely destroyed.  After it had been knocked 

out of the battle, the Consortium had continued to fire on it until they left it looking 

something like swiss cheese.  There was not a single section of the ship that had not taken 

at least moderate damage.  But despite all that damage, the engines were still good, and 

its computer core had survived.  Given those were the two most critical aspects of a ship, 

their survival had prompted the attempt to salvage. 

 It had been so heavily damaged that theyôd been able to squeeze it through the doors 

and into Kosigi, where an undamaged battleship wouldnôt fit.  That was why Myri had 

decided to allow them to try to salvage the ship, since theyôd literally cut off the starboard 

wing and managed to get the ship into Kosigiébut barely.  It had gotten stuck in the 

doors during the operation, requiring workers to go out in E-suits and cut away some 

damaged hull sections to free it up.  The battleship had lost a hell of a lot of paint getting 

what was left of it through the doors, but after five hours, they finally managed to tug it 

through and into the slightly wider entry tunnel.  After they got it inside, they towed it up 

by the central core, wrapped a repair drydock around it, and got to work literally 

rebuilding the ship from its center mass. 

 But it had been worth it, because the ship was now fully operational and awaiting 

official command to return to service.  The only problem was, they had no captain for it.  

Admiral Raide had been killed in the battle, the highest ranking casualty, as had the entire 

bridge crew, and 59% of its crew.  The Jenda had suffered the most casualties of any ship 

that hadnôt been destroyed or decommissioned. 

 It was repaired now, ready for service, but in a bit of amusing irony, the Jenda was 

trapped in Kosigi until they built the second set of doors.  Where it had been shot to hell 

and theyôd been just barely able to wriggle it in through the doors when it was damaged, 

when the ship had lost 29% of its mass and more or less its entire port side, now it was 

too big to get out. 

 Jason, Zaa, SkôVrae, and Dahnai watched the battleship from the command center of 

Kosigi, Dellinôs domain on the central core.  Behind them were their personal attendants 



and highest echelons of the militaries of all three civilizations, including Lorna, who had 

come with the Faey military attachment.  Theyôd remained on Karis since arriving with 

Yila a few days ago, which Jason didnôt mind at all.  They were all scheduled to come on 

an official visit anyway, part of a conference they were holding with the military 

command staffs of the Imperium and Collective.  Theyôd simply come a little early, that 

was all, to discuss their retaliatory acts against the Alliance for the plot the Kimdori had 

uncovered.  Dellin was standing in front of his operations desk, which was on a raised 

dais at the back of the command center, his public desk.  He had another desk in his 

private office which was in the room behind the dais, and in traditional Faey military 

design, his private quarters were behind that office.  Just like on Faey ships, the office, or 

ready room as they called it, was the transitional space between the commanderôs private 

quarters and his military duties.  It also ensured that the commander was always very 

close to the bridge or command center should an emergency arise. 

 The space behind the Jenda was not nearly as empty as it would have been a month 

ago.  Several other docks were floating out there, and each one was building either a 

KMS tactical cruiser or a standard cruiser.  The tactical cruiser, whose interim 

designation was Revenge, was slated for completion in just six days, and that would be 

Hiaeôs new ship.  On the tactical layout map Dellin kept behind his desk, there were blue, 

red, green, or white dots all over Kosigi.  Blue dots were KMS ships either under repair 

or construction.  Red dots were Imperium drydocks under construction.  Green dots were 

Collective drydocks under construction.  White dots were Kimdori ships already under 

construction or drydocks under construction.  Each color was more or less grouped into a 

dedicated sector except for KMS ships, which were centered beside the Kimdori sector 

but still had a few ships or docks scattered all over, not yet moved.  Each sector now had 

its own supply warehouses for its parts, and the workers were billeted in floating barracks 

in Kosigi with local gravity, with entertainment and recreation facilities located along the 

inside edge of the outer shell 

 Kosigi was busy now.  The doors stayed open basically all the time, because a 

constant stream of supply ships and freighters moved in and out, delivering supplies, 

workers, and in one case, the half-completed superstructure of an Imperium cruiser, 

towed in from the Goraga yard.  The doors were now a major chokepoint, and the 

completion of the capital doors now had an entirely new significance.  But, that was the 

other half of the reason they were up there.  The capital doors were in the last phases of 

construction.  Theyôd finished boring up to the surface, and what they were doing now 

was building the door backings to the solid rock over them, to make the doors hard to 

identify when they were closed.  When they had the backings complete, they would cut 

the rock away along the edges and widen it just enough to allow the doors to open 

without friction, and then the doors would be opened.  Between all the industry and the 

tens of thousands of people now living inside Kosigi, the hollow moon was even busier 

than Karis was now.  But that was alright by him.  Kosigi was the premier shipyard in 

their little alliance, weightless but with an atmosphere, self contained and with ready 

access to all it needed. 

 This wasnôt the only shipyard going into overdrive.  The three main shipyards for the 

Imperium were also gearing up, Goraga, Menos, and Makan, as were the 14 or so smaller 

shipyards they also maintained.  The Collective had two main shipyards themselves, one 

at Uruma and the other at Trakka, with a smattering of smaller yards scattered around.  



Theyôd lost their largest shipyard to the attack on Bellar, since the Imperium had 

destroyed it rather than capture it, but they were in the process of rebuilding that 

shipyard.  It only made sense to have one there, since the majority of the heavy metals 

they needed to build the ships came from Bellar in the first place.  The radiation had been 

a problem for them, but like with everything involving that valuable planet, theyôd found 

ways to deal with it. 

 That wouldnôt be a problem for much longer.  In just 12 days, the radiation shield 

they were building around the radioactive moon of Bellar would be complete, and the 

radiation dangers would curb a great deal after they completed all the tests and put the 

shield up. 

 ñItôs always good to see a ship return to service,ò Zaa noted as the Jenda cleared the 

drydock and began to turn.  Zora was the one at the helm, acting as the pusher pilot that 

was moving the ship to a staging area near the capital doors, where it would wait for the 

doors to be finished so it could get out. 

 ñWe werenôt sure about that one,ò Jason grunted.  ñThe Consortium shot it all to hell.  

They blew off so much of it they managed to get what was left of it through the doors and 

into the facility.  They literally rebuilt the whole thing around the engines and computer 

core.ò 

 ñWell, it looks ready for action,ò Dahnai noted as Sirri hovered around her hip.  As 

the next Empress, Dahnai liked to bring her to things like this, where she got exposure to 

important people. 

 ñItôs already been put back on the board,ò Jason affirmed.  They watched as the 

prototype Wolf fighter, piloted by none other than Justin Taggart, swooped by the main 

window.  Jason wanted the others to see it, and it amused him a little bit that it was 

Commander Justin Taggart, one of the four human male fighter pilots in the KMS and 

commander of the 76
th
 Carrier Squadron based on the Dreamer, had won the competition 

to earn the right to pilot the first Wolf.  Heôd beaten out the other 9 pilots, which were 8 

Faey women and a Makati female, believe it or not, and the prototype Wolf fighter, serial 

number X1, was now officially his fighter.  He would pilot the prototype until the third 

production Wolf came off the line, and that would be his fighter.  The first two ships off 

the line were slated for other duties and would not be considered the ñfirstò combat 

fighter off the line.  He had rated to pilot it in just two days, but he was still mastering it, 

not yet rated for combat duty.  Myriôs projections from Juma showed that it was going to 

take a fighter pilot about 12 hours of classroom training and 60 hours of simulation time 

to be considered combat ready in a Wolf, and that only if they were already combat rated 

to a Raptor.  A green pilot would be looking at about two months of training before she 

earned her combat wingséand that also assumed the pilot already had a class 3 license.  

ñAnd there it is, ladies.  The Wolf,ò Jason said proudly.  ñJust finishing its shakedown 

and already in production.  We should have the first units entering service in a little under 

two weeks.ò 

 ñA fighter?  You devoted that much effort to a fighter?ò SkôVrae asked.  Like most 

non-Faey, the Urumi didnôt hold much water to fighters, and probably more than most 

others at that, since Urumi preferred big, hulking ships that could wade into a firefight 

and beat down the opponent through sheer attrition.  They only employed them to fend 

off Faey fighters, since fighters were a foundation of tactical Faey combat, getting the 

telepaths within striking distance of the crews in enemy ships.  The reason other 



governments didnôt devote much attention to developing fighters was because other 

civilizations couldnôt arm fighters with powerful enough weapons to make them a viable 

threat to anything but another fighter.  Faey fighters were traditionally armed with MPAC 

weapons, and thus were much more powerful, capable of doing real damage to fleet 

vessels.  But now, any race could fit Torsion weapons on a fighter, so Jason expected to 

see fighters jump in popularity very fast once military analysts realized that it was far 

cheaper to build 20 fighters than 1 destroyer and have them have almost equal firepower. 

 Thankfully, though, the Faey had much better fighters than anyone else, so theyôd still 

have the edge in fighter combat.  And the Wolf would rule them all. 

 ñThat fighterôs packing enough firepower to destroy a Consortium destroyer, Brood 

Queen,ò Jason told her bluntly.  ñIôll show you the sims on it.  Itôs an absolute monster in 

combat.ò 

 ñItôs an original Karinne design,ò Zaa elaborated.  ñThe Karinnes didnôt build it to 

only be a telepathic striker.  Their original intent was to put a fighter pilot at the controls 

who would be trained to fighter combat and carry a telepath devoted to making telepathic 

attacks, where Faey methodology is to have the pilot perform both roles.  It was intended 

to be a two woman fighter.ò 

 Actually, that explained a lot to Jason.  It was why it had the fake cockpit, had room 

for two people, so the telepathic mindstriker would be in the cockpit conducting attacks 

while the pilot was buried deep in the ship, in the armored control pod, who would be 

devoted to doing the actual ship to ship fighting.  It did leave him a question, however; 

why not simply put both the pilot and the striker in the armored box, where they were 

protected?  Why leave the striker much more vulnerable in the cockpit?  There had to be 

a reason for it.  Heôd have to think about it a while. 

 ñTruly?  Itôs that powerful?ò SkôVrae asked. 

 Jason nodded.  ñItôs that powerful.  And your own fighters wouldnôt be far from it if 

you refitted them with Torsion weapons.ò 

 ñWeôre already doing that with our Raptors and Dragonflies,ò Lorna declared. 

 ñI think we are doing that as well.ò 

 ñWe are,ò Queenôs Admiral KrôThor, the highest ranking Urumi officer in the 

Collective Starship Service, the CSS, affirmed.  He was a typical male Urumi, bigger 

than the females by a slight margin and lacking the big crest on his head, though he did 

have a series of bony spikes growing along his spinal column, which was a feature 

exclusive to males, just as the crest was exclusive to females.  Those spikes were in 

addition to the thick, durable bony plates that covered his body at virtually every 

sensitive spot, natural armor that, when combined with their redundant natural processes 

such as three hearts, made Urumi very hard to kill.  Between that armor, great strength 

derived from the fact that Uruma Prime was a heavier gravity planet than the galactic 

average, and their ability to spit venom, Urumi were very dangerous in unarmed combat.  

ñWe have nearly fifteen percent of our tactical fighters refitted with Torsion weapons.ò 

 ñAnd every one of them can be a viable threat to an enemy ship,ò Jason told SkôVrae.  

ñWhen you put a big enough gun on something you can mass produce, it becomes 

dangerous.  Through sheer numbers if nothing else.ò 

 ñLike the drones.ò 

 ñLike the drones,ò he nodded.  ñA single Torsion platform isnôt that dangerous to a 

destroyer.  But when sixty of them are in your face, thatôs an entirely different animal.ò 



 They watched as Zora piloted the battleship out into the gloom, and then moved back 

to other matters.  The leaders were here for a scheduled conference and tour of Kosigi, 

since it was going to become a central point in their war effort.  Theyôd already proven 

that the Imperium and Collective could work well together, mainly in the Terra Entry 

Station.  Despite being run and maintained by two different empires, it ran very 

smoothly.  The Urumi didnôt seem to mind being around the telepathic Faey, and they 

proved they were every bit as technically skilled as Faey engineers.  The Collective 

Stormtroopers there to act as defense were thoroughly professional and had impressed the 

Imperial Marines, and Jason got reports daily that showed that the two military units 

actually worked very well together.  But the main reason they were there was so Dahnai 

and SkôVrae could wrangle with Admiral Dellin. 

 Dellin was a curious man.  He was well into middle age, bordering on old, and had 

been in the Imperial Navy as a supply base commander before being lured to come to 

Karis.  At heart, he was a scholar and a scientist, but for Dellin, his studies centered 

around military history and military science.  His particular area of expertise was military 

logistics, able to take a large, diverse base and make it run smoothly and efficiently, and 

that made him perfect to command Kosigi.  He was a thoroughgoing professional, had the 

unswerving loyalty of everyone under his command, and was as efficient as a Makati or 

Kizzik when it came to keeping everything organized and all the various construction 

projects on schedule.  One certainly wouldnôt attribute that to him, for he was one of the 

shortest Faey Jason had ever known.  He was only five feet tall, slight and slender of 

build, but he was handsome in a rugged sense and kept the front and sides of his raven 

black hair cut just short enough to stay out of his face and still allow him to comb it in a 

stylish part, while the back fell down to his shoulders in what Jason would call a mullet 

style.  That raven black hair would make him the center of attention, to the point where it 

made up for his lack of height.  Even though he was almost freakishly short, that sleek 

black hair and his handsome face would make women look twice at him. 

 With Dellin there to explain things and basically bully the two rulers, Jason didnôt 

have much to do but to listen.  Dellin wasnôt impressed by Dahnaiôs status as the Empress 

when she tried to force him into changing his proposed schedule to favor Imperium 

shipbuilders, and it was almost amusing to watch her beat her head against that wall.  

Kosigi was Dellinôs command, and he kept that command no matter what.  he did 

officially tune out when Cybi contacted him.  [Jason, Miaari wants to talk to you,] she 

told him. 

 [Thank God for you, my guardian angel,] he communed back.  [This meeting is 

putting me to sleep.]  ñExcuse me a minute, ladies,ò Jason said, standing up.  He stepped 

outside Dellinôs ready room and leaned against the door.  [Go ahead Miaari,] he called. 

 [Jason, weôre getting some traffic through on the Consortiumôs long distance 

communications,] she told him.  [Theyôre getting ready to move.] 

 [Move?  Whatôs up?] 

 [Theyôre preparing to move the base out of the ambush site,] she answered.  [We also 

learned how badly we hurt them, my friend.] 

 [How bad?] 

 [Critically,]  she answered.  [As you predicted, the losses of their ship crews were 

catastrophic.  Even ships that took only light or moderate damage had upwards of sixty 

percent crew fatalities.  They literally have thousands of ships and no crews to man them.  



Theyôre going to tow salvageable ships back to other bases and basically park them, 

because they just donôt have crews to man them.  Anything they canôt tow, they intend to 

destroy to deny us the chance to come back and pick over what they leave behind.] 

 In the three days since the attack, theyôd been watching the Consortium try to salvage 

the ships damaged in their attack against them.  Theyôd pulled everything around their 

surviving damaged base and surrounded it with every spaceworthy ship they had to 

defend it as they tried to repair ships and get them capable of moving.  Theyôd also 

managed to do a very good job of that.  Theyôd sent eight other attack waves of 

automated weapons, but with the Consortium now on high alert, only one attack had even 

a modicum of success, dealing substantial damage to one of their heavy cruisers.  Much 

as Jason and Miaari expected, their attacks were now more or less to keep them honest, 

make them use up resources defending their base and ships rather than devote them to the 

salvage effort. 

 And that was going to be a strategy for the overall war effort.  Since the Consortium 

had a huge numerical advantage, they were going to employ the same tactic theyôd used 

against Trillane, force them to commit resources to defending virtually everything, 

because the Legion may attack anywhere, at any time.  They had threatened the entire 

fleet of Sticks back on Terra during the Legion War, as they called it now, and they had 

forced Trillane to invest massive amounts of resources into defending their Sticks from 

attack.  That had been a war to force Trillane to spend money, but the same basic strategy 

would work here.  If they could force the Consortium to hold back defenses at every 

position they had, not allowing them to jump their entire fleets, tying them up into 

defense, forcing them to commit resources, that was less that might attack them once they 

went on the offensive.  From the start, they knew this war would be about attrition, to 

make the Consortium use up their resources since they were separated from their 

unlimited resources by a five year hyperspace jump from Andromeda. 

 [And that brings us to the first actionable intelligence weôve picked up from their 

comm network,] she continued.  [Because theyôve lost so many crew, they intend to grow 

more.] 

 [Come again?] 

 [Theyôre insectoids, Jason,] she reminded him.  [From what we pieced together, each 

of those five bases they were bringing had egg-laying breeders in it.  A queen of sorts.  

Now they intend to place them in a favorable environment and allow them to repopulate 

their lost crews.  As we speak, theyôre building an enclosure at star PR-253 to produce 

new crew.  It seems that the star has optimal conditions for rapid maturation of the 

insectoids, and itôs also highly defensible.] 

 [How long would that take them?] 

 [Iôm not entirely sure.  Songa should know.] 

 [Cybi, patch Songa in, please,] he called. 

 [Certainly, one moment.] 

 [How does it look to attack PR-253?] he asked Miaari as they waited. 

 [Not good.  The star is enclosed in a small shell nebula.  Anything that goes in has to 

travel sublight, and as you know, no stealth technology works in a nebula, not even the 

CMS.] 

 [Fuck,]  he growled.  No ship could jump into or out of a nebula, because the gas 

clouds actually had considerable gravity fields which prevented jumping.  And since the 



gas clouds were ionized and there was a tremendous amount of electrical charge in a 

nebula, shields wouldnôt function.  Urumi stealth fields and Karinne CMS would be 

overloaded trying to plow through that ambient charge.  [They have considerable 

resources at that base, and if theyôre moving their breeding queens there, odds are theyôll 

reinforce it even more.] 

 Jason looked over the images they had of star PR-253 from the Karinne historical 

survey data files, and saw that it was indeed a fortress, in the scope of stellar warfare.  

The enclosing nebula protected the interior star from surprise attacks, and the charged, 

ionized gas would defeat any stealth technology that tried to invade the nebula.  The 

nebula was large enough for them to respond to any fleet that dropped out of hyperspace 

and tried to enter using sublight.  The Consortium had chosen that position well.  It would 

be very hard to capture or destroy.  In many ways, it mirrored the concept of the 

interdictor. 

 [What did you need, Jayce?] Songaôs voice came over communion. 

 [We need an idea of how long it would take the enemy insectoids to reach adulthood 

from egg stage,] he answered.  [Your best guess.] 

 [My best guess?  About a year,] she answered.  [I dated every corpse you brought me, 

and the youngest of them were only about fifteen months old.  Give them a year to 

mature, a few more months to train, and there you go.] 

 [Unless they train while maturing,] Miaari answered.  [If the youngest corpse is 

fifteen months old, and those corpses were pulled from ships that had traveled here from 

Andromedaéthereôs a discrepancy.  Does your dating take stasis into account?  Are you 

dating them by biology or by dating the matter that makes them up?] 

 [Itôs based on general insectoid biological processes, and itôs not exact,] Songa 

answered.  [Itôs just a guess, based on their similarity to Kizzik biology  and the length of 

time those devices had been in their heads.  I can have the bodies isotope dated to 

determine how old they are.] 

 [I think you should,] Jason told her.  [Right now, hon, knowing how long it takes them 

to raise new soldiers from an egg is important information.] 

 [Iôll get right on it, dear,] she said seriously.  [Iôll have more information for you by 

morning, as soon as we get the tests finished.] 

 [Get it to me and Miaari both as soon as you get results, hon.] 

 [I surely will, dear,] she answered. 

 [Any action we take against PR-253 is going to have to be clandestine, Jason,] 

Miaariôs voice continued.  [Any direct action would be suicidal.] 

 [Yeah, Iôm looking at the surveys now. Fuck,] he grunted.  [Itôs like a natural version 

of Karis.  Iôll bring breaking in and attacking up to the Legion, see what they come up 

with.] 

 [Iôll let you get back to your boring conference now,] she finished, her voice amused. 

 [Bitch.  Iôm gonna get you.] 

 [Better men have tried,] she teased lightly, then broke the connection. 

 Jason took that information right to the rulers and laid it out for them.  ñItôs a short 

term gain, but a long term problem,ò he finished.  ñThey donôt have crews to man their 

ships at the moment, so in the short run thatôs good.  But if they can get that egg 

producing facility up and running, then theyôll have not only crews for the ships they 

have, but crews for any ships they build.ò 



 ñTheyôre setting up,ò SkôVrae growled.  ñThis is undeniable proof that the 

Consortium will not leave this galaxy even if they conquer Karis.ò 

 ñAnd that means that this is information we must spread through the sector,ò Zaa 

declared.  ñRight now, the other empires are afraid to resist the Consortium because of 

their numbers.  But if we show them that the Consortium has no intentions of leaving our 

galaxy, it might force them to draw different conclusions.  I doubt that any ruler will want 

to be the puppet of the Consortium.ò 

 ñAnd once the news of the successful attack on that huge incoming fleet passes 

around, maybe itôll put some steel in a few backbones,ò Dahnai continued. 

 ñBut, it might also spur them into attacking early,ò Jason surmised, looking at the 

monitor.  ñRight now, the discord of the empires in this sector works in their favor, so 

theyôll just let it continue.  But if we start showing signs of organizing against them, it 

might incite them to take the ten thousand or so ships they have available right now and 

start conquering.ò 

 ñThat is a risk,ò Zaa agreed, ñbut it is a risk worth taking.  I know this sounds cold, 

but if the Consortium starts attacking the smaller empires, they will inevitably cause 

casualties to the Consortium due to their being armed with Torsion weaponry.  And every 

ship they lose taking over the other empires is one less ship we face when they try to 

penetrate the interdictors.ò 

 ñIt is not cold, it is fact,ò SkôVrae said simply.  ñBut this is not about morality or 

ethics.  This is about survival.  I will endure the suffering of the others if it prevents the 

suffering of my own.ò 

 ñThatôs about the truth,ò Dahnai agreed. 

 The conference broke up after a little more discussion, but Jasonôs mind wasnôt in the 

rest of it because it was about Dellin, really.  Aya took him and Dahnai both back down 

to Karsa, and Dahnai took only the time to change and round up her family before she 

was over at his house, sitting on the couch with Jyslin as they watched Rann and Shya 

play a game of Seven Circles with Maer and Sirri.  Jason sat out on the deck, watching a 

storm roll towards them from the ocean as he considered the news of the day and 

wracked his brain trying to think of some way to attack that base at PR-253, but it quite 

honestly had him stumped.  It was a Karis-level fortress, where the only way in was to 

run a gauntlet of firepower and just pray you had ships left by the time you got there.  On 

top of that, though, was a strange feeling oféwell, foreboding.  Things were starting to 

develop, come to a head, and while he was ready for it and could deal with it, he didnôt 

like knowing what was coming.  Fighting with toys was one thing, but here he was 

considering a manned attack on a heavily fortified enemy position, where people were 

going to die. 

 His people. 

 Not that he wanted to see the Urumi or the Imperial forces die either, but he had to be 

honest with himself.  SkôVrae and Dahnai saw their militaries as numbers.  They were 

statistics, and when they died, they were just statistics moved to a different column.  To 

Jason, they were people.  He knew virtually the entirety of the officer corps and a vast 

majority of the upper ranking enlisted ranks of his military personally.  He attended 

ceremonies.  He had them come by his house or office and chat with him.  He even 

attended Jeyaôs birthday party.  He knew it was going to come to this, manned conflict 

that would get people killed, but he also knew that they had no choice in the matter.  The 



very survival of Jason, Cybi, Myleena, his children, and all the Generations were at stake 

here.  If the Consortium took them, Cybi would be killed and Jason rather doubted that he 

would survive what they did to him to try to either subdue him to their will or clone him 

or something.  Even though they werenôt Generations, his people were willing to risk 

their lives, even sacrifice them, to protect Jason and Cybi and all the others. 

 He had to be proud of that, and very, very grateful. 

 Jyslin wandered out to join him, sitting on the bench beside him.  She was connected 

enough to him to sense his pensive mood, and God bless her, he knew she was there to 

try to soothe him a little.  She smiled and took his hand, patting the back of it, then leaned 

over and kissed him on the cheek.  Itôs going to be alright, love, she assured him. 

 I hope so, he answered.  Iôm sorry I upset you. 

 You never upset me, love, she assured him, reaching out and touching his gestalt.  

Now put house business on the shelf for a while and come visit before Dahnai smacks 

you. 

 He chuckled.  I guess I can, but it wonôt last long. 

 It only has to last long enough, dear. 

 Visiting was one thing, but inevitably, whenever Jason felt unsettled, he ended up in 

front of the piano.  The rest of the family was used to these occasional evening concerts, 

never quite planned and rarely starting out as anything but his itch to play, but it wasnôt 

long before half the strip was over because they could hear the music.  That was because 

Jason rarely played by himself for long.  Aya and the other guards were all quite adept at 

various musical instruments, and they couldnôt allow Jason to dominate the spotlight with 

his admitted impressive ability behind the keyboard.  Jason literally grew up sitting at a 

piano, first watching his mother and then learning for himself, so he was more than a 

match for the guards, challenging them with his jazz style that forced them to think on 

their feet and adapt, even as he met their challenge when someone changed the tempo or 

style on himébut that was true jazz music.  No song was ever played the same, and often 

uncharted territory was explored in a musical sense as human and Faey musical styles 

merged and sometimes clashed among Jason, Dera, Aya, Ryn, Shen, and Suri.  Dahnai 

had heard Jason play the piano beforeðthere was now a piano in the throne room and 

Dahnai had often had Jason play for the entire Siann during courtðand sheôd heard her 

guards play for her, but sheôd never experience anything quite like this.  She was honestly 

surprised and a little amazed to hear pure improvisation that sounded almost like 

rehearsed music, but that was more due to the skill of the players and their familiarity 

with one another than anything else. 

 And there was almost always singing to go with the music.  The guards couldnôt sing, 

and Jason wasnôt very good at singing, but Symone was actually very good, as were 

Sheleese and the twins, Lyn and Bryn.  Dahnai got to listen to Symone sing several 

Terran pop songs currently in fashion, then heard Lyn and Bryn sing a few Faey folk 

songs.  But Dahnai and Kellin were awed to hear Sheleese belt out Faey opera arias like a 

veteran performer. 

 The House of Karinne jammed in Jasonôs living room well past sunset, then as the 

kids started getting sleepy, their friends wandered back home.  Dahnai and her family 

remained, however, since Jason was still piddling behind the piano, teaching Rann the 

fundamentals.  Rann absorbed these little lessons like a sponge, for he was very interested 

in the piano and the amazing sounds his father could make it do, just as Jason had been 



fascinated by the wondrous music his own mother could urge out of the instrument.  

Already, at the age of almost six, Rann understood the basics of the piano and was 

proving he had an ear for music. 

 Sometimes I forget how amazing you are, babes, Dahnai grinned down at him as she 

stood by the piano and Jason played Chopsticks along with Rann, Rann playing the 

soprano and Jason the alto versions.  Rann gave him a frown when Jason started 

flourishing, introducing a rippling harmony, then he laughed when his father pushed him 

off and played the piano version of one of Rannôs favorite cartoons, the Terran show 

Spongebob Squarepants, even singing it in a rough pirate voice and badly off key. 

 This is nothing.  You should have heard my mother play, he answered.  She was a 

concert pianist.  She could make a piano do anything. 

 Well, that was your mother, not you, she smiled.  Now play that song I like. 

 Which one? 

 That one. 

 Jason laughed.  So, youôre going to test me, he winked.  Kellin, what song does she 

want to hear? 

 Cheater! Dahnai accused. 

 Your one and only, he answered smoothly, then he started playing Maple Leaf Rag, 

one of Dahnaiôs favorite piano songs. 

 

 Jason knew that the Alliance was going to have a fit when the shit hit the fan, and in 

that respect, he was entirely correct. 

 In a series of raids along the border of both Skaa governments, Alliance smugglers 

were caught and boarded, and a hell of a lot of contraband and extremely valuable cargo 

were seized.  The freebooters, long accustomed to their smuggling routes being free and 

clear of any kind of traffic, were caught completely by surprise by the Skaa military 

vessels, so much so that very few of them managed to escape back into hyperspace.   

Those that were caught first couldnôt even warn the ones coming behind them, since only 

the Kimdori, Karinnes, and Consortium were capable of communicating with ships in 

hyperspace. 

 For the Empire and the Republic, it was a coup.  They managed to capture and shut 

down long-standing smuggling operations, since they caught so many of them that their 

organizations were effectively destroyed, and the value of the contraband and cargo they 

seized was significant. 

 For the Alliance, however, it was an unmitigated disaster, but not a natural one.  The 

High Staff wasnôt an idiot, and maybe he was a little chagrined to find that the Trefanis 

had sold him outébut he should have expected it, since he was trying to instigate war 

between the Imperium and anyone he could get mad enough to declare war on them.  

Yila played a wonderful recording for Jason when she came for another visit to 3D of the 

High Staff having a conniption over her vidlink, threatening ugly retribution, which 

became stunned silence and a hastily cut communication when Yila countered with a 

curious bit of intelligence sheôd received from one of her front businesses about a low-

level Alliance diplomat trying to secure Skaa proton bombs through one of the black 

market operations the Trefanis indirectly controlled, and pondering why the Alliance 

would be trying to acquire Skaa weaponry when their own antimatter bombs were 

superior. 



 Graith knew that Yila was almost frighteningly intelligent, and would probably 

believe that she was smart enough to suspect that the Alliance was about to try to frame 

the Skaa for something they were going to doélittle did he know she got that straight 

from Jason, who got it from Zaa. 

 Jason also held true to his promise to Yila.  The Empire and the Republic paid a 

handsome bounty for the information that led to their catches, which made its way into 

House Trefaniôs coffers.  

 ñI think this is the first time I ever made more money obeying the law rather than 

breaking it,ò Yila noted to Jason when she showed him the huge sum of money sheôd 

earned for her bit of backstabbing, which made Jason laugh. 

 There were, however, repercussions.  The Alliance came down hard on the front 

businesses owned by the Trefanis, and Yila had to pull most of her people out of Alliance 

space.  Yila had to basically wash her hands of her Alliance business, but in the greater 

scope of things, it was worth it, both for Yila and for the Imperium. 

 The shocks to High Staff Graith didnôt stop there, since Zaa had convinced the others 

to make public the Consortiumôs predicament and their plans.  Jason wasnôt too sure it 

should be made public, but he respected Zaa too much to gainsay her.  Jason did, 

however, put his foot down and not allow any footage of the attack to be broadcast.  He 

didnôt want anyone to see how he attacked the Consortium, even the Consortium itself, 

because it would just give potential enemies the chance to see them in operation.  All that 

was released was a statement acknowledging that the Imperium, Collective, and Kimdori 

had attacked the Consortiumôs incoming fleet and had inflicted considerable casualties, 

proof of which was supplied by a poignant reconnaissance image of the Consortium fleet 

in the aftermath of the attack, with destroyed and damaged ships everywhere and fires 

raging on many ships that still had power.  They then released the locations of the 

Consortiumôs bases around the galaxy, and the fact that they were towing still more bases 

in with the invasion fleet, making it abundantly clear to everyone that the Consortium had 

absolutely no intentions of leaving the Milky Way, even if they conquered Karis. 

 Then they simply sat back and waited. 

 What Jason was afraid would happen was that the Consortium would take what ships 

they had and start invading the surrounding empires before the sector could unite against 

them, but Zaa didnôt feel that they would do it.  It was the one point that got debated the 

most between them, since Zaa didnôt think that the Consortium would see the other 

empires as any kind of threat since they could just go right by them on their way to Karis, 

which was their ultimate objective.  She believed that the Consortium would make no 

moves against the sector as a whole unless they knew that the other empires were allying 

themselves to the Karinnes, or what Zaa and SkôVrae had started calling their 

Confederation.  She believed that so long as the other empires stayed neutral, the 

Consortium would leave them alone in the short term. 

 Jason didnôt see it that way, and especially not now.  Theyôd dealt some significant 

damage to the Consortiumôs fleet, and now the Consortium would need resources.  The 

easy way to get them was to take them from someone else, so Jason felt that one of the 

medium-sized resource rich empires was in trouble, and that definition fit both the 

Alliance and the Skaa Republic.  The Shio and the Nine Colonies were too small, and the 

Skaa Empire was too big. 



 However, as the days went by, their surveillance of the Consortium showed that it 

wasnôt the Alliance or the Republic that were being raided for resources, and that both 

Jason and Zaa were correct.  The Consortium didnôt come after them, they instead located 

a different multi-system civilization literally all the way across the galaxy, in the spiral 

arm past the arm holding Exile, along the edge of the galaxy literally all the way across it 

from the Imperium.  Most life in the Milky Way was along the edges, since the closer one 

got to the center of the galaxy the more ambient radiation there was emanating from the 

core, and radiation was a hostile environment to about 90% of known life.  The Kimdori 

were the only intelligent race known to have originated from so close to the galactic core, 

about halfway between the core and Karis, and those unique environmental conditions 

had produced one of the most unique species in the galaxy.  No other complex life had 

been found closer than Kimdori, not even by the Kimdori themselves. 

 Long distance probes shielded from Consortium sensors showed them what was 

going on.  The Consortium had located the civilization before making their play for 

Karis, and now that they were in need of resources, they took about 10,000 of their ships 

and invaded.   And there was nothing that they could do about it.  It was a two day trip by 

hyperspace, some 158 continuous minutes of hyperspace travel, about as far as one could 

get from Karis.  Probes showed that this civilization spanned 48 systems, and the 

Consortium invaded and conquered it within two days.  Jason had been right that they 

would go after an existing civilization, and Zaa had been right that they stayed way the 

hell away from Karis, because if they set up shop close by, they were just putting a big 

target on their backs. 

 It was also more and more proof that the Consortium had no intention of leaving the 

Milky Way.  They had conquered their first native civilization, and Jason had no doubt 

that theyôd be looking for more.  It also showed him that they couldnôt just sit back and 

play defense through this entire war.  If they let the Consortium spread through the 

galaxy, there might come a time when their sector was the only sector the Consortium 

had not conquered. 

 But, the logistics of it.  How did they wage war against an enemy whose fleet 

outnumbered theirs by about 100 to 1 and was all the way across the galaxy? 

 Stargates, that was how.  Exile already proved the viability of the outpost system, a 

lone system far out from their territory that could serve as a forward outpost for 

expansion, as Dahnai had wanted in their deal with Karinne over supplying the Stargate.  

What they needed to do was find a viable system close to concentrations of Consortium 

bases and get an interdictor and a Stargate there, then use that forward position as a base 

of operations to conduct both clandestine and military campaigns. 

 Jason was looking over the astrogeographical surveys in his office at the White House 

with Cybi hovering by his shoulder.  The Karinnes had mapped nearly 46% of the known 

galaxy before they were destroyed through scout ships and had telescopically mapped 

88% of the galaxy using hyperspace telescopes that looked into real space.  Jason was 

looking for viable systems near known Consortium bases.  A system had to have at least 

two rocky planets capable of supporting military colonization with minimal 

environmental equipment to be considered viable.  A barren, airless planet would do fine, 

a planet like Mars would do fine, but someplace like Venus would not.  If they could 

drop a habitat module on the surface and be in business, it was viable.  If they had to take 

extravagant measures to protect the equipment or the people, it wasnôt. 



 There were several viable systems that would put them within striking distance of 

several Consortium positions, but the one that interested him the most was system PR-

227.  It was a neighbor of PR-253, about 132 light years away, which would make it a 

short hop by hyperspace travel.  It was a very large system consisting of a binary star 

system, a yellow sun-like star orbiting a blue giant, and it had 16 planets in its system.  

There were 3 terrestrial planets in the system, and one of them was Mars-like in its 

composition; it had an atmosphere, but was very, very cold and had almost no water, a 

frigid desert planet.  It was the third of the three terrestrials, but the other two werenôt 

viable.  The closest one to the stars was a molten ball of hellish death, the planet 

constantly pulled and yanked by the shifting gravitational pulls of the two stars, which 

had never allowed it to cool enough to form a solid crust.  The middle planet was Venus-

like.  It was a truly huge terrestrial planet, five times the size of Earth, but it had an 

atmosphere so dense that its sea-level air pressure was enough to crush a submarine.  

Aside from that pressure and a gravity that was 6.7 of Imperial Standard Gravity, which 

was itself 1.11672 Earth gravity, the conditions on that planet were almost tolerable for 

humanoid life, but not quite.  The temperature range was from 42 to 172 degrees 

Fahrenheit from the poles to the equator, and there was both water and oxygen present.  

But, sadly, the air pressure made the planet non-viable.  Nobody could go outside without 

wearing hard exo-suits, and that was too much.  But, the third planet, that was more than 

viable.  A standard E-suit could keep the outside crews warm, the air pressure at ground 

level was .74 Imperial standard, and gravity was .88. 

 ñI think this is our best bet,ò Cybi noted as they looked over the system.  ñIt puts us 

within striking distance of PR-253, and the second planet has considerable mineral 

deposits we can mine for our own needs.  It will take some time to set up a mining 

operation, though.ò 

 ñWe can put the Master Builders on it, they love a challenge,ò Jason mused, leaning 

back in his chair and tapping his finger to his chin.  ñThe big question is, how do we 

fortify it without the Consortium attacking.  If they can scramble an attack fleet before 

the interdictor starts its logarithmic expansion, they could get an attack fleet there to 

threaten the Stargate.ò 

 ñWe could find a system further out, but look at these mineralogical readings,ò Cybi 

prompted, pointing at the list of minerals on the high-pressure planet.  ñItôs worth trying 

to secure, if only to keep these minerals away from the Consortium.  Iôm amazed the 

Consortium has not done it themselves.ò 

 ñTheyôre interested in right now, not the long haul,ò he returned.  ñSo, we need to call 

Dahnai and find out when the next Stargates come out of 2M.ò 

 ñI would say so.ò  She patted him on the shoulder.  ñAnd you need to stop avoiding 

me.ò 

 ñAbout what?  Itôs not like you canôt talk to me any time you want, woman!ò 

 She gave him a sly smile.  ñReally?  Well then, I think this is a good time to talk 

about the schedule of the CBIM.ò 

 He gave her a look, then laughed ruefully.  ñItôs on schedule, thank you very much,ò 

he replied, a bit tartly.  ñAnd Iôm holding firm.ò 

 ñYouôre being bull-headed and completely unreasonable,ò she answered.  ñI was put 

on Kosiningi for a reason, my friend.  I am not suited to run Karga.  My programming is 

not suited for it.  Build a CBIM designed for that task.ò 



 ñIt wonôt be you,ò he complained, leaning back and looking up at her, which made 

her face appear upside-down to him.  ñI donôt want some other CBIM running Karga and 

leaving you stuck out there on that rock.  You belong here, Cybi.  You belong at the heart 

of the house, because you are the heart of this house.  Even if there were fifty other 

CBIMs, none of them would ever be you.ò 

 ñYouôre being unreasonable,ò she repeated.  ñAfter all, you must build another 

CBIM before I can even be moved, and every bit of logic in this universe dictates that the 

very first CBIM you build goes in Karsa to run the Kargan continent.  You donôt need 

two CBIMs here.ò 

 ñStop it with logic,ò he snorted.  ñThis isnôt about logic!  This is about me wanting 

you where you belong!ò 

 ñI belong where I am,ò she said simply.  ñAfter all, itôs why I was put there.  You 

should be allowing the Karga CBIM to run things, and since youôre being so persnickety, 

I wouldnôt be averse to you considerably upgrading my tactical capabilities.  Stronger 

biogenic plants, more relays, a stronger network.  Unlike the newer CBIMs, Iôm much 

better suited for direct confrontation, because I have combat experience and we both 

already know I am quite compatible with most of the Generations in a merge.  So if you 

want to do something for me, bulk me up and let me be the one that does the fighting 

should we have to defend Karis against the Consortium.ò 

 He gave her a hard, long look.  ñAnd if I say no?ò 

 ñJason, you should have learned after six years that a woman always gets her way,ò 

she said sweetly, patting him on the cheek. 

 ñThatôs it, youôre staying away from Jyslin,ò he grunted, which made her laugh. 

ñWelléalright.  But youôre caving on one thing.ò 

 ñWhat?ò 

 ñYou are moving off of Kosiningi,ò he told her.  ñWe will  have two CBIMs in Karsa, 

and I will not leave you out there alone.  The other one will run the continent, but youôll 

be here as a tactical defense against invasion.ò 

 ñNow that, I will agree to do,ò she said simply.  ñJust make sure the complex you 

build for me can handle the kinds of demands that will be placed on it.  And you must 

replace me with another CBIM on Kosiningi, Jason.  I am here for a reason, and you 

need another one here, just in case.ò 

 ñWell, alright,ò he declared.  ñThe first one we build will be in Karsa.  Then we build 

your new home, then we replace the Kosiningi core with a new CBIM, then we build the 

Kosigi CBIM.  And while all that goes on, we work on the tactical CBIM for the Aegis.ò 

 ñAlright.  Have the Master Builders got back to you about moving me?ò 

 He nodded.  ñTheyôre absolutely positive they can do it,ò he replied.  ñThey said 

moving your core without you losing power or access to your external systems will be 

childôs play, since youôre already designed to be modular and mobile and the new 

biogenic network gives you complete access to remote systems.  And after we get 

broadcast power operating, that will be a moot point.  You can receive power from a 

remote uplink and maintain your connections through the biogenic network.  Moving you 

wonôt be hard at all.ò 

 ñAlright then, weôll go with it.  But I demand a nice place,ò she told him.  ñWith big 

rooms and a swimming pool.ò 



 He spluttered and looked up at her.  ñWhat earthly reason do you need a swimming 

pool for?ò 

 ñWell, since Iôm obviously so important to you, I deserve to be treated like a queen, 

she said airily.  ñSo my new home must be opulent.  A queenôs mansion for the queen that 

I am,ò she stated in an arrogant tone. 

 He laughed, earnestly and long, then slapped at her solid yet holographic elbow.  

ñYou are turning into such a bitch,ò he teased. 

 ñYou like bitches,ò she teased in reply, tapping him on the nose. 

 ñOh really?ò 

 ñMmm-hmm.  Jyslin,ò she started, ticking along on her fingers, ñDahnai, Meya, 

Myra, Kumi, Myliðñ 

 ñI get it!ò he barked, cutting her off. 

 The door opened without any warning, which meant that it had to be Jyslin, Myri, or 

Miaari.  Chirk would have warned him if it was anyone else.  He looked up to see Miaari 

padding in, her tail swishing a bit more than usual; she was in a good mood.  ñWell, 

youôre perky,ò he noted to her. 

 She gave him a smile.  ñI just finished talking with father,ò she answered.  ñHeôs 

granting my request.ò 

 ñTo?ò 

 ñBreed,ò she answered directly.  ñHe says he finds it silly that I even bothered to ask, 

but thatôs just his pride talking.  He is my clan leader,ò she said simply. 

 ñSo, it seems that the round of impending births got to you,ò he teased. 

 She laughed.  ñIôd been thinking of asking for a while,ò she admitted.  ñI miss having 

little cubs about.ò 

 ñSo, how does that work?ò Jason asked curiously.  ñIôve never really asked you about 

your social life.ò 

 She grinned at him.  ñThe males my father deems as worthy of producing cubs with 

me will compete for my attention,ò she answered.  ñThe male who most captures my 

interest will sire my cubs.ò 

 ñMarriage, eh?ò 

 ñOnly the clan leader mates for life, Jason,ò she said simply, ñbecause he or she is the 

only one permitted to breed at will.  After the sire impregnates me, he is out of the 

picture.  It is the sole duty of the female to raise the litter.ò 

 ñAh, so thatôs why the male clan leader mates for life, to keep control over his 

offspring,ò he mused. 

 ñVery insightful,ò Miaari said with an approving nod.  ñCorrect.ò 

 ñAnd men have no say in things?ò 

 ñNot in the raising, but the honor of the child impacts his own,ò she answered.  ñIf my 

children perform well, the sireôs reputation is raised.  If they do poorly, it impacts on 

him.ò 

 ñAnd he has no say in raising the child?  Thatôs harsh.ò 

 ñIt was his decision to pursue the female, so that was his mistake if his children 

embarrass him,ò she said simply.  ñMales extensively research available females to 

ensure they will be good mothers before they even make a formal inquiry.ò 

 ñWell, I guess thatôs fair,ò Jason acceded.  ñWhen does this competition begin?ò 



 ñIt already has,ò she smiled.  ñMy father announced that he was giving me permission 

to breed two hours ago, and heôs already quite swarmed over with official inquiries, 

which is how a male declares his intention to win the right to sire my cubs.  Itôs not often 

that a Handmaiden makes herself available,ò she said with a smug little smile. 

 ñArrogant bitch,ò he teased. 

 ñThat is an effectively correct statement,ò she said lightly.  ñI am officially 

considered a bitch in your English since I am a female canine that has children.  In 

Kimdori, Iôm officially a bitch until Iôm pregnant, because Iôm an available female.ò  She 

waggled her tail.  ñI think I know whoôs going to win, though.ò 

 ñAlready?  And just how did you pull off this miracle?ò 

 ñBecause Kraal made an inquiry!ò she said, her tail shivering.  ñThe Kraal!ò 

 ñOkay, educate us non-Kimdori,ò he prompted. 

 ñHeôs the only other living Handservant to Denmother,ò she told him, a bit shortly.  

ñHeôs a Handgroom as I am a Handmaiden.  Much as I am put here by Denmother to 

babysit you, Kraal is the official ambassador to the Skaa Empire, to keep them out of 

mischief.  If not for the Faey bias against males, he would be ambassador to the 

Imperium rather than Jinaami.ò 

 ñAh.  So, he must be good.ò 

 ñHe is very good, and would be a fantastic sire to my cubs,ò she declared.  ñBut his 

status does not give him a free pass to my bed.  He must win my attention, and I will put 

him through his paces even harder than the other males, if only because of who he is,ò 

she grinned expectantly.  ñSuch a towering reputation means he must truly impress me to 

prove worthy of it.ò 

 ñAnd I thought female humans played hard to get,ò Jason laughed.  ñSo, when do you 

get to start looking over the merchandise?ò 

 ñThat has already started as well,ò she grinned.  ñIôve already received four poems.ò 

 ñPoems?ò 

 ñA Kimdori male must woo me, Jason, with both the reputation of his deeds and his 

ability to hold my interest.  Kimdori females adore poetry, so many males work very hard 

to be good poets.  A male must have a quick mind, a sterling reputation, admirable 

physical traits, and the respect of his clan leader for me to even look twice at him,ò she 

declared loftily.  ñAnd since I am a Handmaiden, I can be quite picky.ò 

 Jason laughed again, even louder.  ñIôd wash my hands of you, youôre just too much 

work,ò he told her. 

 ñYou have that harem,ò she snorted, slashing her tail.  ñAnd I wouldnôt pick you 

anyway, even if you were Kimdori.  I live here, silly male, Iôve seen what youôre like 

behind the curtains.  Youôd be a terrible sire!ò 

 ñTouche,ò he chuckled.  ñNow get your mind out from between your legs and letôs 

talk about something.ò 

 They debated the idea of trying to take PR-227 with Cybi for most of the afternoon, 

discussing the problems of trying to establish a foothold deep in Consortium territory and 

the advantages it would contain, such as causing the Consortium to focus on PR-227 

rather than Karis; they couldnôt allow that forward base to exist, since it would threaten 

PR-253.  The downside was that it would give the Consortium leave to practice breaching 

an interdictor in their home territory, as it were, where they didnôt have to worry about 

sending a fleet deep into hostile space and far removed from any reinforcements or 



support and at the mercy of Kimdori ECM, which would be a nightmare for about any 

civili zation.  In the end, after Miaari raised several such valid arguments, they decided to 

discuss the matter with the rulers and ask for some advice from the War Room and the 

upper command staff of the White House. 

 But, the talk with Miaari had reaffirmed something to himéthat life went on.  Yes, 

the Consortium had their backs to the wall, and their very survival was on the line.  But 

life had to go on.  Miaari was going to have more children.  His wife and amu dorai were 

pregnant with his children, and Symone was pregnant as well.  And there were other 

important things going on, things to do, such as teach Aura how to fly and teach Rann 

how to play the piano. 

 Life must go on, even in the midst of this war. 

 And life, Jason decided, would go on. 
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 For many, this was as much a statement as the declarations had been, and it was an 

event broadcast throughout what was now being called the Confederation, or the 

Confederacy. 

 It was official now.  The military alliance between Dahnai and SkôVrae had been 

formalized as an official confederation of two independent empires, formalizing 

diplomatic, military, and economic ties.  The terms of the confederation were very clear 

in that the two empires would retain their heightened level of cooperation and 

interdependence, operating as a single sovereign military entity, until the threat of the 

Consortium was neutralized, when the two empires would return to their sovereign states.  

Until then, however, Dahnai and SkôVrae had agreed to the confederation, mirroring their 

cooperation with the Entry Station between their empires, where each one did their own 

thing, but they kept each other informed of what they were doing.  The Confederation 

didnôt give SkôVrae the authority to butt her snout into Imperium business or vice versa, 

but it was definitely a step in the right direction.  The two empires had been operating 

like a single entity since theyôd entered into the military alliance, and the Articles of 

Wartime Confederation theyôd signed were literally just window dressing. 

 Zaa had declined to enter into it, but nobody expected the Kimdori to do it anyway. 

 This ceremony was as much window dressing as the Articles had been, but it was also 

very important for both sides.  This was the first big demonstration to both sides that they 

were in this together, because it was the Imperium that had invested a huge amount of 

resources into a planet that they didnôt technically own.  The radiation shield was now 

complete, and the entire Siann and every clan leader of the clans that made up the Urumi 

Collective were in attendance to witness the ceremonial activation of the radiation shield 

the Master Builders of the Academy had constructed around Bellarôs radioactive moon 

and the source of the most dangerous aspect of mining the planet, the lethal radiation.  



The shield wasnôt a magical fix-it to the problem, since there would be ambient radiation 

on Bellar until it was cleaned up by Kimdori-designed radiation sweepers, but it was the 

biggest piece of the puzzle.  In two months, the radiation levels on Bellar would be low 

enough to allow the population to leave the domes without radiation E-suits, which were 

significantly more bulky and expensive than standard E-suits. 

 It was a chance to see the Urumi power structure, which was rather unique as 

governments went.  The clan leaders formed a unicameral house of sorts, a congress that 

worked with the Brood Queen, a lineage of Urumi who belonged to no clan and thus 

were given the responsibility to rule outside of the clan structure, a family that had been 

specifically chosen for the task, or in the Urumiôs case, believed to be given the right to 

rule by divine providence due to the unique genetic aspects of the Brood Queenôs family 

line. 

 The things one learned about oneôs friends.  The Brood Queen SkôVrae and her 

Brood Princesses could reproduce without a male, in effect creating offspring which were 

clones of themselves.  All other Urumi required a male and a female to reproduce, but the 

line of the Brood Queen could produce children without being impregnated.  In fact, they 

had to, since any male sire would belong to a clan, and that would pollute the lineage of 

the Brood Queenôs family by giving a clan a foothold in the ruling family.  SkôVraeôs 9 

children, all female just like her, were in effect clones of SkôVrae, but oddly enough, they 

didnôt look just like her.  There was just enough genetic variation in the offspring, minor 

random mutations in their DNA, that made them genetically cloned from SkôVrae but not 

exact copies. 

 Another oddity was that the Brood Queenôs family line could produce a child with a 

male if the princess so wished, but taking a mate like that meant that the princess had to 

abdicate her title and join her husbandôs clan.  SkôVraeôs second oldest daughter, TeôPral, 

had done just that.  And TeôPralôs children by her husband would be incapable of self-

reproduction.  It was a unique aspect of the line of the Brood Queen only so long as that 

lineage was pure.  Only ñvirgin birthò daughters, cloned daughters of the Brood Queenôs 

line, had that unique ability. 

 Even more odd was that the Brood Queen did have male mates, and produced 

children with them, though those children were not Brood Princesses.  In fact, the Brood 

Queen had 23 ceremonial mates, one male from each of the 23 clans that made up the 

Collective.  One, however, was a real mate, her husband of sorts, and the children from 

that union were part of the ruling family of the fatherôs clan.  Unlike Kellin, who was 

heavily protected and not often seen in Faey society, SkôVraeôs husband was one of the 

command staff of her navy, Queenôs Admiral XaôBran, the third in command of the 

entire Urumi militaryéand that position was not due to nepotism.  XaôBran was a 

brilliant  military tactician.  But where the Brood Queen was permitted to have mates, her 

princesses were not. 

 The Brood Queenôs rule wasnôt absolute, since the house of the clan leaders had 

duties, responsibilities, and powers, but that was only on paper.  Since the Collective saw 

the line of the Brood Queen as ruling through divine providence, the reality was that the 

Brood Queenôs power was essentially absolute within the Collective.  The clan leaders 

would never openly defy the Brood Queen in public, though they did often voice 

concerns and objections to some of the things she did in private. 



 It was almost amusing to see the Urumi clan leaders interact with the Siann.  Urumi 

were very serious, almost dour people, possessed of a very reserved nature, but they did 

have rather subtle senses of humor.  They saw the Siann as a frivolous group, given to 

vaporish chatter and wasteful gossiping, and the Grand Duchesses were a bit put off by 

the clan leaders stuffy, austere mannerisms.  It wasnôt that the Faey couldnôt be regal 

when they wanted to be, it was that the Faey need to socialize was very much different 

from Urumi social custom, where smalltalk was supposed to be just thatésmall.  Speak 

momentarily of unimportant matters then either speak of matters of substance or be quiet.  

That was diametrically opposed to Faey socializing, where matters of import were only 

breached after lengthy social chatter. 

 There were, however, important things going on today, though Jason was not in the 

middle of it.  Though he was a very important element of their war effort and had the ear 

of both Dahnai and SkôVrae, the political reality was that Jason was simply only one 

leader of the houses of Siann, and had no special standing when in official Imperial 

functions.  As a result, he was relegated back with the Grand Duchesses, denied the 

podium, denied a place with the leaderséand that was just the way he liked it.  The 

Karinnes much preferred to operate in the background, like the Kimdori or the Trefanis, 

allowing others to stand in the light and allow them to do their work without everyone 

watching them.  He was more than happy to let Dahnai stand up there and blow kisses to 

the cameras and make the flowery speech she was making at that moment about Faey-

Urumi cooperation and how they were coming closer and closer together. 

 Even among the other house leaders, Jason preferred to be somewhat separate from 

them.  When he had to mix while at court, he stayed more or less with Anya Surrale, one 

of his few friends within the Siann.  Her houseôs management of the Terran farming 

effort had made them work together quite a bit, and that close contact had cultivated an 

earnest friendship between them.  The two of them were standing at the edge of the 

gathering with Yila Trefani, who had quickly infiltrated herself into Karinne affairs.  Her 

work with 3D had gotten her foot in the door, and that foothold let the cunning, charming 

woman make all kinds of connections within his house, both social and business.  For 

example, he knew for a fact that sheôd been making some very hush-hush arrangements 

with Kumi, no doubt the two of them coming up with schemes to swindle the rest of the 

known universe.  Jason would tolerate it, if only because Yila was very smart, he needed 

her, and those arrangements would probably benefit Karinne as well as Trefani. 

 Yila certainly enjoyed looking the part of one of Jasonôs inner circle.  Myleena had 

given her an interface to use while on Karis, and just like Dahnaiôs interface, it doubled 

as a comm device when off the planet, which meant that they allowed her to take it home 

with her.  Unlike Dahnaiôs original interface, however, Dahnaiôs new interface and Yilaôs 

interface were the upgraded models which allowed them to use command thought to 

emulate voice communications.  As a result, Yila almost never took it off, since she 

rather liked having instant contact with almost anyone without having to speak, so she 

could ñsendò her conversations via command thought when she wanted privacy.  Not 

even a listener could pick it up when someone interacted with an interface at that level.  

Leave it to Yila to find a way to exploit something to her advantage. 

 Trelle, that woman can drone on and on and on, the fox-faced Yila complained 

sharply to the two of them, sending privately. 



 Sometimes I think being able to bullshit behind a podium is a job requirement for 

sitting on the throne, Anya agreed with a cheeky smile.  So, Jason, when are you going to 

come out of hiding and return to court? 

 If I can help it, never, he answered with a snort and disgust leeching into his thought, 

which made Anya giggle in her annoying voice and Yila chuckle.  Iôd rather shave a 

giruzi than go to court. 

 But we miss you, Jason, Anya winked at him.  We used to love watching Yila resist 

trying to strangle you with her bare hands every time you passed by. 

 Hush, woman, Yila sniffed, which made Anya laugh.  That drew a few harsh looks at 

her from the other Highborns. 

 So, weôve been hearing that the Trefanis and the Karinnes are up to something, Anya 

sent urgingly, trying to drag it out of them. 

 Weôve decided to look into a few mutual business opportunities, Yila sent evasively. 

 All those trips to Karis, I should hope so, Anya winked.  Youôve been spending more 

time on Karis than Draconis, Yila. 

 Actually, those trips were war business, not house business, Jason added.  I needed 

the advice of an irredeemable pirate blackheart, and, well, here you go, he motioned at 

Yila.  Yila slapped him on the elbow lightly, which made him chuckle.  In all 

seriousness, Yilaôs been helping with the war, in her own special way.  Damn effectively 

too, I might add. 

 Not all wars are fought with guns and ships, Yila sent simply.  As Jason well knows. 

 You know it.  So, how are the quotas looking this cycle? 

 Donôt you dare try to talk business, Anya protested.  Weôre talking about whatôs 

going on behind the scenes here. 

 If we told you, well, thereôd be an opening on the Highborn Council, Yila sent 

cheekily. 

 Yila and Jason probably got a little mean with Anya by stonewalling her about what 

they were doing, but Anya took it fairly well.  She was like that, and it was one of the 

reasons he liked her.  Anya was much more earthy than the other Highborns, probably 

because she had no Imperial aspirations to speak of.  The ceremony certainly gave them 

time to talk.  Dahnai spoke for nearly all of it, nearly half an hour, which was stark 

contrast to SkôVraeôs three minute declaration. 

 After the ceremony, the Master Builders of the Academy, Makati and Kizzik mainly, 

offered both SkôVrae and Dahnai little switch boxes, and in unison, they turned them on.  

The huge holographic image of Bellarôs moon, visible over the podium, showed the 

shield take shape, starting as lines of coherent energy between the satellites, and then 

expanding, filling in between them in all directions, until the entire moon was encased in 

a coherent energy field that would trap the radiation inside, and then be safely leeched off 

to prevent particle buildup inside the containment area.  The radioactive particles 

themselves had certain value to some, so theyôd probably be sold off.  Everyone 

applauded when the shield took form, and that was basically that.  The ceremony was 

over. 

 But the ceremony wasnôt the only bit of business going on today.  Jason was swept up 

by Aya and the guards, and they boarded his heavily armed and armored dropship to 

return to the Dreamer, part of the new security protocols.  Any time Jason left Karis, Aya 

would not be satisfied with putting him in anything smaller than a battleship.  And as 



usual, the captain, Joint Admiral Marayi Karinne, wanted him in her quarters during the 

trip so he would be close to the bridge and so she could show him proper hospitality.  H 

didnôt mind, because Marayiôs quarters were quite interesting.  Much as Jaiya collected 

archeological artifacts, Marayi was a movie nut, and Terran-produced posters of many 

Faey classics were all over her walls, including, much to his surprise, an original poster 

from the old Terran classic Raiders of the Lost Ark, complete with a brown fedora and 

coiled whip on a stand under the poster, much like the blaster and monomolecular sword 

used by Hanae the Huntress in the Huntress movie series rested on a stand under a poster 

from the original movie. 

 Jason picked up the whip and found that it was real enough, much as the 

monomolecular sword was a real one, a very real reproduction of the movie prop. 

 Their destination wasnôt Karis, it was Terra.  Jason settled in with a glass of iced tea 

as the Dreamer and his ten escorts, a task force protecting the Grand Duke, made their 

way to the Stargate leading to Aurigae, which would give them access to the other 

Stargates to get them to Terra, a trip that would take about 90 minutes due to the three 

Stargates theyôd have to travel to and use:  Bellar to Aurigae, Aurigae to Draconis, 

Draconis to Terra.  Jason put the whip down and took the panel Aya offered him, then he 

sat down and started reading up on what was going on. 

 Their warnings had taken hold. 

 Jason was going to meet with a dignitary arranged by the Academy in secret.  

Officially he was there to visit the Academy and have lunch with Kiaari, but secretly he 

was going to meet with diplomats arranged by the Zyagya.  The Zyagya wanted to meet 

with him because relations between the Alliance and the Zyagya had been deteriorating 

as of late.  The Zyagya were an unaffiliated ñempireò of a single star system completely 

surrounded by Alliance space, but that wasnôt because the Alliance hadnôt tried to annex 

them more than once.  Quite simply put, there was nothing in the entire universe more 

scary than an angry Zyagyan.  They were bipedal badger-wolverine looking creatures, 

and they had the temperament of a wolverine in spades.   They were the most tenacious, 

nastiest fighters in the entire galaxy, and of that fact there was absolutely no dispute, by 

anyone.  However, they werenôt an aggressive species as one might expect.  They were 

actually peace-loving beings who were very isolationist and wanted to be left alone, it 

was just that if they were forced to fight, they threw themselves into it like it was a 

religious experience.  The Alliance had learned the hard way that the last thing anyone 

ever wanted to do was make the Zyagya angry.  The Alliance and the Zyagya had had 

amicable relations the last couple of centuries, a Zyagyan even sat in on the Alliance 

council meetings as a neutral observer, but now the Zyagya wanted to meet with Jason in 

secret, and most definitely a secret from the Alliance.  Not even Zaa was entirely sure 

what they wanted, since she had no children that deeply into Zyagya; it wasnôt high on 

the list of priorities, because so long as they were left alone, the Zyagya were quite happy 

to get along with everyone. 

 Marayi wandered in after they made their first Stargate crossing to Aurigae and 

flopped down on one of the couches in her quarters.  Weôre about twenty minutes from 

the Draconis gate, she told them easily, brushing her bone-white hair out of her brilliant 

lavender eyes.  Marayiôs eyes were her most striking and beautiful feature.  Weôre about 

an hour out from Terra, Jason. 



 Sounds like weôre right on schedule, Jason added.  So, whatôs with the Indiana Jones 

hat? 

 Marayi laughed.  Well, for one, Harrison Ford was a handsome man back in his 

prime, she winked.  And I loved that movie.  I saw it in the middle of the night on Terra 

TV not long after the network started up.  Given a choice between watching Kaera 

Huranne or Harrison Ford kick ass, Iôll take Harrison Ford.  Kaera Huranne was the star 

of the Huntress movie series, nine movies in a series about a rogue starship commander 

and her crew of pirates dodging every government and organized mercenary organization 

in the sector that tried to stop them as they searched for a mythical place called the Ley 

Nexus, which supposedly held the greatest secret in the galaxy.  It was an adventure 

movie series much in the spirit of the Indiana Jones movies, just with starships and 

MPACs rather than whips and machine guns.  I love getting replicas of the movie props 

too, itôs part of my collection, and you canôt be a Jones fan and not have the hat and 

whip.  Just as much as you canôt be a Jarae fan and not have the sword and blaster.  At 

least what they call a blaster anyway, she chuckled.  Karinne Pulse weapons were often 

called blasters or pulse blasters in the military, because of the spectacular effect they had 

when they hit something. 

 Faey and their collections, Jason chuckled.  I swear, youôre a race of pack rats. 

 Faey women like trophies, she winked in reply.  Husbands are just the trophy proving 

we get some every night. 

 Well, that explains Kumiôs porn collection, Jason mused, which made Marayi laugh. 

 The task force got him to Terra just a bit before noon local time, and he descended to 

the Academy for his lunch date with Kiaari.  Jason still managed to get out to see his old 

friend as much as he could as time permitted, trying to have lunch with her at least once a 

takir.  She greeted him at his private landing pad, giving him a rough, warm hug and 

licking his cheek playfully, then scrabbling her short claws against his armor.  ñYou donôt 

need this with me around,ò she smiled. 

 ñBlame her,ò he said, jerking a thumb at Aya.  ñShe wonôt let me out of it unless Iôm 

in my house.ò 

 ñMeanie,ò Kiaari winked.  ñWell, lunch is waiting, Jason.  Weôre having tamales and 

chili con carne.ò 

 ñChili?  Sounds good!ò 

 ñThe culinary arts program is on their Terran phase, doing Mexican right now,ò she 

told him.  Their lunches had exposed Jason to quite a lot of different foods, since Kiaari 

allowed the students in the culinary arts program to prepare their meals, and they didnôt 

just learn how to cook one cultureôs foods.  Jason had sampled Menodan, Makati, Bari-

Bari, Shio, Urumi, Moridon, and Skaa cuisine in addition to human and Faey food, and 

found that sometimes it was pot luck.  He rather liked Skaa food, since it was meat-

heavy, rich, and hearty, but he hated Makati food, which was unbelievably bland.  A 

Makati chef cooking in their traditions did not know what spices were.  Menoda ate 

everything raw, since they were an aquatic species, but there was quite a bit of seasoning 

that went on with Menodan dishes that made them interesting. 

 The guards ate at a separate table in the cafeteria as they sat down to eat, again part of 

their habit, to reinforce the Karinne ownership of the Academy.  They talked of 

unimportant matters, just catching up, and Jason found the food to be quite delicious. 



 After lunch, however, they got down to business.  They went to Kiaariôs official 

office, and from there they used her secret exit to go to her real office in the basement of 

the engineering building.  Waiting for him there was a Zyagya, and just seeing one face 

to face was an intimidating experience.  The Zyagya was seven feet tall, covered in 

grayish-blue fur everywhere but two black stripes that went up the outsides of his arms, 

hidden under his blue jumpsuit, and a black mask-like band over his eyes, like a badger 

or raccoon.  The tips of his triangular ears were also black.  ñGrand Duke Karinne,ò he 

said in a deep voice, bowing quite gracefully, then offering a four-fingered hand, each 

finger thick and heavy and tipped with a wicked unretractable claw that could probably 

rip a human apart in short order if used as weapons.  ñI am Ambassador Graw.  At your 

service.ò 

 ñAmbassador,ò Jason returned, nodding towards a conference room.  ñShall we?ò 

 Jason, the Zyagyan, and Kiaari entered the conference room with Dera and Aya to 

serve as Jasonôs guards.  Graw curled his bushy tail around and sat down at the table after 

Jason and Kiaari seated themselves, and he got right to the point.  ñWe have reason to 

believe the Alliance is about to make another attempt to annex us,ò he declared, which 

made Kiaari whistle.  ñTheyôve held six secret meetings of their council outside of the 

ears of our observer, which is a violation of the treaty we signed.  Thereôs also a buildup 

of Alliance forces around our border.  They claim that theyôre staging their forces in the 

center of Alliance territory so they can respond to any border, but thatôs a bald lie.ò 

 ñThatôs serious enough,ò Jason grunted.  ñYou have no solid proof though?ò 

 He shook his big head, one of his chops rising enough to let Jason see one of his four 

inch long fangs.  ñNothing solid, nothing concrete.  But we Zyagya pay attention to our 

histories and traditions, and we see now what weôve seen the last time we went to war 

with the Alliance.  We believe the attack will be unprovoked and out of nowhere to try to 

take us by surprise.ò 

 ñKiaari?ò Jason asked. 

 ñThis is news to me, my friend,ò she said seriously.  ñBut I think the Ambassador 

does make a point.  Iôll start digging, and send this up to Denmother to investigate.ò 

 ñWell, what can we do for you, Ambassador?ò Jason asked.  ñIôm sure you have a 

reason to come to me.ò 

 ñWe want to buy or lease one of your interdictors,ò he declared.  ñImmediately.ò 

 ñItôs not quite that easy, Ambassador.  Without a Stargateðñ 

 ñWe donôt care about having access in or out of Zyagyan space,ò he cut off.  ñWe are 

self-sufficient.  We can live without Alliance trade.  All we care about is protecting 

Zyagya from attack.ò 

 Jason looked at Kiaari, who simply shrugged.  ñWell, we can do that for you, 

Ambassador, but itôs still not quite as easy as towing one in and parking it.  Those 

interdictors are the only thing protecting us from the Consortium, and we canôt just let 

one out of our control.  If we agree to this, weôll demand presence at Zyagya to protect 

the interdictorðñ 

 ñName your terms,ò the Zyagyan interrupted him.  ñWe are willing to agree to them.  

All that matters to us is protecting our sovereignty.ò 

 ñMaking a deal with a Faey splinter house might threaten that sovereignty,ò Kiaari 

chuckled.  ñYou know how the Faey are, Ambassador.ò 



 ñThe House Karinne is not the Imperium,ò he declared bluntly.  ñAny agreement will 

be between Zyagya and the House Karinne, not the Imperium.ò 

 ñAny terms?ò Jason asked. 

 ñAs long as they are fair,ò he answered simply. 

 ñAll right.  Weôll send you an interdictor, but it means weôre allowed to send a task 

force of six Karinne ships to Zyagya whose primary and complete responsibility is to 

defend the interdictor.  The interdictor stays there so long as Zyagya is not threatened by 

the Consortium, Ambassador.  We canôt risk them getting their hands on an interdictor 

and learning how they work so they can get around it.  If the Consortium sends an attack 

fleet against Zyagya larger than we feel can be repelled, the interdictor leaves.ò 

 ñAs will the Zyagya,ò he said calmly.  ñWe will not live under a Consortium yoke 

any more than an Alliance yoke.  In the case the Zyagya must flee homeworld, we 

demand sanctuary in Karinne territory, behind the safety of other interdictors.ò 

 ñDeal,ò Jason said immediately.  ñI think the Zyagya would do smashing on Exile if it 

comes down to that.  Itôs a lone planet far from everything, where nobody will ever 

bother you.ò 

 ñThat is our primary objective in all things,ò he said gravely.  ñTo be left alone.ò 

 ñWe will  need a Stargate there,ò Jason grunted.  ñHmm.  That may not be easy, but I 

think I can swing it.  Iôll have to really sweet-talk Dahnai.ò 

 ñIf anyone can, you can, amu dorai,ò Kiaari winked. 

 ñWe can place the terminus Stargate here at Terra, a neutral site,ò Jason said aloud.  

ñActually, itôd have to go to the Terra Entry Station, now that I think about it.  Weôll just 

have two gates there, one to Terra and one to Zyagya.ò 

 ñThe gate would have to be protected by Zyagyan military forces to prevent illegal 

use,ò the Ambassador declared. 

 ñThatôs fair,ò Jason agreed.  ñBut theyôd be sharing defensive space with Confederate 

forces.  If you can bargain a limited military cooperation treaty out of Dahnai and 

SkôVrae concerning the defense of that Stargate, then youôre good to go.ò 

 ñConfederate?ò the Zyagyan asked curiously. 

 ñThatôs what theyôre calling themselves,ò Jason chuckled.  ñThe Imperium and 

Collective entered a formal confederation against the Consortium, and theyôve taken to 

calling the military forces Confederate forces, because in that respect, the two empires 

are acting as one.  Two nations, one military until the Consortium are defeated.ò 

 ñWeôd heard about the articles, but hearing that word is new to us,ò the ambassador 

smiled, which was a bit chilling given his teeth were all sharp and wicked-looking.  

ñVery well.  If we can secure the cooperation of the Confederation, we can close a 

bargain on the interdictor?ò 

 ñWe can,ò Jason nodded.  ñAnd weôd better move fast.  Kiaari, I think weôll need to 

cut our visit short.  Iôll take the Ambassador back to Bellar on the Dreamer so he can talk 

to Dahnai and SkôVrae.  Think you can get the two of us back to my dropship under the 

table?ò 

 ñLike I canôt manage under the table,ò she winked.  ñGive me a few minutes, Iôll have 

things arranged.ò 

 The Zyagyan sighed in relief.  ñThank Skarg,ò he breathed as Kiaari rushed out.  ñThe 

Leader told me not to come home until I had this deal struck, that the safety of all Zyagya 

was in my paws.ò 



 ñWell, weôll make sure you can get home soon, Ambassador,ò Jason chuckled.  ñThis 

is more or less what I offered to everyone before we closed off the Imperium and 

Collective.  Weôre more than willing to help you defend yourself with a minimum of 

intruding ourselves in your business.ò 

 ñThat is why I am here,ò he said with a nod.  ñThe word of the Karinnes is the word 

of truth.  Should Empress Dahnai had made this offer, I would not be here now.ò 

 Jason pondered the significance of it as Kiaari called his dropship off the pad and had 

it pull into a large bay in the back of the engineering building where students looked over 

ships and other large mobile units, a place where Kiaari often embarked or disembarked 

passengers in secret.  If the Zyagya were that worried, that nervous, about the Alliance, 

then the Shio couldnôt be very far behind them.  The Shio bordered Alliance space on the 

far side of the Imperium, which put them within striking distance.  The equalizer, 

however, was that the Shio were heavily armed with Torsion weaponry, including about 

1500 mobile weapon platform satellites scattered through the 4 systems and 6 planets or 

moons the Shio inhabited, which were fearsome defenses.  A single platform could 

destroy an enemy ship, and when there were 200 of them bristling around a planet 

backing up any orbital stations or defensive ships present at the planet, well, that would 

make any attacker think twice. 

 That was why there were now nearly 3,000 of those platforms in orbit around Karis, 

and more were added every day. 

 It was an honestly pleasant trip back to Bellar, because Ambassador Graw was a 

surprisingly good conversationalist.  Jason figured that had to be a job requirement for a 

diplomat, and it also proved that the Zyagya werenôt as fearsome as they appeared.  Much 

as the Moridon looked extremely intimidating and were actually pacifistic in nature, the 

Zyagya looked brutish, like the Goraga, but were actually highly intelligent.  Graw was a 

typical Zyagyan, however, in his love of sports.  Zyagyans were the ultimate sports fans 

in the galaxy, because the concept of the game, of competition at its noblest form, 

resonated in their cultural identity in a way it did for no other race.  Evolved from 

animals with a pack mentality, like the Kimdori, the Zyagya idolized team sports as the 

ultimate expression of how cooperation brought about victory.  And being large, physical 

creatures, Zyagya had embraced American Football to a degree that made the most rabid 

human football fan look like a granny by comparison.  The formalized rules of territorial 

acquisition and the velocity and power of the game were close to the Zyagyan national 

sport, which could best be described as a cross between rugby and no holds barred 

wrestling, so football had become popular as a less violent, more structured version of 

their game, which had no name.  It was simply known as the game on Zyagya, but off of 

their home world, it was known by the Zyagyan word for game, which was grazkaur. 

 There was one issue of contention, however.  Graw was a Jets fan, and Jason, being 

from Maine, was a Patriots fan.  But they laughingly agreed to disagree on that point. 

 They spent most of the trip talking football, of all things, and Jason was stunned that 

Graw knew more about the history, strategy, and players of football than some ESPN 

analysts.  Graw was also quite the expert on the European Premiere soccer league and the 

Interstellar Batchi League, the major league of batchi in the Imperium.  It also showed 

Jason that some things could cross racial and governmental boundaries.  Batchi was 

growing to be a popular sport on Terraðthough Jason suspected that men liked to watch 

batchi to watch sleek Faey women wearing sports bras and tight shorts running around 



the fieldðeven as football, baseball, and soccer were rather popular in the 

Imperiuméand probably for the same reason batchi was popular on Earth.  

Professionally, there was now an IBL team on Terra.  The Warriors, one of four IBL 

teams in the Arctus system, had moved to New York City last year, and the teamôs home 

games had sold out the entire season, at least so far, despite the fact that the Warriors 

were close to the cellar in their division and had no hope of playing for the Empressô 

Crown this year, a bona fide Imperial crown donated by a Merrane Empress nearly two 

hundred years ago that served as the championship trophy of the league.  Outside of the 

IBL, there were human batchi teams and minor batchi leagues on Terra, and though 

football hadnôt taken hold in the Imperium yet as anything but a spectator sport, soccer 

had become a popular game to play.  Soccer leagues had popped up all over the 

Imperium, and it was quickly becoming the second most popular sport among young girls 

behind batchi.  Baseball as well had gained a significant foothold in the Imperium, and 

was more popular among boys than girls, quickly becoming the ñboyôs sportò in the 

Imperium much as softball was the ñgirlôs sportò on Terra. 

 ñHuh,ò Jason chuckled after Graw explained the rules of grazkaur to him, which were 

pretty few and far between, where injuring your opponents to get them off the field was 

as much a tactic as claiming the entire field by placing flag markers at every flag point on 

the field, which was the condition of victory.  Fatalities werenôt uncommon on a game 

field, though the intentional killing of an opponent was the highest form of poor 

sportsmanship.  ñYou know, Terra celebrates an event we call the Olympicsðñ 

 ñAh yes, the Olympics!ò Graw interrupted.  ñThe Winter games just ended a few days 

ago!  I enjoyed watching your hockey!ò 

 ñWhy am I not surprised you know about the Olympics,ò Jason laughed.  ñI wonder if 

we could get your people to contest an exhibition match of the game on Terra.ò 

 ñIôm sure it could be arranged, though many Terrans would find our game to be 

perhaps too bloody for them.  I know of no Terran or Faey sport that counts opponents 

injured and removed from play as a playerôs statistic.ò 

 ñWe could put up disclaimers,ò Jason chuckled. 

 ñI think we could arrange it, your Grace,ò Graw told him.  ñIôll put out the offer to the 

various leagues and see whoôs interested.  Perhaps teams from two different leagues will 

take up the offer and contest each other, which is something we rarely see at home.  It 

would make it very interesting.ò 

 By the time they reached Bellar, Jason was fully at ease with Graw, and he was fairly 

sure that Dahnai would like him. 

 Dahnai and SkôVrae were intrigued by Grawôs offer, and while Jason and Zaa 

listened in as observers, the two of them haggled with Graw over his request, trying to 

drag the Zyagya into a formal alliance against the Consortium.  Graw looked brutish, but 

he proved that he was a wily politician as he artfully evaded their traps, and managed to 

bargain a fair and equitable agreement out of the two matriarchs where the Zyagya 

defended the Stargate leading to their home system, the Karinnes defended the gate and 

interdictor within Zyagyan territory, and the Zyagya would have a small office in the 

Terra Entry Station where they could coordinate what little traffic would use the Stargate.  

Graw wasnôt lying when he said that the Zyagya were self-sufficient.  They had very few 

formal trade agreements with other nations, so there was only a trickle of traffic in and 

out of their lone system.  Outside of Karinne ships, their Stargate would only see use 



maybe twice a week.  Zaa managed to touch Graw at the tail end of it, just before they 

took a break, and she imparted Grawôs mind to Jason as they enjoyed a cup of coffee.  

ñHe is sincere,ò she declared to him.  ñOr at least he believes in what he is doing.  If the 

Zyagya have any ulterior motives, he doesnôt know about it.  Personally, Iôm inclined to 

believe him.  The Alliance has a long history of trying to either conquer or lure Zyagya 

into their government.  That they are thinking of another attempt is not outlandish.ò 

 ñI wouldnôt put it past them.  Theyôre in an expansionist mood, and Zyagya has 

always been a thorn in their sides.  A sovereign state smack dab in the exact center of 

Alliance territory.ò 

 When Zaa told Dahnai and SkôVrae that her intelligence sources couldnôt find any 

treachery, Graw waited as official documents were drawn up.  It took about six hours for 

Graw and the two rulers to hammer out every detail, requiring several drafts of the treaty, 

but by about midnight Karis time, they had an official treaty.  Dahnai and SkôVrae signed 

it, Graw signed it on behalf of the Leader, the self-descriptive title of the Zyagyan ruler, 

and then Jason personally took Graw back to Terra so they could formalize the agreement 

between Karinne and Zyagya.  That only took about an hour, where the duties and 

responsibilities of each side were spelled out, and Jason made sure to stress in the 

language that the interdictor would be pulled if the Consortium threatened Zyagya with a 

force deemed too large to repel, and also that the Zyagya had the right to relocate to Karis 

and Exile if that happened.  ñHave your Academy ambassador get in touch with Kiaari 

when youôre ready,ò he reminded him.  ñWe can have the interdictor and Stargate there in 

two hours after you give us the go-ahead.ò 

 ñExpect it in about two days,ò Graw nodded in reply.  ñMy people will need a little 

time to get ready.ò 

 ñWeôll move as soon as youôre ready.ò 

 ñVery good.  It was a good day, your Grace,ò he said, shaking Jasonôs hand. 

 ñItôs always a good day when someone goes to bed feeling safe,ò he answered.  

 

 There was House business, then there was private business, and Jasonôs personal life 

was just as busy as his life as the Grand Duke Karinneéand damn it all, he was going to 

live, not spend every moment fearing the Consortium. 

 The day after meeting Graw was busy.  Jason did have a lot of work to do with 3D 

and his house duties, but he managed to squeeze in some personal time as well.  He had 

lunch with Jyslin, a lunch date where no business was discussed at all, then he devoted 

some time training Rann in telekinesis after he got home.  Rann had gotten the hang of it, 

and now he could move small objects without much trouble.  Jason was teaching him the 

finesse aspects of the ability, how to manipulate things delicately, and his son was 

quickly getting good.  Danelle as well was expressing her telekinetic ability, but Myleena 

had been the one teaching her.  After the lessons, he had dinner with the family, Tim, and 

Symone, but after dinner he went out on a date.  That was the strange part, at least for a 

human.  Here he was, happily married, but he went out on a literal date with Aura, taking 

her to see one of the local opera companies.  Jyslin not only didnôt mind, sheôd helped set 

it up, because in Faey society, husbands were expected to socialize with single friends 

that way.  And just like many dates, they ended up in Auraôs bed after dinner. 

 Aura was his one guilty pleasure.  He enjoyed her in ways that almost made him feel 

guilty, and it was nothing but pure physical attraction.  Theirs was an almost textbook 



friendship in Faey society, because they did like each other, were very good friends, but 

they also each thought the other was drop dead sexy, so they explored that physical 

attraction.  He spent nearly as much time with Yana, but that was a case of being what 

Yana needed.  He couldnôt deny that he enjoyed it, but that time was for Yana, not for 

him.  Going out with Aura was for him.  Jyslin not only approved of their relationship, 

she often set them up on their dates, something virtually no human wife would ever do.  

But that was because of the power of the telepathic pair bond.  Jyslin knew beyond 

absolutely any shadow of any doubt that she held Jasonôs heart, and that meant that she 

didnôt see extramarital affairs as any kind of challenge to her ownership of him 

whatsoever.  Besides, she liked him coming home and telling her all about it, and maybe 

learning something new to use with her. 

 It was at Auraôs house where his staff had to track him down, because he spent the 

night with her.  Her vidlink was beeping demandingly, waking them up, and Aura 

groaned and threw an arm over him as he sat up enough to see what the ruckus was.  

Auraôs vidlink was giving the emergency warning, how the house spread information 

about dangerous situations or impending attacks, then it came on by itself when the call 

request riding under that warning siren wasnôt answered.  Sheyôs face appeared on the 

monitor, and then the vidlinkôs holo trideo feature activated, projecting a much larger 

version of her face into the air in front of the unit. 

 ñYour Grace,ò Shey called.  ñWake up.ò 

 ñShey,ò Jason growled, ñunless thereôs a Consortium fleet knocking on the front door 

of my house, I am going to skin you.ò 

 ñDonôt blame me, your Grace, Iôm just following orders,ò she answered, with a touch 

of a slight smile touching her elegant eyebrows.  ñThereôs an urgent communiqu® 

awaiting your immediate attention.ò 

 ñFrom?ò 

 ñKiaari.  Wait one moment.  Now that youôre awake, Iôll patch her through.ò 

 Who is that? Aura asked, putting both hands over her face.  The move pushed the 

covers down to reveal her exquisitely lovely breasts, and Jason couldnôt resist reaching 

down and fondling one.  Aura giggled girlishly and moved her hands enough to give him 

a sultry look.  Donôt start.  I think youôre about to be needed, and I donôt want either of 

us to leave here frustrated. 

 Actually, thatôs a valid point, he agreed, removing his hand.  But he did overtly ogle 

her, which made her grin preeningly at him.  But do keep your schedule open later today. 

 For? 

 Didnôt you want to learn how to fly?  I told you Iôd teach you.  That wasnôt just an 

empty platitude, woman. 

 Oooh!  Yes!  You call and Iôll be there!  

 Kiaariôs face appeared, and she grinned toothily.  ñI believe Iôm interrupting 

something,ò she noticed. 

 ñYes, me threatening my comm officer with painful death for waking me,ò Jason 

grunted, which made Kiaari laugh.  ñKiaari, this is Aura.  Aura, Kiaari.ò 

 ñA pleasure to meet you,ò Aura said in improving modern Faey.  Aura and the other 

Exiles had been working very hard to master the changes in the language, so they could 

more easily integrate.  The vast majority of the Exiles still lived just off Embraijn, but a 

few, like Aura, had moved into the general Karinne population.  Aura had already chosen 



her profession, what sheôd do after she finished her language work and mastered the 

basics of modern technology.  Aura wanted to be a pilot, a commercial dropship pilot, 

and Jason was going to personally train her for her Class 3.  He hadnôt told her yet, but 

heôd already had a dropship built, one of the Karinne models from Cybiôs memory, for 

her personal use.  But to be a commercial pilot, sheôd probably be flying Sticks once she 

got a job, that or a Karinne P-xxx line of personnel transports, ranging from the P-101, an 

8 passenger dropship, to the P-680, a massive 600 seat passenger liner, twice the size of a 

Boeing 777.  A Class 3 rated commercial pilot could pilot any of them.  The Karinne P 

series were most commonly used by the house to move people around, but they were 

mainly used to move workers up to Kosigi and back down. 

 ñSo this is the girlfriend,ò Kiaari grinned.  ñI wondered when you were going to show 

her off.  Looks like sheôs got a lot to show.ò 

 ñSheôs moderately spectacular when sheôs naked,ò Jason said without batting an eye, 

which made Aura smile rakishly.  ñNow why are you calling?ò 

 She snorted.  ñThe word got out, Jayce.  I donôt know how, but the Alliance got wind 

of what the Zyagya intend to do, and theyôre rattling the sabers, to use a human term.  

Sister Mimmi tells us that the Alliance jumped a fleet into Zyagyan territory as a threat to 

try to force them to join the Alliance.  The Zyagyan ambassador here is begging for you 

to move the interdictor and Stargate as soon as possible.ò 

 ñWell, shit,ò Jason grunted.  ñTell him Iôll get it moving right now.ò 

 ñWill do.  Lunch?ò 

 ñOnly if itôs here.ò 

 ñSounds good to me, I havenôt seen Rann in a while.  Iôll be there in a few hours.ò 

 Her face vanished, and Jason sighed and leaned back.  Well, I guess workôs calling, 

he noted.  Youôre absolutely prophetic, Aura. 

 I spent too many years in the Chieftessô chair, she answered seriously. 

 I donôt doubt it.  [Cybi, patch me through to the command center.] 

 [Certainly.  Go ahead.] 

 [Alright Shey, whoôs there?] 

 [I am,] Myriôs voice came over communion.  [Kiaari warned us something big was 

going on.  What are your orders?] 

 [We need to move the Zyagya interdictor now.  Get the task force going and go get 

the Stargate moving out of Draconis.  Itôs already sitting there waiting.] 

 [Alri ght.  The ships are already on standby, so theyôll be on the move in thirty 

minutes.] 

 [Sounds good.  Warn the War Room while youôre at it, tell them the Zyagyan 

interdictor and Stargate are being positioned.  Theyôll work the rest of it from the TES.] 

 [Alright.]  

 [Whoôs slated for the first Zyagya picket duty?] 

 [Trelleôs Gift commanding the new tactical cruiser, a cruiser and three destroyers.  

Umm, the Revenge and Aravalo, with the Veriven, Merro, and Tikanne.]   Hiae had 

decided to keep the name Revenge for her ship, just as Jeya had decided to keep the name 

Steadfast for hers. 

 [Jaiya, eh?  Good, sheôll keep a handle on things. Whatôs big that we have at the 

TES?] 



 [Outside of the usual picket task force?  The Jefferson and its task force are pulling a 

hot response sentry watch, but itôll be replaced by the Abarax and her task force in about 

nine hours.  Itôs duty rotation day.] 

 [Alright.  Put the TES pickets on hot standby, just in case.] 

 [You expecting trouble?] 

 [No, but if it happens, I donôt want to hang Jaiyaôs ass out a window for everyone to 

see.  I want help there within two minutes if she calls for it.] 

 [You got it.  Weôll send the orders down.  You coming in?] 

 [I guess Iôd better,] he grunted. 

 [Alright.  Weôll get the ñstay out of our wayò corner ready for you.] 

 [Oh, ha ha, ha ha, ha ha,] he retorted dryly, which made Myri laugh.  Dera! he 

boomed.  Not even visiting Aura was allowed without escort, though when he went on 

dates with Aura, he only had two guards with him.  Dera and Shen had accompanied him 

on his date last night, and had stayed the night to protect the Grand Duke while he had his 

fun with Aura.  Dera, we gotta go!  Whereôs my armor? 

 Well, it was scattered all over the living room, hallway, stairs, upper hallway, and the 

outside of Auraôs bedroom door last night, she replied cheekily.  We collected up what 

we could find, but weôre missing a couple of pieces.  Mainly the codpiece, she trilled 

naughtily.. 

 Okay, so I was in a hurry, he retorted coolly, which made Aura grin.  The Alliance is 

on the move, so things are serious today.  Iôll be down as soon as I find the pieces I 

managed to get past the door. 

 He did get one more really good kiss out of Aura and got his hands in a few place that 

she enjoyed him touching but didnôt enjoy him not touching enough, then Dera brought 

in his armor for him.  Aura sat demurely on her legs in the bed and watched him start to 

put on his armor, a slight smile on her face as she sent privately with Dera. 

 ñYeah, yeah, keep talkinô,ò Jason teased aloud as he started buckling his breastplate 

and backpiece together. 

 ñIôm just telling her about the opera,ò Aura protested. 

 ñSuuuuure,ò he drawled, which made Aura giggle impulsively.  ñWhy donôt you 

come to lunch and meet Kiaari?  Sheôd love to meet you.ò 

 ñIôd love to.  Is Jyslin going to be there?ò 

 ñShould be, her and Rann,ò he answered. 

 ñThen Iôll be there.ò 

 ñSounds like a date.ò 

 ñNot the fun kind,ò she winked. 

 ñYou just had the fun kind.  Now live with the boring kind.ò 

 Aura had her morning classes, so she started dressing after Jason got fully armored up 

and went out.  Hovering just over her house were three sleek black Wolf fighters, 

hovering over her house because they had no room to land without ruining someoneôs 

lawn.  They were model numbers 003, and 004, and 005.  Model 003 was his fighter, and 

it was fully operational, not just a stripped down show unit.  That was a combat capable 

craft.  Justin Taggart had earned the right to fly the first combat operation model off the 

line, flying 002, and the first production model, 001 and its prototype production model, 

000, were being held back at Karinne Propulsion Industries, KPI, which built all the 

dropships, fighters, and other small flying craft.  Those two ships were the control 



models, one of which was a test unit while the other was purely a historical artifact, fully 

operational but meant not to be used.  That was 000.  Should disaster befall 001, 

however, 000 would become the test unit. 

 They were part of a new way of doing things that Jason was testing out.  When he 

went out by himself, instead of flying a dropship, he would instead be flying his Wolf, 

with his guards flying their own.  It was simple safety.  Jason was actually far safer in the 

Wolf than he was in a dropship, because if he ever came under attack, well, the attacker 

was going to have lots of fun trying to kill him.  Wolves were that damn fast and agile.  

Because of that, the Grand Duke had commandeered six Wolves, 003 to 008, and all his 

guards were working to rate to fly them even now.  Dera and Shen had been chosen to go 

with him mainly because they could fly their fighters.  So far, it had worked fairly well.  

Aya didnôt object too much to him flying a fighter instead of a dropship, if only because 

the Wolf was so damn hard to kill.  Sheôd never have let him try out this new system in a 

Raptor. 

 The Wolves were being cranked out by the boatload.  They had the production lines 

all fully tooled now, stock parts being delivered on tight schedules, and the line was 

going into overdrive.  Theyôd been producing units for five days, and now that they had 

all the bugs worked out, a new fully operational Wolf was coming off the production line 

every 22 minutes, and there were 3 factories producing Wolf fighters.  That was 3 

fighters every 22 minutes, or about one every 7 minutes or so.  Jason wanted the entire 

fighter fleet upgraded to Wolves in two months, and if they kept their production lines 

going without interruption, theyôd meet that objective.  The Raptors and the few 

Dragonflies they used would be relegated to reserve status, kept operational but not used 

in front-line situations.  He wanted the problem to be not enough pilots to fly the Wolves, 

not that there were not enough Wolves for his pilots.  Given the production schedule, that 

happy condition wouldnôt take long to come to pass. 

 They also had a few modifications to the system.  Since the Wolf was a two man 

fighter, they decided to stick not just a telepathic striker in the cockpit, but a remote unit 

controller.  Each Wolf would have six stripped-down, small, highly mobile Torsion 

weapon platforms attached to it that would be controlled by the weapons officer, six 

drones under the control of what the pilots were now calling the ñwindow seater.ò  All 

the weapons could be controlled from either cockpit, but the operating procedure would 

be that the Wolf pilot would control the pulse weapons on the fighter, and the weapons 

officer would be directing the drones against Consortium opponents or telepathically 

attacking non-Consortium enemies or both, which simulations and test runs had already 

proved was an absolutely deadly combination.  Torsion weapons that small didnôt do a 

whole lot of damage, would barely scratch the armor of a standard starship, but they did 

more than enough to kill an enemy fighter or other small target.  With the weapons 

officer defending the Wolf from enemy fighters using the drones and the pilot attacking 

with the powerful pulse weapons, a Wolf was a nightmare of an opponent for just about 

anyone now. 

 His Wolf was just like the others, so he could see where the drones were attached 

under the angled wings like missiles, in their carry configuration, then theyôd unfold like 

a Transformers robot into flight mode once they were released.  Jason could control the 

drones from the cockpit, but that was a lot of distraction.  The Wolfôs computer could 

also control the drones, which was what would happen if Jason ever got caught out in the 



open in a combat situation in his Wolf.  The computer would control the drones to defend 

the fighter, and Jason would run like hell.  If he ever engaged in willing combat, if he 

lived through it, just about everyone on Karsa would take turns beating the hell out of 

him for putting himself in danger. 

 He floated up into the belly opening that led to the coffin-like cockpit of his Wolf, 

and felt it lock him in and rotate the cockpit into flight mode even as he lost all sense of 

gravity.  The Wolf came out of sleep mode once the cockpit was secured, and Jason 

assumed control over it.  Step it up, ladies, Jason chided as the Wolfôs camera views 

flowed into his mind, as well as the telemetry of the craft, telling him it was ready to go.  

Youôre making me wait here! 

 Hush, you arrogant man, you, Shen teased as she disappeared into her fighter in his 

camera view.  Jason launched two spinners to get a look further up, even though the 

gravity-based sensor system that used the mass effect on gravity to passively search for 

objects already told him exactly where everything was all around him.  But he still liked 

to see, a throwback of his old pilot training.  VFR meant VFR, so he liked to be able to 

see that he wasnôt about to run into someone. 

 Youôd think heôd be too tired to be pecky, Dera called. 

 Aura does look like an energetic type, Shen agreed. 

 Iôll show you two energetic when we get home, Jason retorted, then instantly winced. 

 Oh, really? Dera called.  Will this be an individual demonstration, or will me and 

Shen get to see it at the same time? 

 I donôt mind sharing, Shen called lightly. 

 Oh, shut up, he growled, which made them laugh mentally. 

 With his guards flying escort, Jason made the very short trip to the White House, and 

the jokes faded when he got to the command center and saw that everything was already 

on the move.  The interdictor was sitting out there waiting to go, being towed by the 

Trelleôs Gift and surrounded by the cruisers and destroyers in the task force, with Raptors 

and the first full Wolf fighter squadron, Justin Taggartôs 76
th
, swarming around the ships, 

performing visual inspections before docking for the jump.  Myri, Sioa, Juma, and Navii 

clustered around the main monitor holding the tactical situation.  To the left was a 

diagram of the Zyagya system, and there were three lines of ominous red dots on the edge 

of the display. 

 ñLet me guess,ò Jason grunted as he pulled off his helmet.  ñThatôs them.ò 

 Navii nodded.  ñThatôs an Alliance fleet.  One hundred and ninety-four ships.  Theyôll 

reach Zyagya in sixteen hours, but their position in hyperspace puts them inside the 

interdictor effect once it expands to full size.ò 

 ñHow far out?ò 

 ñA third of a light year,ò Myri answered.  ñThe Zyagya warned us that they jumped.  

The Kimdori got a probe out there, itôs feeding us that,ò she said with a point at the 

Zyagya system.  How are we going to play that? 

 We offer to tow them out, after they power down their ships.  If they refuse, well, I 

hope they have a yearôs worth of supplies on their ships, Jason answered. 

 No, I have a better idea, Navii called.  We have a second interdictor on standby.  

Letôs put it in front of them and knock them out of hyperspace from a safe distance, tell 

them to turn around or starve, then jump out.  If they donôt turn around, we let them 

starve.  The Alliance canôt say shit about it since we gave them plenty of warning, and 



after their crew gets desperate, we go back and offer to save them if they surrender their 

ships.  Then we ransom them back to the Alliance after we go through their ships with 

our engineers to see what they can do, up close and personal. 

 Navii, thatôs evil! Jason gasped, then he laughed.  ñI like it!ò 

 ñLetôs do it,ò Myri called, then she issued the orders aloud for the benefit of the 

humans, Makati, and the two Kizzik in the command center.  A second task force was 

scrambled, the Temeron and the standard single cruiser and four destroyer escorts for a 

heavy cruiser task force, and 18 Kimdori ships, and they got their orders. 

 Jyslin and Rann hurried into the command center, as well as Kyri and Danelle, all of 

them in armor and escorted by five of the Dukal Guard, with Aya leading them.  Hey 

there, Jason greeted.  What are you guys doing here? 

 We were in the neighborhood, Jyslin answered.  I had work over at 3D and Maya 

needed me to take the kids today, so I brought them along. 

 Works for me.  Oh, Kiaari and Aura are coming over for lunch. 

 Sound good! 

 What are you doing, Daddy? Rann asked. 

 Watching Myri do her work, he answered. 

 And getting under our feet, she teased. 

 You love me anyway. 

 Sadly, I do, she sighed forlornly, which made Danelle giggle. 

 Jason engaged the kids in smalltalk both to pass the time and catch up with them, 

since two were his children and Danelle was as good as, since she saw him literally as her 

own father.  Jason never minded bringing Rann into places like this, because he had to 

learn, had to learn how to interact with Myri and the other very important people in the 

house.  Someday it would all be his, and it was his duty to be a good Grand Duke.  Part of 

that was being engaged and involved in both the professional and personal lives of the 

people who made the house work.  That was why he was on a first name basis with just 

about any KMS officer higher than the rank of Lieutenant, and he often had them over for 

dinner or barbecues. 

 But the chatting was put on hold when the operation began.  The first group to jump 

out was the battleship Trelleôs Gift and his task force, taking the interdictor to Zyagya.  

Included in the formation were three Kimdori ECM ships, ships specifically and solely 

designed to attack an enemy indirectly.  Those ships could effectively jam any and all 

sensors pointed at Zyagya, which was very important due to the highly advanced Alliance 

sensors that would be in very close proximity to the interdictor, and would also scramble 

light leaving the system to prevent telescopic surveillance.  Those ships were as 

important to the operation as the interdictor was, because preventing potential enemies 

from being able to analyze the interdiction field kept them from engineering a way to get 

around it.  And when it came to electronic warfare, the Kimdori were the best in the 

business.  The Stargate would start out after the interdictor was up and running, which 

was standard procedure for them.  The second task force jumped out about five minutes 

after the first, and Jason split his attention between the engineering team with the Zyagya 

interdictor and the tactical team that was moving to intercept the Alliance fleet. 

 By the time the intercepting fleet had calculated where they needed to be and how 

long the interdictor had to be running before it reached the Alliance fleet, the Zyagya 

operation was in full swing.  The interdictor was inserted over the north pole of Zyagya 



Prime, a huge terrestrial planet that was nearly twice the size of Terra, but had gravity 

only 1.25 Earth gravity due to a lighter density and a hell of a lot of water.  Zyagya was 

almost classified as an ocean planet, since water covered 78% of its surface, and Faey 

astrogeologists classified a planet as an ocean planet when it had 80% water coverage.  

The land that was there was still more than four times the area of available land on Earth, 

however.  In all, Zyagya was a rather pretty planet, he decided, a blue and green jewel 

with fluffy clouds, and surprisingly few satellites or large orbital structures.  Like the 

Faey, the Zyagya had learned how to industrialize without drastically altering their 

planet.  Jason watched as the E-suit wearing techs roamed around the egg-shaped 

interdictor, the precious device encased in a thick, heavily armored shell, with the 

massive Trelleôs Gift hovering over the egg-like device it like a protective mother swan.  

Jason watched the technical feed, and when the spike generated on the hyperspace 

sensors, he knew the interdictor had been activated.  The spike settled into that smooth 

waveform pattern that marked an interdictor in operation, and the waveform slowly 

began to increase in amplitude, expanding the interdiction field. 

 Out in deep space, the second operation was setting up.  They had the interdictor in 

place, and he saw that one also activate.  They had to make sure to shut it down before 

the interdiction field from Zyagya reached it, else that field would monkey with the other 

one; interdiction fields could operate in the same space if they were synced, but they 

hadnôt had time to sync the two interdictors they were using.  That was not a quick 

process.  Unsynced interdictors affecting the same area of hyperspace caused both 

interdictors to use way too much power, and since both fields would be building, it would 

significantly slow down the field expansion of both interdictors throughout their entire 

interdiction area as the two interdictors basically fought with each other over who was 

going to interdict the contested space.  They didnôt want that to happen, so there was a 

time limit involved with the Alliance warning operation.  It was a moot point, however, 

for the interdictor was put in a place that gave it four hours to do its job, and they didnôt 

expect it to take more than twenty minutes. 

 Jason listened in as the captain of the Temeron, Yura Goralle, hailed the Alliance fleet 

after it was knocked out of hyperspace.  It was typical Yura, dry and tinged with hidden 

digs.  ñAttention Alliance fleet,ò her voice called over Alliance hailing channels.  ñYou 

are entering sovereign Zyagyan space.  The Zyagya have contracted with House Karinne 

to defend their system from invasion, and as such, the Karinnes have installed a 

hyperspace interdictor to protect Zyagya.  If you do not turn around right now and get at 

least one light year away from the Zyagya star, you will be trapped in normal space and 

will most likely starve to death before escaping the interdiction effect.  And be assured, 

Alliance commander, you will  starve.  No one can help you.  No one can reach you.  But 

far be it from me to deny you the right to kill yourselves,ò she drawled, which made 

Jason chuckle.  ñSo we will remove our local interdiction effect and allow you to either 

turn around and jump back to safety, or keep going and die.  That choice is yours.ò 

 And with that, the interdictor was shut down and the task force jumped out. 

 ñHmm,ò Jason mused. 

 ñWhat?ò Jyslin asked. 

 ñThatôs a damn good idea,ò he said.  ñIôll have to ask Myli about it.ò 

 ñAbout what?ò 



 ñIf we can install an interdictor inside a starship and have it still work,ò he answered.  

ñIôm not entirely sure if it will, because of the spatial warping the engines put out and the 

velocities the ships reach. Sheôd have to look over the tolerances.ò 

 ñWhat good would that do?ò Myri asked. 

 ñWell, interdictors will  work at very low power levels if theyôre moving, but as a rule, 

interdictors donôt like to move when theyôre operating.  That wouldnôt stop a huge fleet 

from jumping into a system, but in a battle, it would keep enemies from retreating.ò 

 ñOh.  Ohhhhh!ò Myri called, her eyes widening.  ñPut Myli on that right now!ò 

 ñWith everything else on her plate?  You do it.  I want to see if you get out of her 

office with both eyes.ò 

 Myri laughed.  ñWell, weôll just have to keep an interdictor in reserve to jump to a 

battle site to prevent retreat until I work up that much nerve.ò 

 Jason watched as the Alliance fleet sat there, most likely getting orders from their 

commanders, as the Zyagya interdictor continued to expand, getting closer and closer to 

its ñbell curveò expansion phase.  On the far side of Zyagya, the Stargate dropped out of 

hyperspace right where it was supposed to, being towed by the battleship Victory and 

with a cruiser, two destroyers and 18 Kimdori ships in escort, beginning a leisurely five 

hour sublight cruise to Zyagya Prime.  Back out in interstellar space, the Alliance fleet 

did something rather curious.  There was a flurry of small ships running around between 

them, activity that took more than long enough for the Zyagya interdictor to begin its 

logarithmic expansion, and after all that was done, all but three of the Alliance ships 

jumped out. The three remaining ships, a cruiser class and two destroyer class ships, 

jumped back into hyperspace on their original course. 

 ñGet scramblers on those ships!ò Myri barked immediately.  ñGet Jaiya to have the 

Kimdori ships in her formation blind those ships before they come out of hyperspace!ò 

 ñWhat did they do?ò Danelle asked aloud, following what seemed to be a custom in 

the command center. 

 ñThey put all their food on those ships and sent them ahead, most likely to get 

detailed sensor readings on the interdiction field from the inside for analysis,ò Myri 

answered her.  ñThe Alliance have some of the best sensors in the sector, little miss.  We 

donôt want them to have any chance to analyze our interdiction field.  They may find a 

hole in it.ò 

 ñOh.  That seems smart,ò Danelle said seriously. 

 Myri smiled at her.  ñIôm glad you agree,ò she winked. 

 ñThat was fairly clever though, putting all their food on those ships,ò Jyslin 

murmured, to which Jason nodded. 

 Predictably, the three Alliance ships were knocked out of hyperspace when the 

Zyagya interdiction field reached them, and were effectively blinded by a Kimdori ECM 

ship.  Not just blinded, but also communications jammed, preventing them from 

communicating with their commanders.  The three ships stopped and stayed there for 

about ten minutes, then they turned around and started what would be an 8 month trip 

back to uninterdicted space. 

 And also somewhat predictably, Chirk called him and told him that High Staff Graith 

wanted to speak to him right now. 



 Jason chuckled when her voice came over his gestalt, which he made audio so 

everyone could hear it.  ñAlright, Iôll come witness his explosion,ò Jason told her.  ñMay 

as well track down Brall and get all the paperwork ready for me.ò 

 ñIt is already prepared and waiting for you,ò her monotone translator answered. 

 He was expecting this call, but he wasnôt entirely sure how it was going to go.  Graith 

was a politician right down to the marrow of his radioactive, glowing bones, and an oily 

one at that.  He had no doubt that Graith would be utterly pissed off at this intrusion of 

the Karinnes into what the Alliance had always seen to be an internal matter, but after 

that initial explosion, he was honestly unsure what Graith would do after that. 

 He took the call in his office, putting Graithôs hideous, noseless, skull-like face up on 

his holographic monitor, a two dimensional image projected into the air in front of his 

wall.  Jakkans were intelligent and friendly, but they were also ugly.  ñWell, I canôt say I 

wasnôt expecting this call, Graith,ò Jason said easily, leaning back in his chair. 

 ñWe formally protest this action, your Grace,ò he said in a tightly controlled voice.  

He was furious, but he was keeping his demeanor. 

 ñProtest what?  The Zyagya are sovereign, Graith,ò Jason said simply.  ñAnd the fact 

that you were jumping nearly two hundred ships into their system sort of tells me that 

they had every right to come ask us for help.  You want to visit Zyagya?  Ask them first.  

And I donôt suggest trying to do it with an attack fleet.ò 

 ñBut we have trade treaties with the Zyagya!ò 

 ñThatôs between you and the Leader, Graith.  The Zyagya hired us to interdict their 

system, and thatôs exactly what weôve done.  If you have any problems with that, take it 

up with the Leader.  Weôre just doing what we were hired to do. No more, no less.ò 

 ñHired?  Hired?  You mean the Zyagya are not allying themselves to the Imperium?ò 

he asked hotly. 

 ñNope.  They signed a contract with us to place an interdictor in their system.  Theyôll 

sort of have to deal with the Imperium a little since my house is part of it, but thatôs the 

deal.  It seems they were afraid the Alliance was going to try something.  I think they had 

about two hundred good reasons to think that.ò 

 ñThis is not a matter for the Imperium,ò Graith said icily.  ñI demand you remove the 

device preventing lawful traffic from reaching Zyagya immediately!ò 

 ñDamn, I had no idea the Alliance formally declared war on Zyagya to make an 

invasion fleet legal,ò Jason answered bluntly. 

 ñYou tread dangerously close to war, Karinne!ò 

 ñOh, and you havenôt been trying to get us into a war all along?ò Jason retorted.  

ñBeing best friends with a Handmaiden means I get my hands on all sorts of interesting 

information, High Staff.  One little tidbit I managed to get my hands on was a front 

company owned by the Organization was trying to secure cargo space on a Skaa 

smuggler that happens to have some legit ships, to move a package to the Academy,ò he 

mused lightly.  The Organization was the title of the Allianceôs intelligence service.  

ñThat doesnôt seem like pertinent information until you pair it up with the Organization 

trying to secure Skaa weapons, then lo and behold, it looks suspiciously like the 

Organization was trying to get a bomb into the Academy.ò 

 The High Staff gave him a cold look, but Jason saw his gnarled brow edge upward 

ever so slightly. 



 ñIôm a peaceful man most of the time, Graith, but if you ever try to blow up my 

Academy again, youôll find out how vindictive I can be.ò 

 ñThatôs a slanderous accusation!ò 

 ñItôs not an accusation, Graith, itôs a fact,ò he declared bluntly.  ñI have names, dates, 

and locations.  Would you like a copy sent to you to see how well it pairs up with the 

Organizationôs own timetable?ò 

 Graith glared. 

 ñLet this be your one and only warning, High Staff,ò Jason declared in a grim voice.  

ñWe know what youôre up to, and we are watching.  If you try to incite war between the 

Urumi and anyone else again, youôll find yourself at war with the Urumi.  Oh, and since 

theyôre allied with the Faey at the moment, odds are youôll be staring down Dahnaiôs 

entire fleet.  And you know how the Faey make war, Graith,ò he said in a voice of doom.  

ñWith the Consortium out there building up its strength and preparing to take over our 

entire sector, the last thing I need is dealing with your shenanigans.  So back the fuck off, 

or I will do something about you.  Is that abundantly clear?ò 

 Graithôs face vanished as he cut communication. 

 After that little adventure, Jason sighed and decided to start on the paperwork.  The 

Zyagya operation was more or less over as far as watching went, though he had a readout 

of the interdictor on his panel to keep track of its expanding interdiction field.  Luckily 

for him, though, Jyslin and the kids werenôt willing to just abandon him to his 

administrative hell.  Jason got to introduce Chirk and Brall to Danelle and Kyri, and his 

Kizzik assistant showed extreme patience putting up with three animated six year olds, 

who had their hands everywhere and violating the sacrosanct order of Chirkôs domain, his 

office.  The fact that she was a seven foot tall insectoid with two of her four arms ending 

in chitinous sword-like blades didnôt bother the kids enough to behave.  Brall decided to 

abandon Chirk to the kids after ten minutes, excusing himself to go to the Shimmer Dome 

on some made-up errand. 

 When Dahnai called to inquire about the Zyagya operation, he filled her in and also 

told her about Graith.  ñI told him we know, so heôs had his warning,ò he told her 

holographic image.  ñWe canôt really afford a war with the Alliance right now, but he 

doesnôt know that.  I sort of hinted that youôd all but orgasm at the thought of invading 

Alliance territory, and no doubt heôs stewing over risking war with the Confederation 

knowing full well we have the Kimdori watching him.ò 

 ñOh, I could do with conquering the Alliance,ò Dahnai purred.  ñSo, when are you 

going to be here?  You know, you still owe me a visit.  You and your entire family.ò 

 ñHow about tomorrow?ò 

 ñFair enough,ò she smiled. 

 

 It wasnôt as easy to arrange a trip as it used to be. 

 Aya didnôt see it as a trip to Dracora to see Dahnai, she saw it as a nightmare of 

vulnerability of the entire Dukal family, and she put her foot down in ways that got all of 

them mad at her. 

 Firstly, she was extremely unhappy when Jason decided that taking the family to see 

Dahnai meant he took all his children, not just Rann.  Rann may be the heir and betrothed 

to Shya, but he had four other kids who probably felt all kinds of left out when they were 

excluded from some parts of Jasonôs life, and he felt it was time to start rectifying that.  



Kyri, Aran, Zach, and Sora were absolutely giddy with excitement at the idea of going 

somewhere with their father, even if their mothers were going to stay behind, and Aya 

gave him a look that would scare a Goraga when she found out about it.  She didnôt want 

the stress of trying to herd all five of his kids around, and he knew she didnôt, but she also 

knew she wasnôt going to win any argument she tried to start over it.  So, she decided to 

do a little open seething, a hostile silence that broadcast her displeasure as well as her 

admission she couldnôt do a damn thing about it. 

 Secondly, she absolutely insisted that nothing less than the Aegis would do to carry 

Jason and his family, the Aegis leading a task force of nearly half the entire Karinne fleet.  

That got Aya at odds with Myri, but no matter how much Aya was yelled at or 

threatened, she absolutely would not budge, to the point where she threatened to hold the 

Dukal family hostage in their own house at gunpoint should they try to leave on anything 

less. 

 Thirdly, Aya was almost militantly resistant to adding any extra passengers.  Jason 

and his family werenôt the only ones who wanted to go, and Aya almost treated everyone 

who asked to go like a potential assassin.  Aya was suspicious but reluctantly agreed 

when Myleena asked to go, to take Danelle to meet some of her Merrane relatives, but it 

was clear she didnôt like the idea, not one little bit.  Now Aura he could at least 

understand, since she was an Exile and Aya didnôt know her very well, but Jason won 

that little argument.  Aura wanted to see Dracora, see the legendary capitol of the 

Imperium with its towers and parks, its trees and glass, and the breathtaking crystal-

spired Imperial Palace atop Imperial Hill, visible throughout the cityéat least if one was 

standing in the right place.  Jason saw nothing wrong with taking Aura along, especially 

since she was going to stay with Myleena over at her aunt and uncleôs villa, not in the 

palace.  She wouldnôt cause any trouble, and sheôd never set foot of Karis if it wasnôt in 

the company of someone she knew and trusted.  But, when Kumi, Meya and Myra asked 

to go along, Jason felt she was going just a little bit too far when she initially told them 

no.  Kumi wanted to go see her mother, who still lived in Dracora despite being a 

Trillane, and Meya and Myra had friends in Dracora they wanted to visit.  They didnôt 

want to stay at the Palace, they just wanted to hitch a ride with Jason, and Aya almost bit 

their heads off. 

 Aya then got the palace pissed at her when she sent a text message to them telling 

them that everyone would be in the palace.  Jasonôs family, Myleena, Aura, Kumi and the 

twins, everyone, and every single one of them would have full guard escort and 

protection at all times.   The commander of the palace guard erupted on Aya for those 

orders, but Aya held firm, seeing everyone going with Jason as a potential target, a way 

to get at Jason, and in need of full protection from the guard.  Dahnai had to intervene on 

that one, telling the guard that while Aya may be overstepping herself a little bit, she did 

have a point.  So, rooms were prepared for everyone in the palace, and guards were 

assigned to Myleena and Danelle, Aura, Kumi, and the twins. 

 The next morning, after Jeya grudgingly shuffled the deployment of damn well near 

the entire fleet to accommodate Aya, the leader of the guard almost faced a rebellion 

from within when Symone flatly refused to wear armor.  ñWeôre going to fucking 

Draconis!ò she screamed in outrage when Aya issued the order.  ñOn the fucking Aegis!  

We donôt need armor, you paranoid bitch!  Push off!ò 



 And Symone learned not to piss off Aya.  After the bleeding stopped, she grudgingly 

went home to get in her armor.  Aya had Dera and Hara go through their things and 

remove all their clothing except one robe and a bathing suit each, making sure that if they 

went out when they got to Dracora, it was going to be going out in armor or being 

woefully underdressed.  Not that any of them would much more than bat an eye at going 

out naked in publicðJyslin had utterly subverted him in that regardðbut there were 

customs involved that made sure that Symone would never dream of going somewhere 

underdressed.  Faey women cared as much about clothes as human women did. 

 So, after all that, 14 guards herded a very excited, sulky, or annoyed extended Dukal 

family on a heavily armored dropship escorted by no less than an entire squadron of Wolf 

fighters.  Jason flew the dropship, as usual, with Aya in the copilotôs chair and his kids 

babbling excitedly both with their voices and their minds behind him as the excitement 

got the best of them.  Ilia, Zora, Maya, and Yana waved goodbye to them from the 

landing pad, then went on to work. 

 Now remember, weôre gonna be on the Aegis for a while, Jason warned the kids.  So 

behave. 

 Why?  Canôt we get there in like a half an hour? Zach protested, his sending a little 

slow, but quite clear.  Ilia and Ryn had been training Zach very quickly and very well. 

 We could, but itôs still dark at Dracora, he answered.  Theyôre about four hours 

behind us right now.  So, instead of you guys driving your mothers crazy waiting, I 

decided we could just waste a few hours on the ship.  You know, take a tour, let you look 

around, that kind of thing.  When Empress Dahnai wakes up, weôll stop wasting time and 

get there.  

 Aya gave him a murderous look, because now she and the guards would have to herd 

five hyper six-year olds around the ship for hours.  That scowl only got darker when 

Jason winked at her.  ñRevenge is a dish best served coo-ooold,ò he said in a low, sing-

song voice. 

 I will get you for this, Jason. 

 Youôll try, he sent back patronizingly, reaching over and patting her cheek. 

 It wasnôt as hard as Aya feared it would be.  When the dropship landed, it was met by 

a whole bay full of KMS sailors wearing class A uniforms, and standing by the hatch 

stairway was the captain of the Aegis, Fleet Admiral Palla Karinne.  Palla had only been 

captain of the Aegis since its repair and return to service.  The former captain had moved 

up into the command staff, and Palla had taken over when she got her promotion.  Palla 

was damn good.  Married to a Generation male, Travan Karinne, she was one of the 

youngest upper echelon officers in the KMS, a very young and spry 52, which was only 

just approaching middle age.  That meteoric rise hadnôt just been in the KMS.  Palla had 

been the youngest officer ever in the Imperial Navy to reach the rank of Commander, 

which gave her the right to command a ship.  Navii had plundered her from the IFN, one 

of many officers and non-coms she had lured away from Dahnai and into their navy.  

Though she was young, she was a gifted military tactician, and sheôd been pulled out of 

the command staff and put on the Aegis after the battle, and Haema had replaced her 

temporarily on the command staff.  The real reason for the switch was because Haema 

needed more time before returning to combat duty due to an ill grandson, and she would 

be the captain of the next command ship, which the Kimdori were building at Kimdori 

Prime and would be ready inside two months.  That ship, which Haema named Iyanerið



a Faey word that loosely translated to unstoppable forceðwould be fitted with a GRAF 

cannon as its main weapon, where the Aegis was going to be refitted with a tactical 

CBIM. 

 Part of the marvels of modern manufacturing.  Theyôd laid the keel of the Iyaneri 

only 23 months ago, and it was only 2 months from completion.  The docks in Kosigi 

could build a destroyer from keel to launch in 23 days, and could build a cruiser in 42 

days.  The first few had taken much longer, but as production was fine tuned and parts 

were mass produced and in abundant supply, the build time came way down thanks to 

highly advanced robotic assemblers assisting the flesh and blood workers.  It had taken 

much longer to build the Aegis, but the lessons learned and the parts they needed to build 

a second ship were brought into play when they started on the next one, and the third 

ship, which was half built and still a year from completion, was being built even faster 

compared to where the other two ships had been after that much time.  This wasnôt just an 

advantage for them.  When they were serious about it, the Faey could build ships just as 

fast, probably even faster, because their ship designs had long been standardized for 

construction.  They had brought half-finished ships from other shipyard to Kosigi, and 

those ships were already quickly fleshing out, using them as test runs to get their 

production routines set up within Kosigi.  Once they had those all set up and the bugs 

worked out, theyôd probably crank out a cruiser class ship every 20 days. 

 It had roots in American history, he recalled.  The famous Liberty Ships from World 

War II, built so fast that they were literally launching them on a schedule every day, built 

for function, not for style.  That was what they were aiming to mirror in  Kosigi, a 

massive shipbuilding operation where new ships were being produced so fast they 

wouldnôt have places to park them.  Jason wanted to see at least five ships a day come out 

of the base, be it Karinne, Faey, Urumi, or Kimdori, and that was not reaching.  Dellin 

was absolutely positive that kind of sustained construction could be achieved given the 

baseôs unique advantages and an unbroken supply chain.  Just like in World War II, 

industry was going to be a critical aspect of this war.  If they could build enough ships 

and enough drones and other weapons to break the Consortium before they could get 

within striking distance of a planet, then they win. 

 Palla was typically Faey in that she was quite attractive and had pointed ears, but she 

was very different from most Faey.  She was from Jerama, which was the fifth largest 

food producer in the Imperium, one of their arable farming planets.  Jeramaôs star was 

white, and it produced a curious coloration in the Faey who had lived there long enough 

to adapt.  Palla was blue, but she was a very deep, very dark sapphire, like the deep sea, 

she had pink eyes, and shimmering silver hair she kept in a short pixie style.  She saluted 

sharply when Jason led his kids off the dropship, then put her hands on his upper chest, 

just under his shoulders, and patted his armor.  ñYouôd better be in this,ò she grinned at 

him. 

 ñYeah, yeah, you just wait til this is over, I have a long list of asses to kick,ò he noted, 

giving Aya a light look as he said it.  She gave him a wolfish smile.  ñDonôt get your 

name put at the bottom of it,ò he teased. 

 ñPft, youôd be lost without us,ò she retorted.  ñFor one, youôd have nobody to kiss 

your children!ò she grinned, moving away and leaning down with her arms out.  ñRanny!  

Youôre getting so big!ò 



 Miss Palla!  Do you have cookies? He asked as she grunted a bit to pick him up with 

his armor, which made him a bit heavy. 

 ñTrelleôs combs, but you send so good!ò she said, kissing his cheek.  ñAnd itôs too 

early for cookies, you silly boy!  Kyri!   Zach!  You brought them all, eh?ò she said to 

Jason. 

 ñI figured they earned it,ò he chuckled as she set Rann down, knelt down, and 

accepted hugs and kisses from all the kids.  They surprised her with their sending, and 

they introduced her to Danelle, who wasnôt well known to his KMS officersébut was 

she ever well known to the engineering department and 3D. 

 After everyone disembarked and Palla was introduced to Aura and Kumi, she took 

them on a long, grand tour of the Aegis.  It took nearly three hours, and while Jason knew 

most of it, he was impressed at Pallaôs depth of knowledge of a ship sheôd only been 

commanding for a few weeks.  Ship officers were like old U.S. Navy submariners, 

expected to be able to perform any critical job on the ship, and with that requirement 

came a great deal of knowledge about ship systems.  She led them into the various 

sections and explained exactly what they were for and what was going on, which 

enthralled his kids.  They were excited to tour engineering, where the massive main jump 

engines were located, four pods with each pod the size of a country village, a virtual city 

devoted solely to the jump engines deep inside the massive flagship.  She showed them 

the theater and the gym, the main medical bay which was the size of the Karsa Medical 

Annex, then one of the many typical residential deck sections, a cluster of crew quarters 

with a small arboretum serving as a little central park for the residents.  She ended the 

tour with the huge bridge, which wasnôt just the tactical command center, but the nerve 

center for the entire ship and all its functions.  The bridge deck was filled with operations 

officers and non-coms going about the business of monitoring the shipôs operations and 

issuing orders, but the tactical control center, what most would call a bridge, was at the 

forefront, where sixteen tactical officers, the first mate, and the captain did their work. 

 You could make a workout out of just walking around this thing, Kumi noted, a touch 

sourly, as they looked at the tactical ship display, showing a map of the ship with a series 

of colored dots to note readiness of critical systems. 

 Itôs nearly two kathra long, Kumi, Jason answered.  This thing is more of a moving 

city than it is a ship. 

 Well, give me a nice desk and an office anytime. 

 This coming from the girl who has a fit and goes on a crash diet if she thinks sheôs 

gained even a quarter of a konn, he teased. 

 Bite my ass, Jayce. 

 I did that once.  I didnôt find the experience very enjoyable, he answered smoothly, 

which earned him a clang when her armored hand slapped his armored shoulder. 

 Meya and Myra sidled up to each side of him and put their hands on his shoulders.  

Girls, he greeted.  So how goes the dastardly plot? 

 Itôs coming along, Meya answered with a sly smile.  Youôll certainly know when 

weôve finished it. 

 I hope so.  Iôll be terribly disappointed if I donôt. 

 Youôre not the only one, Myra winked. 

 How goes the education?  Outside of the official reports. 



 Pretty fast, Meya answered.  The Exiles were already highly educated.  They know all 

the theories, they just couldnôt put anything into practice, and they had historical 

references to all the Karinne technology.  Using the technology intimidates them a little 

at first, then they get the hang of it.  The language is taking a little longer.  Some of them 

almost think that modern Faey is an entirely different language. 

 Iôm sure youôll manage it. 

 This wasnôt exactly what we signed up for when we joined up, Meya grinned. 

 Youôll serve me like the slaves you are, he replied lightly.  In any manner I please! 

 Oh, listen to this, Myra snorted mentally.  I think a certain someone has had his title 

go to his head.  Weôre going to have to do something about it, sister. 

 He certainly forgets who owns him, Meya agreed. 

 Thatôs right.  I do, Jyslin called, which made Meya and Myra laugh.  Donôt worry, 

girls, heôll get his dose of humility tonight. 

 This kind of taking-down has to be done personally, Myra winked. 

 Better women than you have tried. 

 Impossible.  Iôm the best, I just havenôt tried yet. 

 And whoôs got the inflated ego now? he challenged. 

 My ego is in no way inflated.  I can back it up. 

 Keep digging that hole, girl, itôs going to be a long drop when you fall in. 

 Palla let Sora give the commands to get the ship moving, which made his daughter 

absolutely beam, and the task force started a slow, leisurely cruise towards the Stargate.  

Jason let the kids stay on the bridge to watch the ship in action, ensuring that they didnôt 

cause any trouble by keeping them close to the tactical display, patiently answering all 

their questions.  When the ship started its run on the Stargate, they got even more curious.  

Why turn everything off? Zach asked, since he didnôt have as much travel time as the 

other kids.  Ilia kept him close to home. 

 Plasma systems canôt run while weôre inside the Stargate, Jason answered.  And the 

engines canôt be running either.  Weôll build up enough speed and turn them off, then just 

coast through to the other side. 

 But why do we need to sit like weôre gonna do hyperspace? 

 Because the ship is too big, Palla answered for him.  Ships donôt like being halfway 

through a Stargate, pippy.  They want to get through as fast as possible.  When the bow 

hits, the Stargate will suck us in, and thatôll yank us forward.  Itôs not really felt on most 

ships because they go fast, but the Aegis is so big that we have to secure ourselves or 

weôll get all thrown against the back wall, she winked.  So, into the jump restraints, kids! 

 Jason helped the kids into chairs, where the maglocks on the chairs locked their armor 

backs in, then he sat down between Jyslin and Aura.  Is it that bad? Aura asked, a bit 

nervously. 

 Youôll feel the ship accelerate, but it wonôt be so bad that itôs scary, he answered her.  

Itôll be like being in a hovercar when Myraôs driving. 

 Oh.  Yes, restraints are definitely necessary, she nodded. 

 Bite my ass, Aura, Myra teased playfully. 

 ñSecure for Stargate passage!ò Palla barked aloud.  ñAll sections report readiness!  

Show me a green board, Commander,ò she said calmly to her operations officer as she sat 

down in her chair and activated its restraints. 



 The snap effect of a Stargate passage in a capital ship was definitely interesting.  The 

ship lurched forward when the bow hit the Stargate, as the wormhole yanked the ship in, 

which was why the largest ship always went through first.  Theyôd be going faster 

coming out than the other ships, and that prevented collisions if a ship had problems 

restarting its engines with a bigger ship bearing down on it from behind.  But it was still 

just as fast as any other Stargate passage, and almost instantly, they went from Karis to 

Draconis.  The blue and green jewel hovered before them in the holographic image, about 

twenty minutes away at standard cruising speed.  ñReturn to normal running,ò Palla 

called.  ñComm, hail Draconis control and warn them weôre coming.ò 

 It took about a half an hour to reach Draconis and settle into orbit, and nearly a half 

an hour more to get to the landing bay and get everyone settled in.  The same squadron of 

Wolf fighters would escort them down, the first display of their new fighters to the 

outside world, and Jason found himself booted out of the pilotôs chair by Aya.  Hey! he 

protested indignantly when she grabbed the back of his armor and yanked to keep him 

from sitting in the pilotôs chair. 

 Not this time, Jason, she answered, her tone dead serious.  In the back, where youôre 

more protected.  Sitting in the cockpit is no place for you here, especially when itôs 

common knowledge that you tend to pilot your own ships.  Iôm not putting that big of a 

target on you. 

 Nobodyôs going to attack me here. 

 Really?  And what was that incident on the Surrale yacht?  An excited hello? 

 He was about to protest, but he fell silent and nodded in assent.  He had been literally 

attacked in broad daylight and in full view of everyone once before.  He somewhat 

sulkily sat down in the passenger cabin beside Jyslin as Aya and Shen took the cockpit, 

Aya intending to pilot them down. 

 Poor baby, Jyslin smiled, patting him on the cheek with an armored hand.  Iôll have to 

make it up to you tonight. 

 Good luck with that.  Iôm sure Dahnaiôs going to have a few words with you. 

 I can handle her, she winked. 

 Surrounded by Wolf fighters, the dropship left the hangar and started a controlled 

descent into Draconisô atmosphere.  As soon as theyôd cleared the heaviest turbulence, 

the fighters launched their drones and spinners for additional defense, creating a small 

cloud of automated weaponry and sensor equipment.  Imperial Raptors joined their 

formation, with a bit of shocked and amazed sending from the Imperial pilots at the 

Wolves, and the entire procession made its way to the palace.  Aya landed them on the 

largest of the landing pads, where Dahnai, her family, several Grand Duchesses of the 

Siann, and Brood Queen SkôVrae and her retinue of Urumi, surprisingly enough, were 

waiting to greet them. 

 Predictably, Shya and Rann met at the hatch, hugging each other, but they were 

shooed forward as the Grand Duke and his family and friends made their way out to greet 

the others.  Jason and Dahnai embraced as well as they could with him wearing armor but 

no helmet, and she gave him a passionate kiss.  Hey babes, she sent with a smile.  Wow, I 

see you brought just about everyone. 

 All my kids, and I had a few passengers here for their own reasons, he replied with a 

nod at Kumi as she came down after the kids. 

 Jys said you brought the girlfriend. 



 Aura?  Yeah, she wanted to see Dracora.  Sheôs going to hang out with the twins 

while sheôs here. 

 Well, I want to meet her, if we have time. 

 Weôre not going to spend the entire visit in your apartment, Jason chided. 

 No, but we may spend it in the conference room, she answered.  I think you havenôt 

heard yet. 

 Heard what? 

 The Alliance declared war on Zyagya about an hour ago, over the interdictor, she 

told him seriously. 

 Fuck!  Canôt Graith keep his dick in his pants? Jason growled. 

 I know, I know.  So, this wonôt quite be a social call.  SkôVrae rushed over as soon as 

we got the news, and Zaa said sheôd be here as soon as she got in some intelligence from 

her operatives.. 

 Yes, this is something we all need to discuss immediately, SkôVrae sent, which 

shocked Jason a little bit.  It was the first time sheôd ever done so.  There are some very 

delicate issues involved here, mainly involving the Academy and the entry station. 

 Yeah, I can see that, Jason growled mentally.  Like how we keep Alliance traders 

from trying to make a run at the Zyagya gate, then claim we fired on them for no reason 

when we stop them. 

 Among other things, Dahnai nodded.  But that can wait, there are more important 

things to do, she added, kneeling down and opening her arms.  ñKyri!  You look 

beautiful, little girl!ò 

 ñHullo Miss Empress!ò she answered folding into Dahnaiôs arms.  ñMay I send to 

you?ò 

 Dahnai grinned.  ñYes you may, little miss manners,ò she answered.  ñI see youôre 

teaching them well,ò she added to Jason. 

 ñWhen they listen,ò Jason smiled down at his blond daughter. 

 Zach was gaping at the hulking, imposing Brood Queen, so Jason decided to break 

that ice quickly.  ñZach, this is the Brood Queen SkôVrae, ruler of the Urumi Collective.  

Your Majesty, this is my youngest son, Zachary Karinne.  Say hello,ò he prompted. 

 Zach bowed, a bit clumsily.  ñYour Majesty,ò he said in a nervous voice. 

 ñDo not fear me, child,ò she said in a gentle voice, leaning down, her thick tail 

slashing behind her to keep her balance.  ñFor I am a friend of your father and of the 

Karinnes.ò 

 ñItôs just youôre so big and, er, bony,ò he blurted. 

 ñItôs just the way we are,ò she said with a toothy smile, touching the thick, chevron-

shaped dermal bone plate on her chest, which protected her lungs and hearts from injury.  

ñBut how we look has nothing to do with who we are, broodling.  Itôs wise never to judge 

a person or a species by how they appear.  Thatôs a quick way to be surprised.ò 

 ñBrood Queen SkôVrae is full of surprises, son,ò Jason chuckled. 

 ñHow well I know that,ò Dahnai grunted, touching her face impulsively, no doubt 

remembering what it was like to get a face full of Urumi venom. 

 Jason introduced all his children to SkôVrae in turn, from Zach to Rann, then 

introduced Aura to them.  Aura was much more nervous than the children, and gawked at 

Dahnai like she was Trelle herself in the flesh.  The introduction itself was amusing and 

memorable.  ñSkôVrae, Dahnai, this is Aura.  Sheôs myðñ 



 ñGirlfriend,ò Jyslin interrupted as she took SkôVraeôs scaly hands in greeting. 

 ñWhatever,ò Jason sighed, which made Jyslin giggle. 

 ñY-Your Maj-jesty,ò Aura stammered, gaping up at SkôVrae.  Then she remembered 

herself and hastily bowed. 

 ñShe looks something like you, Dahnai,ò SkôVrae noted. 

 ñThatôs why he likes her, most likely,ò Dahnai grinned.  ñSheôs the surrogate when he 

wants me but Iôm here.ò 

 ñYouôre the surrogate, not her,ò Jason called, which made Dahnai laugh. 

 ñBoy, you just earned yourself some punishment,ò she warned, pointing at him. 

 ñLike Iôm afraid of a girl,ò he snorted. 

 ñLet us keep our minds on business,ò SkôVrae warned.  ñThere will be time for 

frivolity after Zaa arrives and we talk.ò 

 ñAlways keeping us on the path,ò Jason chuckled with an honest smile at his 

large, scaly ally.  ñYouôre right, of course.  Letôs get everyone inside and settled in, then 

you can get me up to speed on whatôs going on.ò 
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 There was a lot to talk about. 

 Jason spent nearly six hours with Dahnai and SkôVrae, and then Zaa when she 

arrived, discussing the myriad problems that this war declaration by the Alliance could 

create.  The Alliance was incensed at the interdictor, and even more incensed when the 

Leader of the Zyagya basically made public the deal between the Zyagya and the House 

Karinne, even to the point where they admitted that the interdictor would be pulled if the 

Consortium attacked.  Jason would have rather the Leader not reveal that, but that was 

the Zyagya.  They had a tendency to be blunt with their truth. 

 The official reason the Alliance had gone to war was over the three ships trapped in 

the interdiction field.  According to their propaganda, they had made repeated attempts to 

get those ships back, ships they claimed were on a scientific mission, ships that were now 

trapped months away from any safe port.  They claimed that theyôd made several 

attempts to have the Karinnes rescue their people, but now their ships were being actively 

jammed to prevent them from relaying their status or condition, and that was an act of 

war the Alliance could not ignore.  Since the Zyagya were the ones in control of the 

interdictor, it was the Zyagya against whom the Alliance had declared war.  Jason 

thought it was amusing leap of logic that the Alliance went right after the Zyagya and 

ignored the Karinnes, because the Alliance wanted absolutely nothing to do with 

declaring war on the Imperium, and the whole sector knew it.  Always before, the 

infighting between the houses of the Imperium had prevented them from banding 

together and having a serious war with anyone.  Even the war with the Skaa Empire had 

been nothing but a series of skirmishes fought over some contested territory, because 

neither side had been particularly inclined to escalate; the Skaa Empire was the only 

foreign nation in the sector that could match the Imperium in a war scenario, and that was 

through sheer force of numbers.  But everyone knew now that the entire Imperium was 

unified behind Dahnai, and that was a force nobody wanted looking in their direction.  

Even without the support of the Urumi, the Imperium could steamroll any neighbor save 

the Skaa Empire. 

 The Consortium had caused some opportunities, but it had also caused more 

complications than the other governments cared to face, and the unification of the 

Imperium into a singular military force was one of those ugly complications. 

 The biggest issue they saw was that the Alliance would make a run at the TES and the 

Stargates behind it.  That was the only way into Zyagya now, and they absolutely did not 

want to have to destroy the Alliance invasion fleet under any circumstances.  They did 

not want the Consortiumôs spies to see what happened and know what to expect if they 

tried it themselves.  Jason had drilled it into Dahnai and SkôVrae, and Zaa had certainly 

reinforced it, that the Consortium were not stupid.  They would exploit any intelligence 



they managed to glean from any action the Alliance undertook, and any weapon or tactics 

seen by the enemy was a weapon or tactic the enemy had a chance to circumvent.  They 

had to keep the Consortium as ignorant as possible about the capabilities and extent of 

the Confederationôs military and tactical strengths. 

 Even as they discussed the matter, Zaaôs spies and the hyperspace probes they had in 

Alliance space showed them the buildup of forces the Alliance had undertaken before 

they declared war.  Just about the entire damn Alliance fleet save the 200 or so ships they 

jumped into Zyagya was clustered at the three systems closest to Zyagya, which was the 

heart of Alliance territory.  The Alliance had, according to Zaaôs intelligence, 785 ships 

in their fleet, which counted any ship corvette class or larger.  That was a fairly large 

fleet, at least until one saw that when the 843 ships making up the myriad house fleets 

were folded into the 512 ships making up the Imperial Navy, the Imperium currently had 

1,355 ships at its disposal.  The Skaa had nearly twice that, 2,303 ships, but they lacked 

the firepower of Imperial ships, which equaled things out.  Those big three accounted for 

the vast majority of ships in the sector, with the Skaa Republicôs 290 ships being the next 

largest fleet thanks to the destruction of a large chunk of the Urumi fleet at the battle of 

Karis. 

 Of course, those numbers changed daily for every nation.  The Imperium wasnôt the 

only government rapidly building up its navies. 

 They debated the matter well into the Dracoran night, until SkôVrae needed to stop.  

She had a 10 hour circadian rhythm based on her planetôs day cycle, and while she was 

capable of extended activity, she still needed to rest earlier than anyone else.  Urumi slept 

for 2 hours out of every 10, but that was all the sleep they needed.  Jason retired to 

Dahnaiôs apartment with his family so they could catch up, and much to her nervous 

surprise, Dahnai insisted that Aura come with them.  Dahnai wanted to get to know Aura, 

that Faey need to see what a man sees in another woman.  Saelle was with them as well, 

since Saelle almost never left Dahnaiôs side anymore. 

 Dahnai was in a mood, he noticed.  She spent a lot of time talking to Jyslin and 

Symone about their pregnancies, asking them how things were going, and then she patted 

her own flat belly.  I just canôt help but wonder what our kids will be like, she mused 

honestly.  I wonder if Raisha will have blue skin or not. 

 Thatôs your child with Jason? Aura asked. 

 She nodded.  The whole reason sheôs here, she said with a sly look at Saelle. 

 Iôd say me being here is your fault, Dahnai, she retorted dryly, pushing her dark, 

charcoal gray hair out of her face, hair that drove quite a few Faey men crazy. 

 Miyai is my daughter with Kellin, she continued, which made Kellin beam with pride.  

Sheôll be born first, of course, to at least lessen the scandal. 

 How bad has it been? Symone asked. 

 Iôve managed to keep a handle on it.  If anything, this Consortium war at least gives 

the tabloids other things to talk about than the fact that the Empress is carrying two 

children by two different fathers, and one isnôt even Faey. 

 Well, if sheôs not born with it, Iôm sure it wonôt be long before it turns blue, Jyslin 

noted.  Jason starts getting a bit dusky after just a few minutes under the sun here. 

 And thatôs why I stay out of the sun whenever possible, he declared.  I do not look 

right like that. 

 I dunno, I like it, Dahnai smiled.  Youôre very handsome when youôre blue. 



 I look like a mutant smurf. 

 Watch it, buster, youôre married to a smurf, Jyslin warned with a grin. 

 What is this smurf? Kellin asked curiously. 

 An old Terran cartoon about blue-skinned people about this big, Jason answered, 

holding his hands a foot or so apart.  Some of us look proper when weôre blue.  Iôm not 

one of them. 

 I dunno, daddy, I like it when I turn blue, Rann objected.  I look neat. 

 Youôre young enough to enjoy it, Jason told him. 

 Well, I like it, Shya declared, wrapping her arms around Rann possessively.  I hope 

you turn blue and stay that way. 

 Wow, sheôs sending very well, Jyslin noted to Dahnai. 

 The perk of being the Empress.  I have an entire board of top-level talents training 

them.  They train for six hours a day. 

 The professors say weôre good students, Maer declared proudly. 

 Very good students, Maer, Jason agreed.  You send almost as well as some adults I 

know already. 

 I send okay, but sometimes itôs hard to make things out when more than one person is 

sending at the same time, he admitted. 

 Thatôs something experience can fix, Maer, Jyslin assured him.  Just keep practicing. 

 Can you private send yet? Symone asked. 

 He nodded.  Itôs easy.  Miss Saelle taught me. 

 Just one of the things Iôm doing while waiting for something to do, she smiled.  Iôll 

have more to do when Sirri decides to stop pretending sheôs less than she is. 

 I dunno, Sirri protested.  I mean, mommy can do it, but I donôt really know if I can. 

 I know you can, pippy.  I can sense it.  Weôll just keep practicing until you get it. 

 Do what? Symone asked. 

 Saelleôs convinced that Sirri has some telekinetic ability, Dahnai answered.  Theyôve 

been working to see if she can develop it. 

 It wouldnôt be a stretch, baby girl, since your momôs one hell of a TK, Symone 

assured her. 

 And of course, a certain someone makes me look like a weakling, she sent with an 

accusing tilt, directed at Saelle. 

 Hey, Iôve got a bigger toy than you, she smiled in reply, tapping the collar of her 

armor pointedly.  Like Jason, Saelle was wearing her armor, and her armor contained a 

tactical gestalt that radically increased her telekinetic power. 

 What I wouldnôt give to be able to do that, she sighed, her sending envious. 

 What you give may be far more than what you get back, given current circumstances, 

hon, Jason warned her seriously. 

 Jason tuned out the chatter to discuss a few things with Saelle personally.  [How are 

the Kimdori working out?] he communed privately. 

 [Fairly well,]  she answered.  [Itôs hard to tell theyôre not real giruzi.  The palace had 

a fit when I brought them with me.  Speaking of pets, whereôs Rannôs vulpar?] 

 [Amber?  Home.  She doesnôt like to travel, so Ayama and Surin are taking care of 

her.  She likes them.] 

 [Ah.  Anyway, not even my husband knows the giruzi are Kimdori.  Only Dahnai 

knows.  We decided that keeping them an absolute secret was imperative.] 



 [Damn right.] 

 [Those Kimdori know how to act,] Saelle told him with an amused texture.  [Theyôre 

so giruzi that even I find myself treating them like animals even when weôre in private.  

They think itôs funny when I do it.] 

 [It probably makes them happy that theyôre so good at it they can even fool you,]  he 

answered.  [Any problems you didnôt care to discuss over the radio?] 

 [Nope.  I really like Evin.  Not only do we get along, but the sex is fantastic.  My 

Gladiator is doing just fine, and Iôve been keeping an eye on things around here.  Things 

are going great.] 

 [Good.  I feel way better with you here.] 

 [I know.  Sheôs a wonderful woman, Jayce, and Iôm happy to keep her safe for you,] 

she smiled warmly. 

 [Iôm glad you think so.  Howôs it been being in the inner circle?] 

 [The Siann is violently jealous,] she told him with a slight smirk.  [They have no idea 

who I am, and then bam, hereôs this absolute nobody Karinne showing up and standing 

at the Empressô left hand.  The viciousness prevailed for all of a takir, until they realized 

that I had a direct path to Dahnai.  Now theyôre all almost sickeningly sweet to me, and I 

get invitations to private conferences daily.] 

 [Heh, keep óem on their toes, girl.] 

 [Oh, I do,] she grinned. 

 And what are you two gossiping about? Dahnai asked, giving Jason and Saelle a sly 

look. 

 Not much, just talking about my adventures with the Siann, Saelle answered. 

 You certainly have enough stories about that, Dahnai laughed. 

 They basically just chatted and caught up, let Jasonôs kids renew their friendships 

with Dahnaiôs kids, and then they retired for the night.  Dahnai made sure to claim Jason, 

as she always did when he came to the palace.  Symone decided sheôd rather spend the 

night with  Kellin, so Jyslin wandered off with Tim. 

 And naturally, they were woke up about four hours after going to sleep.  Dahnaiôs 

comm panel beeped annoyingly, rousing both of them.  She sat up and growled ñlights!ò 

which caused the lights to turn on, then used her telekinetic ability to hit the buttons on 

her comm station near the bed to bring up the wall monitor.  Lornaôs scarred face 

appeared on the wall, and she looked a little serious. 

 ñWhat is it, General?ò Dahnai asked sleepily, but her annoyance was clear in her 

voice. 

 ñA small Alliance fleet just jumped out of Torvalt, and itôs heading for Terra,ò she 

answered.  ñThe Kimdori have confirmed the jump.ò 

 ñFuck,ò Dahnai growled.  ñHow long til it gets there?ò 

 ñFive days,ò she answered.  ñThe fleet numbers sixteen ships.ò 

 ñWhat on earth is that glowing asshole trying to accomplish?ò Jason snapped as he sat 

up.  ñHe sends a fraction of his fleet knowing what it has to go through to reach the 

Stargate?  That makes no sense!ò 

 ñSure it does, heôs going to throw them away and decry Confederate butchery when 

we blow them out of space,ò Dahnai grunted darkly.  ñHeôs going to force us to take the 

first shot.  Then heôll play the martyr and try to turn the other governments against us.  



Remember, he wants us at war with just about anyone but him, so heôll pull every dirty 

trick there is to try to make it happen.ò 

 ñFuck,ò Jason snapped, touching his gestalt.  [Denmother Zaa,] he called.  He knew 

that if she was wearing her memory band, it would pick that up and make it audio 

through a tiny speaker on the device.  If she wasnôt, it wouldnôt put it through into audio 

and her memory band would warn him she wasnôt wearing it.  [I need to talk to you, 

Denmother.] 

 [Iôm awake, and I already know,] she answered.  [Get out of bed and bring Dahnai 

with you.  Iôll inform SkôVrae.] 

 [And just how do you know Iôm with Dahnai?] 

 [Cousin, I didnôt live this long and remain quite that blind,] she answered lightly. 

[Now get moving.] 

 [Yes maôam,] he replied automatically, which never failed to amuse Zaa. 

 By the time they were dressed and in a council chamber, Lorna already had a 

presentation ready.  The scarred general presented it as soon as they were seated, using 

reconnaissance images and tactical maps to display the developments.  ñSixteen Alliance 

ships, mostly corvettes and destroyers, left Torvalt about two hours ago,ò she began, 

showing a hyperspace probe image of a task force of small ships assembling for a jump, 

then a second still image with them gone.  ñWeôve confirmed through energy signatures 

and Kimdori intelligence that half of them are military logistic ships.  Transports and one 

medical frigate,ò she added, pointing at the largest of the small ships on the first image, 

the side of which was emblazoned with the green circle with a star inside it which marked 

an Alliance medical ship.  ñIt has every appearance of a relief convoy.ò 

 ñGraith is making his move,ò Dahnai grunted sourly.  ñHeôs going to force us to fire 

on a logistics fleet.ò 

 Lorna didnôt speculate, she merely continued.  ñThe fleet will arrive at the incoming 

sector at the start of the lane leading to the TES in four days, twenty-eight hours, and 

sixteen minutes,ò she told them, pointing at a map beside the photo showing the TES, 

Terra, and a shaded area where ships jumped in to begin their run to the TES.  ñIôve 

alerted the TES and the picket ships protecting it, as well as put the entire Confederate 

military on stage two alert.ò 

 ñWise move,ò SkôVrae nodded.  ñThis may be a diversion.  We should be alert and 

prepared.ò 

 ñOutside of that, thereôs little more to report.  The ships the Alliance are sending are 

no match for our defensive picket.  What the war room needs, majesties, is to know how 

you want to do this.ò 

 ñWe cannot back down,ò SkôVrae grunted.  ñWe have set the rules.  We cannot make 

any changes to them.  If those ships enter the corridor without authorization, we must 

attack them.  We said no warnings, no exceptions.  We cannot do anything but what we 

have warned we will do.ò 

 ñThatôs true, but thatôs exactly what that radioactive bastard wants.  He wants viddy 

of us firing on a medical ship to put on auto repeat and blare on every frequency his 

comms can emulate,ò Dahnai growled. 

 Jason was quiet, leaning back in his chair and pondering the situation, not from a 

military or political standpoint, but from the outlook of Graith.  The High Staff was a 

cunning, manipulative creature, but he also wasnôt stupid.  Sure, them firing on a medical 



convoy didnôt look good, but it also really accomplished nothing from Graithôs point of 

view unless he was looking at who was pushing the firing button.  Nobody would really 

care all that much about what happened, because the medical service wasnôt quite as 

venerated to other nations as it was to the Faey, who saw doctors as very nearly religious 

figures to be protected at any and all costs.  It would be with a trembling hand that any 

Faey weapon officer would press the button to fire on a medical ship, and the High Staff 

knew it.  Some Faey would flatly refuse to attack a medical ship, so deep were their 

convictions about protecting the doctors. 

 No, this wasnôt some kind of propaganda ploy by Graith to discredit the 

Confederation military in the eyes of the other governments.  This was a serious attempt 

to get his ships to the TES by shielding them behind a medical frigate, the one ship no 

Faey would attack without a great deal of trepidation.  The bigger question, though, was 

what he meant to accomplish getting such a small fleet past the blockade.  It was too 

small to threaten Zyagya, and the KMS would move to intercept themð 

 It wasnôt about the Faey, it was about the Stargates.  They were trying to get their 

ships close enough to the Stargates to attack them. 

 No, that wasnôt it either.  The ships would never get anywhere near the Stargates, 

theyôd be intercepted at the TES.  So, Graith wanted to get his ships close to the TES, but 

then what were they supposed to do?  Attack it?  Heôd have a better chance putting a 

bomb on a freighter and blowing it up when the freighter was close to the TES if it 

managed to get past the sensor sweeps.  So, if they werenôt supposed to attack the 

Stargates, and they werenôt supposed to attack the TES, then what were they doing? 

 They were there to get captured.  Sixteen small ships, Graith could afford to lose 

those, and with them being shielded by a medical frigate, he figured they had a damn 

good chance of being boarded and captured rather than destroyed.  Heôd get his rage 

points at his ships being stopped and boarded, then captured like Dahnai suspected, but 

what he was doing was trying to get people inside, even if they were prisoners.  That, or 

he was trying to get those ships inside, to allow them to be captured so they could 

perform some other job. 

 That had to be it.  It was the only really logical thing Graith could be after. 

 Okay, so, Graith was sending the ships with the express intent of them being 

captured.  So, what could they do about it? 

 Destroying the ships was definitely one option, simply getting rid of them and 

eliminating whatever threat they or Graithôs plan posed.  But that wasnôt only wasteful, it 

wasnôt very smart.  They could use sixteen Alliance ships themselves for some dirty pool 

if it came down to it.  They could isolateð 

 That was a damn good idea. 

 ñLadies,ò he called, interrupting a debate between SkôVrae and Dahnai.  ñZaa, a 

question.  Can you get a detailed scan on those ships while in hyperspace?ò 

 ñWhy do you ask questions to which you know the answers, cousin?ò Zaa asked with 

a light smile in her eyes. 

 ñI mean detailed, Denmother.  As in a systemic sweep from bow to stern of every 

ship with so much detail that you can point out the metallurgical microflaws in the outer 

armor.ò 

 ñYes, it can be done.  Easily.ò 

 ñWhatôs baking in that brain of yours, babes?ò Dahnai asked curiously. 



 ñGraith isnôt sending them out to be destroyed for the cameras, heôs sending them out 

so we capture them,ò he told the females.  ñHe wants us to capture those ships, and he 

thinks that such a small fleet of non-military vessels would be boarded and captured 

rather than destroyed.  If we destroy them, he gets to have his rage, but if we capture 

them, well, thatôs another story.ò 

 ñTo what end?ò SkôVrae asked. 

 ñWell, I think the Kimdori might be able to answer part of that,ò he answered.  ñI get 

the feeling they have something on their ships they want on this side of the interdictors, 

be it some device or just spies to be sent to Confederate prisons to try to gather 

intelligence.ò 

 ñSo, the prudent action is to destroy those ships,ò SkôVrae declared. 

 ñThat would be safe, but hell, we could use those ships ourselves,ò Jason smiled.  

ñAlliance logistic ships?  We can get our hands on their scanners and tear them apart to 

see how they work for one, but we could rig them up and let Yila smuggle with them.  

Besides, if we capture them, Graith will think weôre playing the game heôs setting up.  

We just have to make sure whatever it is theyôre smuggling in doesnôt do them any good.  

Zaa, can your SCM ships stop passive systems?ò 

 ñIf theyôre utilizing some kind of new passive sensor that can look into hyperspace, 

yes, they can jam it,ò she said with a growing smile.  ñQuite devious, Jason.  I am 

impressed.  That is almost Kimdori in its subtlety.ò 

 ñSo, what do you have in mind?ò Dahnai asked curiously. 

 ñWe capture them, make sure they canôt communicate with the Alliance, then take 

them to Exile,ò he answered.  ñThatôs so remote that any spies they have will never get 

any messages back, and itôs the same deal with their ships.  That far away?  Theyôll 

receive any messages those ships transmit in, say, six hundred years or so.  They canôt 

jump a beacon out to pick up the message then have it jump back, not that far out.ò  He 

leaned back in his chair.  ñTheyôre almost certain to put some telepaths on those ships to 

try to get by the Faey, so I think we can put the Alliance crews to work at New Karsa 

until weôre ready to send them back, which prevents them from gathering any intelligence 

on anything other than how many square kathtera of wheat we have planted on the south 

tracts and how much benkonn of food weôre shipping every day.  Maybe a little honest 

farm work will do them some good, and the telepaths among them will have all kinds of 

fun trying to use it on the Kizzik overseeing the farming operation.  This way, Graith gets 

to have his little temper tantrum over the capture of his ships, yet whatever the real 

reason heôs sending them will be a failed mission.  Their ships and crews will be held so 

far away that theyôll be unable to do what theyôre supposed to do.ò 

 Dahnai gave him a huge smile.  ñBabes, what would we do without you?ò 

 ñFail miserably, Iôd imagine,ò he retorted with a light smile, then laughed even as he 

winced when Dahnai punched him in the shoulder. 

 ñI see nothing wrong with the idea,ò SkôVrae agreed.  ñI suggest tranquilizing the 

Alliance crews so they have no idea where they are or how many Stargates they traversed 

to get there.  Let them go to sleep in their own ships and wake up in a farm barracks on a 

planet theyôve never even heard of.ò 

 ñA sensible idea,ò Zaa agreed.  ñIt seems we are concluded until my children 

investigate the approaching ships, unless you have more to add, General?ò she asked, 

looking at Lorna. 



 ñNo, your Majesty,ò she answered, nodding slightly. 

 ñThen I think we can return to our rest,ò Zaa declared.  ñI will have my children 

report their findings directly to the war room, General.  In the meantime, I believe I will 

have some of my children in the Alliance investigate the true intentions of this fleet from 

the other side.  Surely someone in their command structure knows the truth of things.  

Getting that information should not be too difficult.ò 

 Sometimes you amaze me, babes, Dahnai sent lightly as they returned to her 

apartment.  I remember the day you were standing in my throne room, looking so nervous 

youôd jump if someone touched you. 

 Sometimes that feels like it was another lifetime, he answered.  Things were way 

simpler back then. 

 Would you go back to it if you could? 

 No, he answered immediately and without hesitation.  I may be hunted for who and 

what I am, I may be fighting a war for the very survival of my people, but when Miaari 

sent me to Karis to find the ring, she sent me home.  Karis is where I belong.  Karis is my 

heart, and Cybi is my soul now.  I would never go back to my old life, even if I had the 

chance. 

 Iôm glad to hear that, since Iôm part of that new life, she smiled. 

 I love you, Dahnai, he sent with simple truth.  Maybe not quite the same way I love 

Jyslin, but I love you deeply.  I couldnôt imagine a life without you in it as my friend, my 

amu dorai, and the mother of my child. 

 She gave him a look of tenderness, stopping to touch his cheek, then she leaned 

forward and kissed him with pure, intimate love. 

 And, of course, someone to bitch at when Iôm feeling cranky, he added dryly. 

 Dahnai laughed and slapped his shoulder.  Jerk. 

 I love it when you call me names, he murmured mentally as she pulled him back into 

her apartment, past her smiling guards. 

 

 Jasonôs idea was simple, it was effective, and it was quite easy to carry out. 

 Jason kept trying to get back to Karis, but Dahnai had managed to sidetrack them 

three times, keeping them there long after Zaa and SkôVrae returned to their homeworlds 

after they got all the business worked out concerning Kosigi and the shipbuilding 

endeavor.  Jason did return to Karis along with the three matriarchs two days before the 

Alliance fleet arrived at Terra to attend the ceremony when the Kosigi station opened its 

capital doors for the first time.  They were monstrous things, four triangles rather than 

two rectangles that opened like a flower at the touch of the sun, revealing a vast gulf 

more than large enough for the Aegis to enter the lunar base.  It wasnôt the Aegis that had 

the honors of being the first ship to use the new doors, it was the Jenda, finally released 

from its prison after being rebuilt and put back in service. 

 Dahnaiôs reasons for keeping them around were entirely personal.  She certainly 

wasnôt feeling constrained by her marriage to Kellin, she just felt particularly lonesome 

for Jason, and wanted a few days with him.  Jyslin and Symone didnôt mind, since they 

had Kellin to play with, but it wasnôt all adult fun.  Jasonôs children made it almost seem 

like a family reunion of sorts, and Dahnai loved having them around.  They and Dahnaiôs 

children stayed with them during the day, then they all went to Sirri and Shyaôs foster 

parents to stay the night, like a big slumber party. 



 Dahnai held one court on what turned out to be his last day on Draconis, and 

naturally, she made him attend.  But court wasnôt quite ready for Jason Karinne that day, 

since he brought his wife, amu dozei, her husband, and his five children along with him, 

and his kids being present radically altered the normal court experience.  For one, the 

Grand Duchesses were a bit astounded that all five of Jasonôs children had active talent, 

and all of them sent with far more experience than the teenage children of the nobles who 

were attending court themselves.  They were also wearing full armor without helmets, 

which was very much unlike the elegant, expensive robes, dresses, and suits the nobles 

wore to impress each other.  They gaped when Kyri pulled a tray of sweets off one of the 

side tables with her talent, then had it trail along behind her as she brought it back to her 

siblings; they had never seen such a young child with expressed telekinetic ability, and 

that kind of control over it. 

 Rann had it worst, though.  While his four siblings got to run around and play, 

watched over by both the guards and by Jyslin and Symone, he was stuck formally 

greeting the other members of the Siann as the heir.  It was the first time Jason had 

officially brought Rann to court in that capacity, and he looked a little more nervous with 

every introduction.  The Grand Duchesses were nice enough to him, trying to engage him 

in what they thought was suitable talk for a six year old, but Rann was a bit too mature to 

be cooed at like a toddler. 

 Anya and Yila understood.  When Jason went over to them, Anya didnôt make 

smalltalk with him, she just grinned and picked him up, wincing a bit under the weight of 

both him and his armor.  Trelleôs garland, kidlet, youôre heavy! she declared. 

 Itôs the armor, Miss Anya, he apologized.  But itôs good to see you again! he declared, 

wrapping his arms around her and kissing her on the cheek.  How are you? 

 ñIôm good, sweetling, Iôm good,ò she replied aloud in her rather nasal, grating voice. 

 ñHello, Rann,ò Yila called as she joined them. 

 ñMiss Yila!ò he declared.  ñAre you coming back home soon?ò 

 ñActually, yes, Iôm going to be back on Karis tomorrow,ò she answered.  ñKumi 

needs to talk to me face to face, and I have a couple of other important meetings there.ò 

 ñI donôt want to know,ò Jason said immediately, which made Yila smile. 

 ñI donôt think I like this new partnership,ò Anya grinned in Yilaôs direction.  ñThe 

two most dangerous houses in the Siann making all these secret deals?  Iôm not the only 

Grand Duchess losing a little sleep over that thought.ò 

 ñOh, youôll never see anything we do, Anya,ò Yila said calmly. 

 ñThatôs what worries me,ò she winked at Jason. 

 ñPosh, itôs all for the war,ò Jason retorted lightly.  ñAnd Iôm sticking to that 

explanation.ò 

 Both Yila and Anya smiled lightly at him. 

 ñNow, now, letôs break up this plotting!ò Semoya called, swaggering over to join 

them.  Of all the Grand Duchesses, if Jason had to spend an hour locked in a room with 

one, Semoya would be high on his list.  She was not only powerful and politically savvy 

and an exceedingly dangerous woman, with her own secret aspirations to take the throne 

from Dahnai, she also happened to have a very rich sense of humor and was a very good 

conversationalist.  Semoya demonstrated the maddening duality of the Faey that the other 

races both admired and feared, the mixture of affability and ruthlessness.  She could be 

quite the chatty Cathy, talking and smiling, often to someone she intended to have 



murdered the next day.  Jason never dropped his guard around her, but he had to admit, 

Semoya could help them pass the time with a smile. 

 ñRann, this is Semoya Dorrane.  Semoya, this is my son, Rann Karinne,ò Jason said 

rather formally. 

 ñWelcome to court, Rann,ò Semoya smiled, ruffling his hair while Anya still held 

him.  ñI really should have you meet my daughter Rama.  I think you two would really 

get along.ò 

 ñStop trying to work the Karinnes, Semoya,ò Emae called lightly as she joined them.  

Semoya and Emae ruled the two largest houses in the Imperium, the Dorranes and the 

Shovalles, but they were also very good friends.  Not that their friendship would stop 

them from killing each other in a scheme to gain the throne for themselves, but they were 

friends.  In a way, Semoya and Emae ensured that Dahnai stayed on the throne, since 

both houses were too large to join together against her, and any insurrection against the 

throne would have the rebel house face at least one of those two houses.  If one rebelled, 

the other would side with the Empress in order to eliminate the rival. 

 That was a lesson that everyone had taken from the Trillanes. 

 ñRann, this is Emae Shovalle.  Emae, this is my son, Rann Karinne,ò Jason 

introduced. 

 ñSuch a cutie,ò she smiled at him.  ñIôm sure all our daughters will look forward to 

seeing you in court, honey,ò she winked, then she gave him a curious look.  ñAre you 

okay, dear?  You look a littleéI donôt know.  Peakid, maybe?ò 

 Jason chuckled.  ñHe has the same problem I do, Emae.  The sun here turns him 

blue.ò 

 ñAh, thatôs it!ò she declared, touching Rannôs face.  ñWell, I think it looks good when 

your father turns blue, but he does everything he can to stay out of the sun,ò she winked 

in his direction. 

 ñSome of us are supposed to be blue.  Not me,ò he declared adamantly. 

 ñI dunno, I think it looks neat,ò Rann protested.  ñShya likes it.ò 

 ñDonôt let Shya decide what you like and donôt like, cutie,ò Emae grinned. 

 They had one more addition to the group, which made everyone go immediately 

silent.  Maela Trillane, daughter of Maeri, padded over a little uncertainly.  Maela was a 

younger version of the whip-thin, harsh-looking Maeri, though her face was little rounder 

and softer, and she was actually rather attractive compared to her mother.  Maeri was still 

the Grand Duchess, but her exile from Draconis meant that Maela was the one that had to 

eat all the cold shoulder and hatred when she came to court, which was now mandatory 

for all houses because of the war.  ñI need to talk to you,ò she told Jason in a calm voice, 

but the nervousness in her eyes betrayed her fear.  No, not just fear, but raw terror.  

Something had her spooked. 

 ñAlright,ò Jason said, a bit coldly.  ñKeep Rann company, Anya.ò  Jason took Maela 

by the arm and dragged her away from the others, leading her to a relatively quiet spot 

not far from the dais, a move that Dahnai did not miss.  Jason saw Dera meander a little 

closer to them; Dahnai was putting a listener close to see what they were going to talk 

about, because she was sure they wouldnôt be talking.  What? Jason demanded, a bit 

testily. 

 Iéhere, she blurted, pushing a memory stick towards him.  Mother got this yesterday.  

She was pretty sure the Empress needs to see it. 



 What is it? 

 The Consortium didnôt just forget about the Trillanes, she replied simply, giving him 

a nervous look.  Theyôve contacted us twice sinceðsince that happened.  Mother 

recorded this yesterday. 

 They contacted you yesterday? 

 She nodded.  She tried to get it here earlier, but she didnôt think it was safe.  Theyôre 

watching us, Jason. We canôt do anything or theyôll see it.   She didnôt trust it with 

anyone but me.  Jason, watch whatôs on this.  Quickly.  Right now.  Youôll understand, 

she told him, wrapping his gauntleted hands around the stick, then she took a step back, 

turned, and hurried away. 

 Jason watched her go, then looked down at the stick curiously.  He used his talent to 

pick it upðit was a bit too delicate to try to pick up with his armored handsðand instead 

of taking it to Dahnai, he opened a port on the forearm of his armor, just under the 

gunport, and slotted the stick in a stickjack put there just for such emergencies.  It was 

actually a remote stickjack data port combo port for software updates and external device 

hardlines, but it could easily read a memory stick. 

 In his mindôs eye, a recording began.  It showed Maeri on the right of a split screen, 

and one of those energy beings of the Consortium on the left.  The telemetry attached to 

the bottom showed that it was some kind of tightband threaded hyperspace 

communication, something that would be very hard to intercept by the Kimdori.  This 

was not Imperium technology; the Consortium must have given it to the Trillanes. 

 The Trillanes were still dealing behind Dahnaiôs back. 

 ñHave you considered the proposal?ò the energy being asked in a mechanical voice, 

obviously through some kind of translation device. 

 ñProposal?  You mean having Dahnai take my house banner down from the throne 

room?ò Maeri asked in a harsh tone.  ñWhat kind of answer do you think youôre going to 

get?ò 

 ñWe can arrange your survival, Maeri Trillane.  And when we conquer the Imperium, 

we will need a loyal noble to place on the throne.  The Faey need an Empress.  They 

cannot function without one.  That could be you.ò 

 Maeri laughed harshly.  ñI once thought I deserved the throne far more then Dahnai.  

Iôve been taught the foolishness of that fantasy,ò she said, a bit bitterly.  ñThe Trillanes 

will survive without your help.ò 

 ñYou will be destroyed when we conquer the Imperium,ò the creature warned.  ñWe 

reward the loyal, and punish the disloyal.  Such was the fate of the Urumi.ò 

 ñI donôt think you can break the Imperium,ò she snapped in reply.  ñI saw what the 

Karinnes did to your grand armada.  With the rest of the Imperium and the Urumi behind 

them, I think youôll lose.  You have no idea what pod of kaba nuts you opened when you 

picked this fight, Grand Merchant,ò she sneered.  ñThe Faey are more than a match for 

you.  If Iôm going to pick a side, Iôll pick the one I think will win.  And itôs not yours.ò 

 ñYou really believe we donôt know what your Imperium is doing.?ò It asked lightly.  

ñWe have spies everywhere within your Imperium, within the other empires surrounding 

you.  We know everything.ò 

 ñThen you know the Faey donôt run from a fight.  And I am far more loyal to Dahnai 

than I am to you.  Iôve seen what you do to allies who no longer serve any purpose to 

you.ò 



 The being was silent a moment.  ñThen so be it,ò it declared.  ñI think tomorrow, you 

will understand the grievous error you have made today.  You could have been the 

Empress, Maeri Trillane, far earlier than you ever dreamed.ò 

 And the recording ended. 

 Far earlier thanð 

 He looked at Maela.  Now he understood her fear.  It was the fear of a woman who 

thought she was already dead. 

 Fuck! 

 He whipped a furious face at Dera, who looked a little confused.  Get Dahnai out of 

here now! Jason snapped at her, whipping around to find Maela.  [Cybi, link up with 

Dracoraôs security net and find out what the hell theyôre gonna do!] he barked as he 

motioned towards his helmet, which was sitting up on a table on the dais, causing it to 

float towards him quickly.  Maela was sitting on a chair against the wall, head down, and 

from the trembling of her hands, he had an idea of just how serious it was about to get.  

[Saelle, get in your Gladiator right fucking now!] he ordered, in a tone that brooked no 

questions, just obedience.  [Aegis, Aegis, answer!] 

 [This is--]  

 [I donôt care who you are!  Bring the fleet to immediate battle stations!]  Aya, 

Captain Harae, get Dahnaiôs family into the fucking bunker!  Lock down the palace! 

 Jason, what the fuckð 

 DONôT QUESTION, JUST DO! he blasted back at her, snatching his helmet out of 

the air and putting it on, then he quite literally ran right out of the throne room.  He 

engaged the gravometric drive in the armor and pulled his feet off the floor and literally 

flew through the hallways, knocking a few people over as Cybi finally got access to the 

Imperiumôs defense network and displayed a tactical for him.  He saw nothing unusual, 

just regular merchant traffic, and nothing unusual in orbit or moving in or out of the 

gates. 

 He burst out onto the landing pad, where ten Wolf fighters rested in a perfect row, 

waiting for their pilots to return. 

 He didnôt even think.  He rose up into the closest one and activated it, feeling the 

armored box of his cockpit rotate into flight position.  To their credit, behind him, his 

KMS pilots were boiling out onto the pad not ten steps behind him, no doubt being 

warned by someone else.  Heôd taken Justin Taggartôs ship, so his displaced pilot lifted 

up and landed in the opening cockpit.  What the fuck is going on, Jayce? he asked. 

 I donôt entirely know yet, but whatever it is, I donôt want to be asleep when it 

happens, he answered as Taggart took control of the drones even as Jason lifted the Wolf 

off the landing pad.  The Aegis and the task force were launching fighters and scanning 

anything and everything all around them, searching for, well, something, since Jason 

didnôt tell them why they were at general quarters. 

 A quartet of large merchant Makati design freighters, literally gigantic flying boxes, 

came out of the Stargate leading from Makan, and Cybiôs tap on the Imperium net 

showed him that when they powered back up, they had energy signatures far weaker than 

a merchant class freighter of that class should be generatingéalmost as if they were 

shielded from sensors.  They were going too fast for the energy they were putting out.  It 

was a minor thing, a tiny discrepancy, and heôd never have noticed if it he wasnôt actively 

looking for something out of the ordinary.  Justin launched the spinners as Jason pulled 



the Wolf into a defensive position over the palace, then marked those four ships.  

[There!] he barked to anyone and everyone that could receive his gravband.  [Palla, 

sweep those ships coming out of the Makan gate!] 

 [Sensors active,] the comm officer heôd cut off replied. 

 Cybi showed him what happened next.  The four ships literally broke apart after 

about fifty ships turned active sensors on them, and a dense cloud of missiles erupted 

from them.  Telemetry showed that they were aimed directly at the Palace.  Both the 

KMS and the Imperial Navy reacted to those missiles, which accelerated at relativistic 

speed, betraying the fact that they had gravometric engines.  A riot of explosions 

bloomed along their trajectory as every ship in range opened fire on the missiles, and the 

missiles made no attempts to dodge, relying purely on speed to avoid destruction.  But 

there were thousands and thousands of them, and they were moving at extreme speeds, 

and Jason saw that they werenôt going to stop them all. 

 That was when Palla did something that was either brilliant or desperate.  The 

massive Aegis and every ship in the task force surged forward and spun on its lateral axis, 

and the two mile long behemoth turned and presented its belly to that onslaught of 

missiles, blocking their path.  Around it, the other ships in the task force did the same, 

trying to stop those missiles by giving them something else to hit, presenting the largest 

possible aspect to them to cover as much of the city as possible. 

 The explosion was absolutely blinding.  The smaller ships were equipped with 

Torsion Shockwave generators, which activated as the fast-moving missiles reached 

them.  The missiles plunged into that sudden sphere of distorted space, an angry red boil 

of energy around the ships, and they were ripped apart in the flux, their armed warheads 

exploding safely away from the shipsô shields.  The Aegis, however, was too large to 

have a shockwave generator, so it took the full brunt of the majority of the missiles, 

missiles that had nothing between them and the ship but its shields.  The capital shipôs 

shields rippled into visibility as thousands and thousands of missiles tipped with high 

explosives pounded on them, but those shields held, resisted the destructive inferno, even 

as the kinetic impact managed to push the massive ship back towards the planet.  The 

other ships in the task force held firm because their Torsion fields were protecting them 

from the missiles, but the Aegis was at the center of the missile cluster and took the vast 

majority of the blows.  But not all the missiles were stopped by the Aegis and the other 

ships, the tactical showed him.  About two hundred managed to get past the ships and the 

swarm of fighters and drones chasing them, filtering through the spaces between them, 

and they were leaving streams of fire behind them as they lanced into the atmosphere and 

dropped towards the Imperial Palace like a rain of fire. 

 Stop those missiles! Jason sent to his pilots. 

 Ten Wolf fighters exploded into motion, as they and several squadrons of Raptors and 

Dragonflies from Dahnaiôs planetary defense forces responded to the attack.  Justin 

launched the drones, as the drones fired from the Wolves around them, even as Jason 

enabled the pulse weapons and started firing.  Drones danced between the blazing white 

streaks that erupted from the Wolves.  Explosions brightened the Dracoran sky as the 

fighters whittled down the numbers of missiles quickly, the Wolves attacking from in 

front of them and the defensive Raptors and Dragonflies attacking from the flanks and 

behind.  Several more exploded when struck by pulse and plasma fire from orbit, as the 

KMS and Imperial ships used their atmosphere-capable guns and targeted the missiles 



that made no attempt to dodge or evade the incoming fire.  More and more were 

destroyed as the Wolves rose up to meet them, but not all of them.  Jason had to veer his 

Wolf out of the way of the path of the lead missile, but it exploded in a brilliant flash 

when four drones fired on it and destroyed it.  He targeted and destroyed another missile 

as it streaked past his stationary fighter, then he and the other Wolf pilots dove after the 

last nine missiles with the Raptors and Dragonflies hot on their tail.  But the palace 

wasnôt defenseless, as red streaks of MPAC fire erupted from batteries around the 

perimeter of the palace, targeting the remaining missiles.  Jason had to pull up and get out 

of the way as a curtain of MPAC fire lashed out from the palace grounds, which managed 

to destroy the last of the threatening missiles in a matter of seconds. 

 Fuckéthat was too close.  Too close!  Had those ships managed to get into orbit and 

launch those missiles from that close, theyôd never have stopped them all!  The palace 

would have been obliterated, and everyone inside it killed.  Dahnai, her family, his wife, 

Symone, Tim, Saelle, his children, theyôd have all perished. 

 To say that the Imperial Navy was in overdrive was an understatement.  They had the 

remains of the four freighters surrounded, already sweeping them with sensors as about 

ten thousand guns were pointed at the floating debris.  The Makan gate was already 

quarantined, the color of the swirl telling him it was actively being delinked from its 

sister gate in the Makan system, entering an active standby mode that would allow them 

to quickly relink, but wouldnôt allow any traffic to go through while it was in standby 

mode.  For that matter, every Stargate was in the act of delinking into standby mode, to 

isolate Draconis from any possible follow-up attack.  The KMS maintained its defensive 

position directly over Dracora, with the Aegis descending into the upper atmosphere, a 

looming monstrosity visible over the city, then it slowly started to ascend.  [Palla!  Palla, 

is the ship alright?] 

 [Heôs a little cooked, but otherwise alright,] she answered personally.  [That brought 

his shields down, but his armor held against the attack.  I have some damage in the lower 

decks, but weôre spaceworthy.  Fuck, Jayce, where the hell did that come from?] 

 [I have no idea, but weôd better fucking damn well find out immediately,]  he 

answered.  [Get in touch with the Kimdori and have them go over the entire Makan 

system with a fine tooth comb while we figure out who owned those ships and where they 

came from.]  He blew out his breath.  [Woman, Iôm going to kiss you repeatedly when I 

get up there.  That was brilliant!]  

 [That was desperation,] she laughed in reply.  [It was the only thing I could think of 

at the moment.] 

 [Palla, you saved the palace.  I couldnôt be more proud of you, or more grateful.  My 

wife, amu, and children were in there!]  

 [Well, if you want to give me a few kisses, I certainly wouldnôt object,] she replied 

lightly, though he could sense the gravity behind her words. 

 Jason and the other pilots landed back on the same pad from which they launched, 

and there were no congratulations or high fives as the pilots exited the ships, just quiet, 

grim relief.  That was too close. 

 The Consortium had just proved that they too could play the underhanded game.  

That had been nothing less than an assassination attempt against the entire Siann, for it 

was no coincidence that attack was timed to come during court, and when was attending 



as well.  Clearly, the Consortium had a few little operations left that the Kimdori had yet 

to root out. 

 ñGet us ready to leave,ò Jason told Justin aloud.  ñMy family is no longer safe on 

Draconis.ò 

 ñAye-aye, your Grace,ò he answered in a tightly controlled voice. 

 Jason, what in the bloody fucking hell is going on? Dahnai demanded in an open 

sending. 

 The Consortium just tried to kill you, your Majesty.  You, me, our families, and every 

member of the Siann.  Jyslin, gather the kids and get them on the dropship.  We are 

leaving now.  

 At once, your Grace, she answered with absolute seriousness. 

 Well, Jayce, you thought you were in a war.  The Consortium just reminded you that 

this is a real one, Jason thought to himself as he listened to Justin issue commands via 

sending.  Yila, get your ass out here, youôre going with us.  Weôre going to have a long 

talk.  And find Jinaami and get her on that dropship even if you have to drag her by her 

tail. 

 I donðyes, Jason, Iôll be right there, came her uncertain, worried answer.  If it dealt 

with dirty, underhanded tricks, then the Trefanis either had a hand in it or they knew 

about it.  How this got past Yila and Dahnaiôs intelligence and the Kimdori was 

something he wanted to know, and wanted to know right fucking now. 

 [Cybi, lock down Karis and get Miaari ready to have a little chat when we get there.  

Make sure you bring a paddle.] 

 [Letôs not be overly harsh, my friend.  Letôs find out what happened first.  Then we 

can start paddling,] she answered without humor. 

 [Works for me.] 

 Their dropship landed about five minutes later, along with literally every single Wolf 

fighter in their arsenal except the ten already parked on the pad, surrounding it like 

warrior ants defending their queen.  Those fighters hovered in midair, settling in just as 

his family rushed out of the door leading into the palace.  Yila and Jinaami were with 

them, and they were surrounded by Rannôs guards.  Aya was glaring absolute death at 

him, but he was in no mood for her protectionist tirade.  Jason herded his frightened 

children, wife, amu dorai, best friend, Kumi, the twins, Aura, and his two passengers in 

just in front of their guards, then he followed them in. 

 ñWhat goes on, Jason?ò the honey-colored Kimdori asked as she took a seat.  Aya 

glared at him again as she rushed to the cockpit, but she didnôt see the cold look she got 

in return, since Jason still had his helmet on. 

 Jason unlocked a gauntlet, freed his hand, then reached out and put it on her neck, in 

the Kimdori ritual that probably looked quite odd to Yila to see it being done the other 

way around.  ñThe Consortium had attack ships disguised as Makati freighters and hidden 

in Imperium territory, and they tried to kill us all,ò he declared.  ñWe need to find out if 

there are any others.ò 

 Jinaami gaped at him.  ñYou are serious?ò she exclaimed, and her expression turned 

astounded when he gave a single nod.  He felt her reach out and touch his mind, felt that 

expansion as two merged into one through her Kimdori ability to connect to his nervous 

system, and he let her sift through everything he saw and heard and suspected.  She 

needed that information as much as Miaari needed it, because Jinaami actually had quite 



a lot of power in Kimdori society and she was exceptionally clever.  He trusted Jinaami 

as much as he trusted Miaari, Kiaari, and Zaa.  ñBy the Denmother!ò she gasped. 

 Yila gave them a strange, intense look, but that look was cowed quickly when Jason 

pinned her with a hawkish stare.  ñAlright, Yila, the Trefanis know everything thatôs 

going on.  So explain to me how four Consortium-controlled ships managed to come 

through a Stargate from Makan and nearly kill us all, right under your nose.ò 

 She gaped, her jaw working several times, then she shook her head in dismay.  I 

swear to you, Jason, I had absolutely no idea. No idea!  She lunged out and put both 

hands on his face and completely lowered all her defenses, inviting him to look into any 

part of her mind he pleased.  Look!  Look and see I send the truth! 

 Normally that act of trust would have been enough, but this was not one of those 

times.  He delved into her labyrinthine mind, and while he didnôt look too close at many 

of her darkest secrets, he did shuffle through her memories and her thoughts to search for 

any hint that Yila knew anything about it. 

 After searching through her mind, he saw she wasnôt lying, and he also got an idea of 

both just how smart and how dirty Yila Trefani was.  Good God, the woman had scams 

scamming her scams and kickbacks on her kickbacks. 

 He pulled her hands off his face and nodded grimly.  ñAlright,ò he said aloud.  ñBut 

we seriously dropped the ball here, and we canôt let a mistake like this happen again.  

Someone may get killed.ò 

 Jason breathed a sigh of relief when the dropship entered the landing bay of the Aegis, 

because now they were about as safe as they could possibly get when not on Karis.  Palla 

was there to meet him when the hatch opened, and he did indeed give her several kisses 

when she flung herself into his armored arms.  ñThank God for you, my guardian angel,ò 

he breathed, resting his forehead against hers. 

 ñIôm just glad I was there when you needed me, Jason,ò she answered, then she kissed 

him on the cheek.  ñNow letôs get everyone to a cabin for the trip home!ò she called in a 

commanding voice, the voice of an Admiral.  ñCommander, if youôd take them to the 

closest suitable quarters?ò she called to one of her officers, a very tall, willowy Faey 

woman with hair the color of wheat.  ñExcuse my bluntness, your Grace, but we are not 

sitting out here with our asses hanging out where everyone can see it.  We are getting you 

back into Karisian space now.ò 

 ñMy thoughts exactly, Captain Palla,ò he said calmly, urging Rann ahead with a hand 

on his back. 

 The Commander only had to take them about fifty feet once they entered a 

companionway, bringing them to a waiting room of sorts filled with comfortable chairs 

and with a window looking outéif the armored casing wasnôt up covering it, which was 

standard operating procedure during general quarters.   The armored casing was nearly 

five feet thick. 

 His icy demeanor melted the instant he dealt with his children.  They were a little 

nervous, a little frightened, and he was nothing but gentle and reassuring with them as he 

helped them lock in, being the father they needed in a time of stress and uncertainty.  He 

kissed Sora on the forehead as he locked her into her chair, ruffled Zachôs hair, then 

patted Kyri on the shoulder as she settled herself into her seat and the maglocks in the 

chair.  Aran tried to be brave, but he could see the fear in his sonôs eyes; Aran was much 

smarter and had a better idea of what really went on than the other kids.  Jason just 



smiled at him and patted him on the cheek, sending privately to him to reassure him.  He 

nodded, then put on a brave face and remained resolute, staring at the closed window. 

 Aura was the one that needed the most comforting.  She sat beside Jason and kept a 

hand on his, and he sent constantly to her as the task force started moving, splitting time 

between calming her down and sending to the twins and Kumi to fill them in on what 

happened while they were out having fun in court. 

 It only took 32 minutes to get from Draconis to Karis, and that included waiting six 

minutes for them to get the Karis gate out of standby so they could pass through, six very 

nervous minutes where the task force defending the Aegis bristled and threatened to fire 

on anything that got within a thousand miles of the ship.  But everyone calmed down 

considerably when they were safely in Karis space, and Palla turned them home as the 

Stargate behind them began to delink back into hot standby to prevent anything from 

following. 

 They split up once they got into orbit.  Jason sent everyone home except himself, 

Yila, and Jinaami, and with Dera and Ryn escorting him, they took a dropship directly to 

the White House.  Once he was there, he got Dahnai on the comm, with Miaari, Yila, and 

Jinaami attending him in his study.  She appeared wearing armor, rather ornate and 

decorative armor, but armor nonetheless; Jason really had to get her into a Crusader.  

ñAlright, babes, now will you tell me what the fuck is going on?ò she asked intently. 

 Jason uploaded the data on the stick still jacked into his armor, and he played it for 

everyone.  Dahnai watched, and he saw her glare at the image of Maeri Trillane, then 

frown, then she took on an ashen look.  ñI think youôd better go through the Siann, 

Dahnai.  I think someone is making backroom deals with the Consortium.  Though now 

whoever that is might come forward, since the Consortium just tried to kill her along with 

everyone else.ò 

 ñIéyou may be right,ò she grunted, scratching her cheek.  ñSomeone had to help 

them set up that attack.ò 

 ñI believe the first step is to learn about those freighters, while my people conduct an 

extensive survey of the Makan system,ò Miaari proposed, thinking quickly. 

 ñI think itôs time we swept every corner of the Imperium, Miaari,ò Jason told her.  

ñThe Consortium might have a few more little surprises hidden in our own territory.  I 

donôt want to find them the hard way.ò 

 ñI believe that is wise,ò Jinaami agreed.  ñThe one thing we did not do was tighten 

security behind the interdictors.  We let a false sense of security lull us.ò 

 ñAmen,ò Jason agreed. 

 ñI think Iôll have Lorna draw up a security plan for inside,ò Dahnai said with a nod. 

 The screen split, and Zaaôs face appeared with Dahnaiôs on the monitor.  ñI just 

received word,ò she said in a strained voice.  She was furious.  ñJinaami, what do you do 

on Karis when you belong with the Empress?ò she asked immediately and with heat, 

which made Jinaami shrink back. 

 ñI brought her here, and I didnôt give her a chance to refuse,ò Jason answered quickly, 

which made Jinaami almost sigh in relief.  ñI needed her.ò 

 ñAlright, I will give that to you,ò Zaa replied frostily.  ñI am quite wroth!  Miaari.  

Explain this!ò 

 ñI have just learned of it myself, my Denmother,ò she replied meekly.  ñIôll contact 

sister Kiaari and take measure from her.  She has more contacts with the outside.ò 



 ñThen why do you sit there, child?ò she snapped, which made Miaari almost squeak 

in fear, jump up, and rush to another, smaller vidlink across the room.  ñThis is an 

inexcusable failure!ò she raged.  ñWe cannot even keep eyes in our own territory?  The 

Empress is very nearly killed under our own noses?  I will know who had responsibility 

for this, and I will have his fangs!ò 

 ñDenmother, calm down,ò Jason said soothingly.  ñI know you have reason to be 

angry, but terrorizing the Kimdori that have to do the legwork isnôt the best approach,ò he 

said, glancing at a visibly trembling Jinaami. 

 She snorted almost like a bull, then exhaled and relaxed a little.  ñVery well, cousin,ò 

she stated, her voice betraying her more relaxed posture. 

 Jason had to admit, Denmother Zaa was intimidating when she was mad.  ñI would 

ask you to come here so we can talk face to face,ò he proposed, more to give her a little 

time to calm down more than anything else. 

 ñAgreed.  I will be there within the hour.  Send any and all pertinent data to my 

office, they will forward it to me for my inspection as I travel.ò  And her image vanished, 

just like that. 

 Jinaami didnôt look all that excited over the idea of facing the Denmother. 

 SkôVrae joined them minutes later, having to be woken up because it was night on 

Uruma, and they discussed the attack and their response to it with Jinaami and Yila as 

Miaari made extensive contacts through the Kimdori spread through the Imperium and 

gathered intelligence.  Zaa arrived about fifty minutes later, and the first thing she did 

was put her hands on both Miaari and Jinaamiôs necks to take measure of what was going 

on.  After that was done, she took her seat beside Jason and did the same thing.  He felt 

the expansion as she joined to him and felt her sift her claws through his mind openly, not 

hiding it as Kimdori usually did, absorbing everything.  ñAlright, then,ò she said in a 

much more composed tone.  ñLet us discuss how to ensure this never happens again.ò 

 With Lorna and the war room conferenced in, Zaa brought a series of Kimdori up on 

the screen and all but interrogated them, until the method of the attack fell into place.  

The four Makati freighters had falsified registrations, and Kimdori investigators now in 

Makan traced them back to an asteroid base at the fringe of the system, an ice-covered 

piece of rock that had been hollowed out to serve as a hidden base, and which was now 

abandoned.  Evidence left behind, however, showed that it had been Faey that had 

prepped the ships and launched them, probably mercenaries hired by the Consortium 

before the attack, and paid well for their betrayal of their own kind. 

 But then again, betrayal was part of Faey nature, because an individual Faey looked 

out for herself far over looking out for anyone else.  It was no surprise to anyone in the 

conference room that there were freelance Faey out there doing the bidding of whoever 

paid them the most money.  It was a personality flaw the Faey shared with humanity. 

 But the implications were clear.  The Consortium had agents within the Imperium. 

 And that was where Yila came in.  Where the Kimdori would take time to find these 

freelancers, Yila could track them down very fast using her underworld empire to cast the 

net.  Such Faey would need criminal contacts to do their business, and Yila could hunt 

them down using those contacts. 

 Yila got to work on that as Lorna proposed a framework of an internal security plan 

that the war room was hastily assembling, literally taking it right off their desks and 

reading it to the rulers, which would significantly increase security within interdicted 



space and introduce stringent protocols for ships trying to use the Stargates.  Every ship 

would now be extensively scanned before being allowed to pass through, and ship crews 

would have their licenses re-evaluated to weed out anyone whose paperwork was forged 

or expired. 

 Zaa didnôt allow her temper to go unreleased, however.  She read the riot act to both 

Jinaami and Miaari, then got Kiaari on the vidlink and let her have it.  Those three were 

supposed to be the central figures in the Kimdoriôs eyes within the Imperium, and Zaa 

clearly was placing the blame for this right at their feet.  It wasnôt really their fault, but 

Zaa didnôt particularly care about that at the moment.  She just wanted to yell at someone, 

and her three Gamekeepers were a convenient excuse to do so. 

 After things were more or less settled, Jason went home and spent a long time 

hugging his children.  They could sense his mood, so they didnôt complain.  If anything, 

them seeing their father so visibly shaken made them want to comfort him. 

 And it went beyond steeling his resolve.  The Consortium had tried to kill his 

children.  He was beyond any form or matter of simple anger at that thought.  This was 

way beyond that.  He was enraged beyond all reason, but it wasnôt the kind of rage that 

made him want to throw things and order thousands of innocent bystanders executed.  

This was the cold, logical, icy fury of a man who fully intended to give back as good as 

he got. 

 They tried to kill his children.  They would pay with their egg-laying queens.  He 

would stab them in the heart.  In the fucking heart. 

 And in his icy fury, he knew exactly how to pull it off. 

 Every idea theyôd thought up so far all depended on trying to sneak something into 

the nebula, or trying to get ships close enough to attack them.  None of those would work, 

because the Consortium was reinforcing the nebula more and more with every passing 

minute, building their castle walls.  Well, in the metaphor of the castle, when one wanted 

to breach the castle walls, there were four main ways to go about it.  One could try to 

batter the walls down using siege engines.  One could try to tunnel underneath using 

miners.  One could try to go over them using ropes and ladders and siege towers. 

 Or, one could walk right through the open gate. 

 In the middle of the night still sitting at his desk in his office at home, Amber purring 

contentedly in his lap, Jason made the call to get things going.  He called the command 

center, and Sheyôs handsome face appeared on the monitor.  ñGood morning, your 

Grace,ò she called in her sober tone.  ñWhat do you need?ò 

 ñI want you to find thirty Naval personnel who are willing to go on the most 

dangerous mission of their lives.  Stress the fact that itôs highly unlikely theyôll survive 

it,ò he said in a tightly focused voice.  ñBut, if they succeed, theyôll deal a blow to the 

Consortium that might permanently cripple them.ò 

 ñIt will be done,ò she said immediately.  Like most of the command staff, she knew 

just what it would cost their compassionate Grand Duke emotionally to make a request 

like that, so she took it very seriously.  ñIôll call you with status reports by the hours.ò 

 ñIôll be here,ò he said, and he cut the call.  He then made another call.  It beeped 

demandingly for the person he was waking up, until she finally answered.  A slightly 

annoyed looking Siyhaa looked back at him through the monitor, still looking like a 

demon.  ñAh, your Grace,ò she said, her annoyed look vanishing.  ñWhat may I do for 

you?ò 



 ñYouôre going to build me a Trojan Horse, Mahja,ò he answered evenly. 

 ñA what?ò 

 ñAn old Terran myth.  I want you to wake up your team, Mahja, and get to work 

immediately installing a new computer core in the Consortium destroyer.  I want that ship 

to have a working computer core in a week.  It doesnôt have to be perfect, Mahja, it just 

has to last long enough for that ship to get where itôs going to go.  After that, it wonôt 

matter.ò 

 She gave him a startled look, but then she narrowed those glowing red eyes.  ñIt will 

be done in four days.  On that, you have the word-bond of a Moridon,ò she declared 

formally. 

 ñThen get to work,ò he declared.  She nodded and cut the call. 

 Jason leaned back, petting Amber absently, who still purred away.  She was a tiny 

little bundle of soft fur and attitude, barely weighed more than a batchi ball, and at least 

at that moment, he took a great deal of comfort from her presence.  ñItôs the only way, 

Amber,ò he sighed, admitting a truth heôd been avoiding.  ñTheyôre too well defended.  

Tricks and toys wonôt work.  This is going to take deception and courage, not technology.  

God, I hate the idea of asking anyone to die for this house, to throw her life away in a 

suicide mission, but thereôs no other way.ò 

 He sighed, closing his eyes.  ñThereôs no other way,ò he repeated in a bare whisper. 

 

 Jasonôs idea had merit, everyone agreed.  Even with the Consortium at heightened 

alert and looking for anything unusual, knowing how cunning their opponents were, 

everyone agreed that the idea of trying to bluff them with one of their own ships was the 

only real viable option.  Theyôd hammered their heads against the wall trying to come up 

with some way to destroy that facility, a facility that was now a complete fortress, but 

flying one of their own ships would work, so long as they took the necessary precautions, 

covered all the bases and made the Consortium see what they wanted them to see, not the 

truth. 

 First Myleena set up a schedule to put the ship back together, but not to make it shiny 

and new.  Theyôd introduce real damage to the ship, make it look like it went through 

hell, even to the point where its weapons would be disabled.  The ship would appear to be 

held together with duct tape, venting plasma into space through gaping holes, burn marks 

all over it, a piece of its starboard wing blown off.  They wanted the Consortium to see a 

heavily damaged ship that, when they scanned it, would show that its transmitter comm 

systems were destroyed, the receiver array had been jerry-rigged to where it mostly 

worked, its weapons were down, its life support was hanging by a thread, and its 

hyperspace jump engines were on the verge of melting into slag.  But its signal lights 

were working, and with those, they could communicate over distances using the light 

language of the energy beings, a language they had completely cracked. 

 They knew all the Consortium protocols.  They knew their language.  They had 

everything they need to lull them into taking no action before the ship was close 

enoughébecause when it was close enough, it was going to destroy that base. 

 The trick of it was to use an old trick inside an old trick and cover it over with one of 

the oldest tricks in the book.  This ship would serve one function and one function only:  

get within 1,270 kathra of all four of the satellite pods orbiting the main base.  Each pod 

held a queen, they knew, which they had to keep separate because queens had an 



instinctive need to destroy the eggs of rival queens, and that was something that the 

Consortium still had not managed to stop.  Broodlings from different queens had no 

problems working together, but the queens themselves would tolerate no alien insectoids 

around them and no eggs of rival queens to survive.  The queens in the pods laid eggs, 

then they were taken to the main base for incubation, and that was why the nebula was 

ideal for them.  It was a nearly weightless environment that had a great deal of favorable 

radiation emanating from the newborn star at the core of the nebula, a perfect 

environment for incubating the eggs.  They would let the eggs bask in that sunlight at a 

specific distance for maximum incubation efficiency, something for which technology 

was not as effective as nature. 

 The trick would be simple sabotage, hidden inside a diversion, and covered over with 

a trojan horse.  The ship would be a flying bomb.  All they had to do was get it close 

enough, and it could wipe out the ability of their enemy to replenish their insectoid crews.  

The diversion would be them bringing the damaged ship in, probably giving it the once 

over, but finding nothing on their sensors that would say the ship was anything other than 

what it waséand the Consortium had no idea they captured that ship.  All they had to do 

was fix up the ship so it looked like it went through hell escaping and invent a plausible 

backstory and shipôs log that matched up with the time difference between when the ship 

vanished and when it reappeared.  And the oldest trick in the book was using their own 

ship to get past their defenses.  The crew would have to jump the ship into the nebula, it 

was too far for a computer to do it, and once there, their job would be to get the ship to 

the base using the signal beacons to communicate, precluding the need for face to face 

contact.  It wouldnôt be a complete suicide mission.  All of their armor would be CMS 

enabled so the Faey crew within were hidden from sensors, and theyôd be furnished with 

a Karinne dropship that was CMS enabled, and if they managed to escape the nebula and 

get out to where they could cloak, then theyôd be on their own for nearly ten days or so 

until they could get someone there to pick them up.  Theyôd be deep behind enemy lines 

in a ship carrying technology they could not allow the enemy to have.  If capture was 

imminent, theyôd have to destroy the dropship.  But, their advantage would be that in that 

nebula, the dropshipôs smaller size and Karinne engines would allow it to go faster, less 

friction from the gas, which would give them at least a chance to escape.  Theyôd be able 

to outrun pursuit, and once clear of the nebula, they could cloak to evade their pursuers. 

 Rigging the ship as a bomb was childôs play.  Just disable the safeties on the power 

plants while making it look like the engines hadnôt been tampered with when they went 

over the ship with their sensors, and the thing would go up like a bakerôs dozen of 

antimatter bombs when the power plants were breached, wiping out everything for a 

thousand kathra in every direction.  That was why they had to get it close enough to the 

pods, so one bomb could wipe out all four queens.  The trick was to make the ship appear 

to be what they wanted them to see, a battered, damaged, barely operable shell limping 

towards a safe haven, yet still be able to perform its task.  Appearances, appearances, 

appearances.  Lure them in with a damaged ship, let their sensors see what they wanted 

them to see, then the ship communicates using beacons because its transmitter array is 

destroyed, yet its receiver array is working, which was how they knew to go the nebula, 

pray they took no action as the ship limped towards the base within the nebulaé. 

 That was the plan.  And while it was a hare-brained scheme, while the Consortium 

had just pulled a similar trick themselves just yesterday, it was also just about the only 



one anyone had proposed that even came close to having a chance to succeed.  The main 

difference was that the Consortium did not know they had one of their ships, and because 

of that, pulling the same trick they did actually had a reasonable chance of success. 

 He had his thirty volunteers.  In fact, he had nearly four hundred, but thirty were 

chosen for their skills and, sadly to say, their status as single women with no families.  

There had been 57 human men that also volunteered, but the sheer thought of a man 

going on such a dangerous missionða survival probability of 6% according to the 

computerôs oddsðwas absolutely unthinkable.  The Faey in the house had made many 

strides towards gender equality, but that one stepped on the most sensitive, rawest nerve a 

Faey woman had.  A man was not going to volunteer for a suicide mission, and that was 

that.  He could risk his life in service to the house, but he would not surrender it.  Jason 

constantly pushed a Faey womanôs protective conditioning, but that one went beyond the 

pale. 

 The very thought that he was doing this tore at Jasonôs soul like a rabid wolverine, 

but God help him, he couldnôt think of any other way.  He spent a lot of time the night 

after the plans were made seeking solace in Jyslinôs arms, since she knew what he was 

going through.  To him, who had worked and fought so hard to protect every single 

person in his house, the idea of ordering some of them to die was the worst thing he could 

possibly do.  He put on his brave face in public, but in the privacy of his own house, he 

wept like a baby. 

 Amber did her own consoling, in her special way.  She was curled up against him 

under the covers when he woke up, woke up almost two hours late for work, feeling 

weary and drained, and as soon as he was awake and conscious, she started purring, 

kneading her tiny, needle-like little claws against his belly.  Those little thrills of pain 

focused his mind, and he rose up on his elbow, engaging his brain to work through what 

he had to do that day.  Amber wriggled out from under the blankets and jumped up onto 

the pillow, then reared up and put her tiny paws on his wrist, leaned over, and licked his 

face, just to the side of his mouth.  Her little tongue was always unnaturally hot, and it 

never failed to do what she wanted it to do, make him pay attention to her.  He looked 

down at her, and she sat on his pillow and bowed her head nobly as he scratched the thick 

fur between her shoulder blades.  ñWell, at least one girl around here still likes to wake 

up with me,ò he told her with a rueful chuckle.  ñWhatôs wrong, girl, Rann not home?ò  

Usually when Rann wasnôt home, it was Jason or Surin she sought out when she wanted 

attention.  Amber was just a boyôs girl. 

 She gave a tiny little yip, then pushed against his propping arm like a cat.  That never 

failed to amuse Jason.  Amber, and all vulpars, was like a mixture of cat and canine in 

behavior, and a few physical feline traits, like the claws and the ability to purr.  He petted 

her for a moment more, then sighed and started his daily routine.  First, he reached out to 

find Jyslin, and found her over at 3D, no doubt getting a very early start on the day.  She 

and Myleena basically ran that place, so she had a lot of responsibilities.  Tim was at 

work, and Symone was again over at the army base, piloting a Gladiator.  Rann and his 

kids were all with Meya, just starting morning lessons.  He contacted the White House 

and gave Chirk and Brall warning he was about to come in, then got a status report from 

Myri.  After hearing about what was most important, he sat up and picked up his panel 

and read through the high-priority reports that ran through the network over the night, 

many of them just rehashes of what Myri told him.  One, however, got his attention.  It 



was a tagged addition to a routine report, a code that told him that someone at 3D needed 

to talk to him as soon as possible, and if they used that tag, it meant it was one of their 

ultra-top secret projects. 

 Then Aya came in, alone, and she was wearing only a sports bra and a pair of very 

tight shorts, showing off her highly toned body, complete with several scars.  This, Jason 

had been expecting.  Sheôd been furious with him for not seeking out shelter during the 

attack on the palace, and sheôd had over a day to stew on it.  This confrontation was 

inevitable, and Jason wasnôt exactly looking forward to it either.  Aya wasnôt just the 

captain of the guard, she was also a friend and in many ways a mentor. 

 He patted Amber on the head, then regarded Aya with a steady eye as he stood up.  

ñCan we at least take this outside?  Iôd rather not break anything.ò 

 She gave him a look, then smiled ruefully.  Then, to his surprise, she came over and 

sat on the bed beside him.  Amber bounded up onto his lap, then she reached over and 

patted the vulpar fondly on the head.  No, this wonôt take fighting, Jason, she said, 

addressing him informally.  It might have come to blows yesterday, but not today. 

 And whatôs different today? 

 A whole lot of people reminding me of just who and what you are, she answered.  

Youôre too much a grizzled warhorse like us, Jason.  To put it in a metaphor, you rose up 

to a command position through the infantry, so youôre not afraid to pick up a pulse rifle 

and jump in a dropship with the grunts.  Your family was in danger, in personal danger, 

and you protected them.  Iôd actually think less of you if youôd done as I wanted and 

hidden in a blast shelter and let others take responsibility for the protection of your 

family.  Itôs not who you are. 

 Iôm glad you appreciate that. 

 It doesnôt mean I have to like it, she replied bluntly.  Or that it doesnôt give me gray 

hair.  All I can ask is to limit  these protective impulses only to crisis situations.  I 

couldnôt have stopped you the day before yesterday, but if you get this idea in your head 

to start flying combat sorties, weôre going to have the kind of discussion that requires me 

to take off my vambraces, she warned.  If you ever pull a stunt like that in a situation 

where I deem it was unnecessary, you wonôt be able to walk for a week. 

 He had to chuckle.  Duly noted, he answered.  So, Iôm forgiven? 

 You are conditionally forgiven based on those unique circumstances.  Donôt try to 

take a single step outside that box, Jason.  Iôll have to pull your leash.  Hard. 

 Trust me, I wonôt, he answered, reaching over and patting her shoulder.  And thank 

you, both for understanding and for caring enough to understand. 

 Iôm not just the captain of your guard, Jason.  Iôd like to think that Iôm also a friend. 

 Oh, you are that, Aya,.  You most definitely are that, he answered, kissing her on the 

cheek.  Now, itôs time for me to get the day going, so track down whoever youôre sending 

out with me today. 

 Weôll be ready before youôre done with breakfast. 

 Aya sent Dera and Ryn with him that day, and the three of them first went over to 3D, 

where he stole a few kisses from his wife, then tracked down who had set that tag, who 

needed to see him.  The secret unspoken remains a secret, as Miaari often said, and that 

tenet was very much used in 3D.  There were some things that werenôt even hinted at 

over gravband.  If Jason wanted to know, he had to go to 3D and find out in person. 



 And it was good news.  It was very good news.  Gerann was the on that had put the 

come to 3D tag on his status reports, and he had a lot to report about his broadcast power 

project.  So far, Gerann had built two test models and two prototypes of increasingly 

larger and more complex design, and all had more or less worked thus far.  The last 

prototype had had a few bugs that Gerann needed to work out, but he was fairly confident 

that he could track them down and eliminate them quickly.  Jason sat down in his office 

with Jenny, Jyslin, and Myleena, who was in the office to get caught up before heading to 

Kosigi to put the Consortium ship back together.  ñThe short of it, your Grace, is the final 

prototype is a success,ò he declared. 

 ñYou built it?  Why wasnôt I informed?ò Jason demanded. 

 ñBecause I finished it four hours ago,ò he answered, yawning.  ñI just got back to the 

office.  And, to put it short, itôs up and working right now.ò  He held up a panel whose 

screen was showing a cascading series of numbers.  ñTelemetry from the array.  The 

array is on the surface of Kosigi. This panel runs on broadcast power.ò 

 Jason couldnôt constrain himself.  He gave a whoop of joy, pumping his fist.  ñYou 

really got it working!ò he declared.  ñAny problems?ò 

 ñIôm having a few issues with clean demodulation at the outer edges of the arrayôs 

range, but I think some software tweaking will clear that up,ò he answered.  ñRight now, 

Jason, I could take the PPG out of just about anything and replace it with a broadcast 

receiver module, and the device will run.  As long as my array is up and running, theyôll 

run.ò 

 ñThatôs outstanding, Gerann!ò Myleena told him with a big grin.  ñIôm so glad I lured 

you away from Black Ops!ò 

 ñIôm glad I did too, your toys here are cooler,ò he winked.  ñIôd like to stress test the 

prototype, your Grace.  Give me about ten days to run my tests and observe, and Iôll have 

a final report for you on the project.ò 

 ñFinal as in a success?ò Jenny asked. 

 ñComplete success,ò he nodded.  After I get all the bugs out, Iôll sit down with that 

Makati that manages the planetary power grid, and weôll work out a changeover plan.ò 

 ñHave you thought of how to do that?ò Jenny asked. 

 ñIt wonôt be hard,ò Gerann answered.  ñPower demand surveys already show us that 

weôll keep the physical conduit power system for industrial applications, theyôd stress out 

the broadcast transmitters too much, but we can run virtually everything else off 

broadcast power.  Iôve already designed replacement modules to replace PPGs in every 

common size.  First, we build the broadcast transmitters and hook them into the power 

system and make sure theyôve got some heavy load connections to the plants, since a 

majority of the power demands are going to shunt to those transmitters.  Then, once the 

system is up and running, we just unplug the PPGs, plug in the new power modules, and 

keep on going.  Iôm also designing some nanoscopic variants for use in nano-robots, at 

Myleenaôs request.  The kinds of robots we canôt build because we canôt miniaturize 

PPGs or batteries down to that size.ò 

 ñWhich is what this was all about, at least to me,ò Myleena stated.  ñGive me nanites, 

and I can design a killer damage control system for our Crusaders, fighters, and smaller 

ships using the same design theories we use on the big boys using standard robots.  And 

thatôs just one application.  Theyôre going to be useful in just about everything.  

Industrial, medical, commercial, military, civilian, hell, even entertainment.ò 



 ñGerann, consider yourself the new king of 3D,ò Jason told him seriously.  ñYou now 

have total priority over every other project.  Anything you need, you ask for it.ò 

 ñI can abuse that, no problem,ò he said with a sly smile. 

 ñMind that the hand that brings it to you might slap you a few times after delivering 

it,ò Jason noted lightly. 

 ñThatôs half the fun,ò Gerann answered. 

 ñI want regular updates, Gerann,ò Jason told him.  ñI want this broadcast power 

system up and running as fast as possible,ò he stressed.  ñDonôt blow shit up trying, but 

go as fast as you can.ò 

 ñIôll go as fast as I safely can,ò he promised. 

 ñCome over to the White House in an hour, Gerann, Iôll have the secretaries of both 

the broadcast system and power generation departments there for you to brief.ò Jason 

added.  ñSince this intrudes into both their spheres, they should both be there.ò 

 ñYeah, Iôll need both of them.  Iôll need to tell them which Teryon comm blocks to 

devote to the power system, and Iôll have a lot to talk about with the power guy.ò 

 ñGirl.  Her name is Rund Hervakk.ò 

 ñThatôs a Makati name,ò Gerann noted. 

 ñIôd hope so, since sheôs a Makati.  Soôs the broadcast secretary.  Havann Ronn.ò 

 Gerann laughed.  ñSomeday Iôm gonna walk in and find a Goraga handing me my cup 

of oye juice,ò he noted. 

 ñHey, we reward on ability,ò Jason shrugged.  ñIf the Goraga wants the job and can 

manage to do it without crushing the cup, heôs got it.ò 

 ñSpeaking of the rare Imperium races, have you seen the oye trees the Parri are 

growing?ò Myleena asked.  ñTheyôre getting huge!ò 

 ñActually I havenôt, and I havenôt visited them in a while.  I should have that put on 

my calendar,ò Jason mused. 

 He went on to the White House in a much better mood after the last couple of days, 

so much so that both Chirk and Brall took notice of it.  Brall arranged the meeting 

between Gerann and his secretaries while Jason went through the stack of stuff Chirk 

prepared for him, as the huge Kizzik stood beside his desk and pointed a few things of 

interest out to him, things that caught her compound eye.  Jason had come to trust her 

when it came to things like that, because she was much smarter than he was, and she had 

a nearly eidetic memory, capable of linking together disparate pieces of information that 

looked innocuous when taken alone, but were important when put together. Chirk would 

make one hell of an intelligence analyst, since Tim had the same knack, and Tim was the 

best analyst on Miaariôs staff.  He was in a good mood, but he knew heôd brood again if 

he started thinking about how close he came to losing his family or the subsequent death 

orders heôd had to issue.  So, after only an hour or so in the office, he decided to go out.  

He decided to take Chirk and Brall with him, so they piled into a dropship rather than his 

Wolf.  He decided it was time to go out and look around a little. 

 His first stop was Embraijn, where he popped a surprise visit on the twins and the 

Exiled.  The Exiled were doing very well, they were quickly integrating into the house, 

and in fact about 300 of them had already found jobs and were in the process of moving 

over into the city.  They had all decided to live near each other, so a section of Karsa was 

probably going to become an ethnic neighborhood akin to Chinatown in New York City.  

Jason didnôt mind.  If they felt more comfortable living close to each other, heôd make 



sure it happened.  After all, on Karis, commuting was no problem whatsoever.  A person 

could live virtually anywhere and never be more than an hourôs commute from work. 

 His next stop was the continent of Virga, where he dropped in on the Kizzik who had 

migrated to Karis to build the new colony.  He was, quite simply, astounded by their 

progress.  In just a few weeks, they had fully excavated out their hive and had installed 

all utilities.  It was a complete underground city half the size of Karsa, mostly empty 

because the bulk of the migrating Kizzik had yet to arrive, but a full and complete city in 

every detail.  And, it had everything one would find any city in the Imperium.  The 

dwellings had power, water, and all services, the industrial sectors both above and below 

ground were either already built or were just days from completion, and the offices of the 

nobles were waiting for them to arrive.  Theyôd even built more conventional buildings 

underground for the non-Kizzik who would live and work here, offices, and homes any 

human or Faey wouldnôt think twice about occupying.  Chirk looked up their schedule 

after he met with the noble in charge of the build efforts, and he saw that the drones and 

residents would start transporting over in just three days.  In a week, this empty 

underground city would be swarming with nearly 15,000,000 Kizzik.  In a gesture to 

Karis, the Hive Leaders of the Kizzik, their ruling body, had dispatched one of the more 

respected and capable colony rulers to lead the colony, and thereby all Kizzik on Karis, 

including the smaller colony that was already here.  The Kizzik would still obey him as 

the ruler of Karis, but such an esteemed Kizzik here on Karis would garner their respect, 

and theyôd see her as something of the vice-president. 

 And Jason wasnôt stupid enough not to have already made room for that hive leader 

on his personal staff as an advisor.  Kizzik were damn smart, once you got past the 

language barrier and started to understand their very insectoid and alien personalities and 

mannerisms.  Under all that chitin and greenish goop, there was a serious brainéat least 

for the nobles. 

 After that, he went up to see Admiral Dellin. Dellin was in his office, so they sat 

down and went over all the shipbuilding.  Everything was nicely on schedule, and the 

whole lunar base was busy as a Kizzik hive.  He and Dellin went out to attend the 

launching of one of the Imperial Navy ships that the Faey had brought to complete in 

Kosigi, a cruiser, applauding as the dock clamps were released and the ship floated out 

and awayéwhich was a launching in Kosigi.  Now the ship would be towed into empty 

space and the rest of it would be finished, which was all internal and mainly cosmetic.  

Floors and walls would be installed, and then all the things people needed, like furniture, 

bathrooms, and so on, would be finished. 

 After attending the launch, Jason descended back down to Karis and landed at 

Kosiningi, and he had a nice visit with Cybi.  He could talk to her at any time, and often 

did, but he still liked to take the time to come out and see her, to let her know he cared 

enough to physically come out to her core and be there with her in person.  Cybi was very 

important to him, both as the heart of the house and as a close friend, and he would take 

those extra steps whenever he needed to in order to make sure she knew he cared. 

 It was after lunch after he left Kosiningi, and Myleenaôs mention of the Parri made 

them the last stop on his tour.  He landed and greeted the small clan, only about a 

hundred, and he was again astounded.  The oye trees now absolutely towered over them, 

the largest of them the size of a two hundred year old oak tree, with broad leafed canopies 

that shaded entire acres of grass and the entire Parri village.  The trees had yet to fruit, 



and would not for a while, but he was stunned at how fast theyôd grown.  That was 

nothing but a simple sign to the Parri that they belonged here, since they would go 

nowhere their trees would not growéwhich was why all of them only lived on two 

planets in the Imperium, their home planet and Karis.  Jason sat by an open campfire with 

Ryn and Dera in quiet attendance and shared tea with the Parri shaman, her jaingi 

markings catching Jasonôs eye now that he was familiar with the Parriôs jaingi tattoos like 

the one on Saelleôs back.  They were very simple, but when one took in all of her 

markings, areas of bare skin painted white through her fur, they tickled at the back of his 

mind in a curious way. 

 ñYou are troubled, your Grace,ò the shaman noted in a calm voice as she sipped her 

tea through her feline jaw and muzzle. 

 ñA little, honored shaman,ò he answered.  ñIôve had a few bad things happen in the 

last few days.ò 

 ñIt is best to confront your troubles and work them from your mind,ò she told him.  

ñTo worry over them is to needlessly waste time and energy best suited for other 

pursuits.ò 

 ñWell, Iôve already worked through them.  Iôm just not entirely happy I had to make 

those decisions,ò he answered honestly. 

 ñI see, your Grace,ò she told him, taking another sip.  ñThese decisions.  Was there 

another decision that could have been made?ò 

 He sighed.  ñNot really.ò 

 ñAnd this bothers you?ò 

 ñYes.  I wish I didnôt have to make it, but there wasnôt another way.  Iôm coming to 

accept it, but itôs not easy for me.ò 

 She smiled.  ñThen you have learned the first lesson of the ten lessons of the 

ancestors,ò she told him.  ñYou have learned that there are times when you are not the 

one in control, and it is then that you should simply move with the wind, rather than try to 

walk against it.  To struggle against that which cannot be changed is a fruitless endeavor.  

You only have nine more lessons to learn before I could train you as a shaman, your 

Grace,ò she noted with a gentle smile. 

 ñI think Iôll pass, honored shaman,ò he answered with a chuckle.  ñIôm already busy 

enough as it is.ò 

 ñAs you wish, your Grace,ò she said in a calm voice, taking another sip.  ñA boon of 

you?ò 

 ñWhat is it?ò 

 ñI would come to your place of dwelling,ò she answered.  ñI have seen visions, and it 

is seemly for me to come to your dwelling and chase away the dark spirits that seek to 

gather around it.ò 

 ñWhat visions have you seen?ò he asked with growing interest. 

 ñThe visions are hard to explain to those who cannot see,ò she answered, a bit 

contritely.  ñBut the feeling they leave me is that I need to take a firmer hand.  There is a 

darkness creeping towards this place, your Grace.  I would seek to push back its longest 

fingers.ò 

 Given that the Consortium had them in their sights, Jason did not discount that feeling 

one little bit.  Heôd felt it himself quite a few times. 

 ñSo, might you allow me to come?ò 



 Jason didnôt believe in what she believed in, but it was also decent sense not to 

aggravate the Parri.  They asked for so little, heôd be a first class dick by saying no.  ñOf 

course, shaman,ò he answered, taking a sip of the delicious oye tea, made from its bark.  

There was no part of an oye tree that was not delicious.  ñWhen would you like to come?ò 

 ñAs soon as is convenient.  All who are important to you must be there, your Grace.ò 

 ñThatôs a whole lot of people, shaman,ò he said mildly.  ñIt encompasses the entire 

population of this planet.ò 

 She gave him a kind look.  ñThose with whom your life is intimate,ò she explained.  

ñThe protection I cast will encompass both your home and those who are connected 

intimately to it.  And some are connected to it through you, even if they do not live 

there.ò 

 ñAll of them?ò 

 ñIt would help,ò she answered.  ñI know her Imperial Majesty is at home, but her 

being here would help.  It is not entirely necessary, but it would help.ò 

 ñWell, it only takes her a few hours to get here,ò Jason mused. 

 ñIf she will come,ò the shaman stated. 

 ñShe will if I ask her.ò 

 ñThen, if it pleases you, I would ask you to ask her.  Both her and her family.ò 

 ñI will, then.  How does sunset sound?ò  Parri didnôt keep time like everyone else.  

Sunset was as close to a specific time as he could get to her way of thinking. 

 ñI would be pleased to do so.  Might you carry me to your home in one of your steel 

birds as soon as convenient, so I may prepare?  And a quiet place surrounded by nature so 

my meditations are serene?ò 

 ñWe have a lovely beach right beside my house.ò 

 ñThat would be fine,ò she agreed.  ñBut first, we simply must finish our tea,ò she 

added, taking another sip. 

 And so, after another half hour or so of tea and conversation, Jason was carrying the 

most unusual passenger heôd ever had in his dropship.  The shaman looked a trifle 

uncomfortable in her chair, but she also looked strangely resolute.  He called up Dahnai 

en route back to his house, and her image appeared in tiny replica on the dash directly in 

front of him.  ñWhatôs up, babes?ò she asked. 

 ñHow would you like to come to dinner tonight?ò he asked.  ñAnd be here for 

something ratheréunusual,ò he added. 

 ñSeriously?  With all the new security protocols, you want me to just ignore them all 

and jaunt right over?ò she asked, a touch acidly. 

 ñWelléyeah,ò he answered, a bit lamely. 

 ñWhatôs that important?ò 

 ñNothing important important,ò he answered.  ñA Parri shaman asked you to be here.  

She wants to perform some kind of ritual at my house, and she said she wants you in 

attendance.ò 

 ñOh really?ò she asked with sudden curiosity.  ñOne of the Parri that live there on 

Karis?ò 

 ñWho else would it be?ò he countered.  ñShe wants you and your family there.  You, 

Kellin, and the kids.ò 

 ñIôve seen viddies of Parri rituals, and I think Kellin would love to be part of one,ò 

she mused.  ñBesides, itôs a chance to chase Jyslin out of your bed,ò she winked. 



 ñWe havenôt had much time for that lately,ò Jason grunted. 

 ñThereôs always time for sex,ò she grinned at him.  ñSend that monstrosity over here, 

love, and weôll be there.ò 

 ñIôll contact Juma and have her dispatch a task force right away.ò 

 By sunset, everyone was curious, because the Parri shaman had sat herself down on 

the beach outside the house as soon as he got her there and she was all but dead to the 

world, in one of the most profound states of meditation Jason had ever seen.  Jason could 

meditate to the point where he could evade telepathic detection, but he couldnôt do it 

long.  The shaman did it for hours, to the point where Kyri thought she was dead.  

Dahnai and her family arrived just before dinner, so Ayama had quite a few to feed, but 

sheôd been ready for it.  Jason enjoyed the brief social visit with Dahnai and her family, 

but then, right after sunset, the shaman started. 

 The first thing she did was use a large pouch at her waist to sift some kind of dust 

onto the ground, and she went completely around his house, drawing a circle of sorts, 

even to the point of going right through the middle of the hot tub on the deck between 

their house and Tim and Symoneôs house.  Then, she stood and chanted out on the deck 

for a few minutes, invoking some kind of prayer as she looked out to sea.  Then she 

looked up at the sky and chanted again, then knelt down and put her hands on the sand of 

the beach and repeated the same words.  Then, she clapped her hands twice and came 

inside. 

 First, she called in just about everyone in the strip with the explanation of not feeling 

the proper harmony of energies, which made it a packed house.  The people who lived on 

the strip were, in their way, his extended family, and he cared for all of them, so it didnôt 

surprise him much that she wanted them there.  Then, surprisingly, she demanded the 

presence of Aura and Lieutenant Kyva.  It took a bit to get them both to the house, and 

once they were there, she began.  They watched as she chanted in the Parri tongue in his 

living room, swaying slightly, holding a staff made of the heartwood of an oye tree in her 

paw-like hands, a staff decorated with jaingi symbols that were oddly symmetrical to 

hers.  Jason was more interested in her tail as it slashed behind her, looking like a lionôs 

tail with the tuft of fur at the end.  They watched in respectful silence as she conducted 

her ritual, and then, at the conclusion, she took her staff in both hands and rapped the end 

down on the floor. 

 And in that instant, he started not being quite so skeptical about things he didnôt 

believe in.  He feltésomething.  He had no idea what it was, but he sure as fucking hell 

felt something.  A, a, aépressure emanating from the shaman, like a phantom wind that 

pressed through them as it radiated out from her.  And he wasnôt the only one that felt it.  

Kyri, Aura, and Kyva also felt it, from their startled expressionséwhich probably 

explained why she wanted Aura and Kyva here. 

 Before he could rationalize that sensation, the Parri spoke.  ñThis home is illumined 

by the glow of your ancestors,ò she intoned in a ritual voice.  ñMay the light of truth, the 

radiance of love, the warmth of family shine like a beacon and drive away those who lurk 

in the darkness.  Unda krah, anda trebarr.ò  She then clapped her hands one more time, 

and that was it.  She smiled at them.   ñNow, let us discuss tea,ò she stated in a calm 

voice. 

 Dahnai and the others thought it was a nice ritual and enjoyed it, but Jason was far 

more interested in what that other thing was, and he wasnôt afraid to chase the shaman 



down after she had her tea and returned outside to get some answers.  She sat on the sand 

of the beach with her staff in front of her knees and bade Jason to sit beside her.  ñThere 

are more things in this world than what you can see, and taste, and touch, your Grace,ò 

she told him in a patient, nurturing tone, the voice of a teacher.  ñYou are more sensitive 

to the truth of things than I expected for you to ask that question.ò 

 ñBut what was it?ò he asked. 

 ñIt was something you cannot easily understand,ò she answered simply.  ñIt has 

nothing to do with science, or logic.  It has to do with love, and there is no stronger force 

in our universe than love.ò 

 ñI donôt understand.ò 

 She looked at him.  ñWhen you spoke of the decision that had to be made, why did it 

pain you so?ò 

 ñBecause people are going to get killed.ò 

 ñAnd you care for them, even though you have probably never met those whom your 

orders affect?ò 

 ñVery much so.ò 

 ñThat is love.  Your heart is filled with love, Jason Karinne, and it makes you 

powerful.  Far more powerful than you realize.ò 

 ñButéwhat difference does that make?ò 

 ñThe heart that is filled with love is less troubled by other concerns that often blind 

the eyes,ò she told him.  ñIt makes youésensitive, to things that others may miss, things 

others cannot see.  What you felt, Jason Karinne, was the invocation of the love of your 

ancestors, be them human or Karinne, on your home.  With them casting the light of their 

love upon you, it protects you from the fingers of darkness reaching for you.  And since 

all whom your love touches was with you when you were granted this benediction, they 

are similarly illumined.  The dark spirits that have gathered around your house are now 

afraid to approach them, and you.  Even now, they retreat from this place, driven away by 

the light of your love.ò 

 ñIt soundséreligious,ò he breathed.  ñIôve never been all that religious, shaman.ò 

 ñThere is religion, and there is truth, your Grace.  Often, they are not the same thing,ò 

she answered sagely. 

 ñStill, this is like taking it on faith.  Iôm not used to thinking outside of venerated 

Karinne science,ò he said, a little self-deprecatingly. 

 ñDo you believe in souls, your Grace?ò 

 ñYes,ò he answered honestly, picking at the sand. 

 ñSo, you believe in something you cannot see or feel?  Something that cannot be 

explained by your science?ò 

 ñYes, I do.ò 

 ñThen why should you not believe in what you felt just moments ago?ò she asked 

simply. 

 Jason almost replied, but then he just chuckled and looked up at her.  ñPoint,ò he 

quipped. 

 ñThere is more in this world than what your senses can detect, your Grace.  The world 

is far larger than you know.  Perhaps, if you open your eyes more, you might start seeing 

just how large it is.ò 



 ñIôll have to keep that in mind, shaman,ò he answered, thinking of hyperspace.  That 

was something that scientific, measurable, documented, yet could not be seen or sensed 

by human beings.  If hyperspace was there and intangible, then why not something else?  

That was what she was trying to get across. 

 ñI would ask for you to kindly return me to my village, your Grace.  We are not 

comfortable away from our trees, and my work here is done.ò 

 ñIôll take you home myself, shaman,ò he said respectfully. 

 ñI am honored.  Oh, and if it would further please you, please return to our village in 

the morning.  There is a gift I wish to present to you.ò 

 ñIôll be there at sunrise,ò he promised. 

 Jason thought on and off about the ritual the rest of the night, even to the point of 

irritating Dahnai as she claimed him for the night.  What he feltéit was odd, unique, 

something heôd never felt before, but he couldnôt deny that he felt something.  Was it 

magic?  No, he didnôt believe in magic.  But, if it wasnôt magic, then what was it? 

 Something unexplainable.  He could admit that even in a world where science could 

duplicate some of the miracles of God, there were still some things that just couldnôt be 

explained by scienceébut also didnôt make them any less real for being unexplainable. 

 

 The gift that the shaman presented him when he came back to their village in the 

morning quite literally blew his socks off. 

 She gave him an oye sapling. 

 He was absolutely stunned.  The Parri did not give oye trees away.  They were 

married to their trees in ways that seemed almost irrational by anthropologists, seeing 

their trees almost as extensions of their gods.  Oye trees were sacred to Parri, absolutely 

sacred, and for her to give him one of their trees was almost like the Brood Queen giving 

him one of her Brood Princesses as a bride, or Dahnai just handing over the crown to 

him. 

 It was with shaking hands that Jason accepted the simple clay vessel holding a sapling 

that was only about ten inches high.  ñThis is your tree now, your Grace,ò she told him 

with a mysterious smile.  ñIt belongs to you.  It is yours to care for, as you are now the 

treeôs duty to nurture.ò 

 ñShaman, IéIéIôm stunned.  I donôt know what to say.  And Iôm absolutely 

terrified,ò he said honestly.  ñI have no idea how to care for it.  If it died, it would be a 

disaster.  Iôd never be able to face you again.ò 

 ñJust love it, your Grace,ò she said simply.  ñAnd a little water from time to time will 

help,ò she added with a growing smile.  ñThe tree will thrive so long as you give it your 

love.ò 

 ñAh, one of those lessons you were talking about?ò he asked. 

 She just smiled, for almost a full minute.  ñMind one thing, your Grace,ò she finally 

said.  ñIt must be your hand that transplants it from its pot and into the ground.  Any other 

hand that does so will cause the tree to die.  Until it is in the ground, nobody must touch it 

but you.ò 

 ñIéI have no idea how to garden, but Iôll do as you say,ò he said uncertainly. 

 ñIt takes little skill to dig a hole, your Grace,ò she told him, which made him laugh 

despite himself.  ñOnce you have transplanted it, anyone who was there during the ritual 

may water it and care for it, your Grace.  But it will still be your tree.ò 



 Jason put all other business on the back burner as he called the gardening service 

Ayama employed to care for his yard and had them meet him at the house.  They stared 

in absolute awe at the tiny tree in his hands, warned specifically not to touch it, and when 

he explained that he had to transplant the tree, he had them help him pick a suitable 

location in the yard where the tree would get plenty of sun, yet its roots wouldnôt threaten 

the foundation whenðor ifðit began to grow. 

 They decided to put it in the back yard, almost in the middle, and Jason dug the hole 

himself as the three gardeners watched on, told him how deep to make it.  Once the hole 

was suitable to the gardeners, he almost reverently removed the tree from its pot and put 

it in the ground.  He patted it in, covered it over with dirt, spread mulch over the exposed 

earth, then watered it.  The gardeners then decided that such a rare prize had to be 

showcased, so they began to build a small viewing garden around it, a knee-high fence 

around the tree to protect it from wandering children, a few banks of colorful red and 

blue flowers behind it for aesthetics, a little walkway around it to further isolate it and 

draw attention to it, and a single bench so someone could come out and view the tree in 

comfort.  Jason decided to keep the pot as well, which was a simple clay pot with jaingi 

symbols painted on it, washing it out and placing it beside the tree on a little tile they 

placed for it, and filled it with rocks and dirt so a storm couldnôt blow it over. 

 After that, he downloaded enough megastrings of data to nearly fill his gestaltôs 

memory, and it was all about gardening and oye trees.  There was no way in hell Jason 

was going to allow that precious gift to die.  He sifted through it and purged the 

redundant or useless information, leaving just enough for him to be a competent enough 

gardener to care for the tree. 

 The garden crew had the tiny accompanying garden done when he came home for 

dinner, and it was quite lovely.  It cut a little into the free-ranging play space for the kids 

in the back yard, but it was worth it.  He and Jyslin sat on the bench and regarded the tiny 

tree for a while in contented silence, then she leaned against him.  Give and take, love, 

she told him.  You suffered through a personal trial, endured a heartaching decision, and 

now you have your tree. 

 I know.  I, well, itôs strange.  I actually feel better looking at it.  I donôt know why. 

 Who knows, maybe thatôs why the shaman gave it to you.  To make you feel better. 

 An odd reason. 

 Not odd at all, Jyslin protested.  Wouldnôt you want to help someone you care about? 

 Would you do the equivalent of giving that person the lock of hair the Templars claim 

to be Trelleôs hair they keep in Trelleôs cathedral in Dracora? 

 Jyslin laughed.  No, but Parri are Parri, love.  Theyôre mystics. They do things based 

on their own views and culture, which are much different than anyone elseôs. 

 Iôm starting to wonder just how mystic they are, Jason noted, putting his arm around 

her. 

 I wonôt complain.  We now have something that nobody else has, our very own oye 

tree, she smiled maliciously at him.  I can hear Dahnai screaming already. 

 You are such a competitive bitch, he chuckled. 

 Iôm Faey, baby.  Get used to it, she grinned.  And speaking of me being Faey, why 

donôt I take you upstairs and show you what else Faey do well? she purred, sliding her 

finger up his thigh. 



 He almost shivered.  We should have time before Meya brings Rann home, he noted, 

checking the time on his gestalt. 

 Rann has the sense to wait outside until weôre finished, she winked as she got up, then 

pulled him up by the hands. 

 Most of the time, anyway. 

 Thatôs what makes it exciting, she giggled as she pulled him into the house. 
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 It was almost fucking unnatural. 

 Jason sat on the bench looking at his oye tree, which had, in just ten days, quadrupled 

in size. 

 It went against everything all the gardening data he had in his gestalt told him.  It 

went against his own common sense.  A tree shouldnôt grow that fast.  It seemed 

impossible.  And yet, here it was, mocking him with its vertical expression, with its 

healthy blue-green leaves.   The little ten inch sapling was now over four feet tall, the 

trunk almost a foot thick, which seemed disproportionately wide for a sapling.  The oye 

tree was both bulking up and shooting up like a weed.  And while he was immeasurably 

relieved that the precious tree was thriving, just how much it was thriving both amazed 

and irritated him just a little bit. 

 It was almost like a shrine on the strip now.  Everyone had come out to see the tree, a 

tree nobody would dare touch because of the rarity of it, and everyone thought it was 

quite lovely.  Even Rann wouldnôt touch the tree after Jason explained what it meant to 

the Parri, saying that it would be like not taking the hand offered by a Templar. 

 TemplaréMeya. 

 That little war would be engaged very soon.  Heôd have to get Temika on it. 

 But, he wasnôt out here to admire his tree.  He was out here to avoid thinking about 

what was going on right now.  Because right now, halfway across the galaxy, the 

Consortium destroyer they were going to use to attack the Consortium would arrive at the 

nebula.  Theyôd left two days ago, on a circuitous route that would take them to the 

nebula after laying a trail away from Exile that the Consortium could backtrack to further 

reinforce the idea that the ship had survived.  And heôd been a very unpleasant person to 

be around for those two days. 

 He didnôt want to think about it, but he knew he had to.  There were 31 women on 

that ship, 31 women who were statistically already dead.  There were 31 women on that 

ship willing to die to advance the interests of the house.  It was indescribably proud, how 

it made him feel, but it also crushed his soul to think the had ordered that mission.  Their 

deaths would be in no oneôs hands but his own.  He had asked people to die, plain and 

simple.  The one thing he hoped heôd never have to do. 

 Heôd been dreading this day far more than looking forward to it, and he didnôt want to 

see it leave.  He didnôt even want to know it was leaving.  Myri and the generals were 



cautiously optimistic that the mission was going to succeed, but the only success Jason 

wanted to hear about was those 31 women coming back alive.  The Consortium base 

could go hang.  He cared far more about the 31 women on that ship than he did about the 

hamstringing of the Consortium. 

 But that was the person talking.  The Grand Duke understood that the destruction of 

that base was a fair trade-off for 31 people.  That base would crank out replacement 

crews for the ships the Consortium had that were crewless, and the elimination of the 

queens laying those eggs was the single-most important thing at this moment.  Those 31 

women were risking their lives to save thousands and thousands of others.  They knew 

the risks.  Theyôd been exhaustively briefed about them, and they had willingly accepted 

them.  Despite knowing that they were almost certainly going to die, they were more than 

willing to accept the mission.  And if they were willing, then they would go, because the 

house needed them.  The entire Imperium and the Collective needed them.  Hell, the 

entire sector needed them. 

 And the person absolutely despised the Grand Duke for it. 

 And so, he sat in front of his oye tree, hating himself, but having no shame for the 

decision that he made.  It simply had to be done, and he would live with knowing he had 

killed 31 women, just as surely as if he had taken a railgun and shot each one in the back 

of the head, execution style. 

 He sat there for over an hour, his gestalt removed and sitting on the bench beside him, 

a clear indicator to anyone he did not want to be bothered.  He sat there far beyond the 

expected arrival time of the destroyer, knowing what the news would be, and both eager 

to hear it and dreading it.  He would be eager to hear that the mission was successful, but 

he would dread hearing what he knew he would hear afterward, that the crew had died. 

 He thought about the other little problem theyôd been facing, which seemed like a 

pale shadow nowéGraith.  They went ahead with their plans to trap his little fleet, but to 

their surprise, Graith seemed to have had some other agenda.  The small fleet jumped into 

the system right on time five days ago, but instead of trying to advance and force a 

showdown, the little fleet instead sat there until they were challenged by KMS forces, 

warned that if they attempted to enter interdicted space, they would be attacked.  As soon 

as they received that warning, the little fleet jumped out without so much as an 

acknowledging transmission.  It was a highly puzzling development, nothing that anyone 

expected, but Jason had a feeling that the attack on Dahnai and the Siann had spooked the 

other nations, seriously spooked them.  An unstable Imperium was a threat to everyone, 

and everyone knew it.  If some nation had the bright idea to attack Imperium systems in 

the middle of a civil war, heôd find himself coming up against whichever house owned 

that system, and since Faey were paranoid, theyôd find that system heavily defended and 

extremely expensive to conquer.  Even if they succeeded, any gains a nation made 

attacking an unstable Imperium would be lost the instant the war was over, and the new 

Empress went about the task of taking her now unified Imperium and blasting the 

absolute shit out of whoever dared attack them.  And if they just left the Imperium alone 

and let them fight it out, as they did in the Third Civil War, they might find an Empress 

sitting on the throne with dreams of conquering the entire galaxy.  The Merranes had 

been a very stable ruling family, not prone to aggressive expansion, and the other nations 

in the sector would rather see Dahnaiôs family stay on that throne. 



 But the Alliance was the last thing on his mind right now.  All his thoughts were 

consumed by the mission, and the fate of the 31 women who had undertaken it.  And yet, 

he was too much of a coward to pick up his gestalt and find out what was going on. 

 He sat with his head in his hands for another fifteen minutes, resisting the urge to 

reach out and grab the gestalt, resisting knowing what it would feel like to know he was a 

murderer, and cheering the circumstances that caused it.  He sat there in silence until that 

shiver through him told him that Miaari was with him.  He didnôt have to look to know 

she was there behind him, he could sense Kimdori without seeing them now.  She 

stepped around the bench and sat down, then patted him on the shoulder. 

 ñDo you want to hear, Jason?ò she asked quietly. 

 ñYes and no,ò he answered. 

 She sighed.  ñIt is bad news.ò 

 ñTheyôre dead.ò 

 ñThey are dead,ò she affirmed.  Jason sagged, feeling her hand on his shoulder, but 

taking no comfort from it.  ñThe base?ò 

 ñIt was only a partial success,ò she told him.  ñThe Consortium allowed the destroyer 

to enter the nebula, but intercepted it before it could reach the base.  They either knew it 

was a trick or their sensors picked up something that made them suspicious, but as we 

have all said, it was our best chance to destroy that base.  They tried to capture the escape 

dropship, but the crew partially completed the mission.  They disabled the safeties in the 

dropship and used that, detonated the destroyer by remote command, and then managed 

to destroy one of the pods when they got the dropship within range and overloaded the 

power plant and destroyed the ship.  The singularity plant in the dropship created enough 

explosive power to penetrate the podôs shields and rupture its hull, and the queen within 

the pod was literally blown out of the rupture and into space.  She is very dead.  The 

queen within the second pod was killed by gravity shock when the pod holding her was 

struck by the blast wave from the explosion.  Both of those queens are confirmed dead.  

The main base suffered moderate damage and nearly six thousand casualties, and the 

pods on the far side took no damage or casualties.  Our crew also ensured that the 

Consortium will be unable to salvage anything to use to learn about our technology.  

Each Crusader was set so that if the wearer died, it detonated its onboard power plant as a 

self destruct.  In that regard, their mission was successful.  They left nothing behind the 

enemy can use, and they managed to take quite a few of the enemy with them.  But, as far 

as the base goes, we have managed to kill two of their queens and damaged their main 

base. Their ability to create new crews is halved, and they must effect repairs, and that 

buys us time.ò 

 He almost couldnôt fathom it.  Heôd killed 31 women, 31 bright, beautiful women 

with so much potential, so much to live for, and for what?  Killing two of the four 

queens, just slowing them down.  Not stopping them, just slowing them down.  One set of 

statistics divided the other set of statistics by two, and they did it with their lives. 

 He felt sick to his stomach. 

 ñI have other news,ò she said.  ñIn case of failure, there was a backup plan.  That has 

succeeded.ò 

 ñWhat plan?ò he asked woodenly. 

 ñThere were Kimdori on the ship,ò she told him calmly.  ñThey disembarked well 

before the ship was attacked.  They have already successfully infiltrated the base.ò 



 He whipped up to look at her.  ñWhy didnôt you tell me?ò he gasped. 

 ñBecause we did not want to further burden you,ò she said gently, touching his face.  

ñHad the mission been a success, they too would have died, and you would have never 

known.  We all agreed it was best that way.  But with the ship being stopped, they were 

able to disembark and reach the base in secret.  They are already inside, and they are 

gathering intelligence as we speak.  Ten of them have taken the shape of eggs in the 

incubation center, and the other two are in the shape of the insectoids.  So, Jason, we 

have scored at least one victory.  We now have Kimdori within the enemy ranks.  We 

have eyes inside, and hands in position to sabotage.ò 

 He was shocked.  So shocked it took him almost a minute to think of anything to say.  

And when he spoke, it was the Grand Duke talking.  ñCan they kill the queens?ò 

 ñGiven time, yes,ò she answered.  ñThe remaining queens are, understandably, under 

extreme guard, so it will take them time.  That is the task of four of them.  The other eight 

are tasked to fully infiltrate and gather intelligence.ò 

 ñHow did they get in?ò 

 She smiled gently.  ñNot every shape we take is quite this fragile,ò she answered.  

ñThere is a species of worm-like creatures native to the star system IB-59 that can survive 

up to six hours in a vacuum, consumes a very wide spectrum of coherent energy like a 

photosynthetic plant which makes them hard to detect on most sensors, and is capable of 

limited propulsion using gas sacks.  The Kimdori simply took that form and evacuated 

the ship, then were able to reach the base undetected, entering through the hull ruptures 

caused by the dropship explosion.  The Consortium sensors could not find them within 

the gas cloud.  Fortunately, that shape held sufficient mass for them to take proper shapes 

without attracting unwanted attention once they got in, and now they are safely inside and 

undetected.ò 

 He was flabbergasted, both that theyôd put Kimdori on the ships without telling him, 

and that he hadnôt thought of something like that himself.  But, he was intent on 

destroying the base.  He hadnôt even thought once about trying to infiltrate the base and 

destroy it from within. 

 Sometimes it was easy to forget that the Kimdori were shapeshifters. 

 He sat up, sighed, then leaned back on the bench, looking up at the sky.  ñWell, thatôs 

something.  Iôm not sure it was worth thirty one lives.ò 

 ñThey believed so,ò Miaari said gently.  ñHonor their bravery, Jason.ò 

 ñOh, I intend to do that, Miaari.  Both officially and privately.  But I donôt have to 

like it.  I donôt have to celebrate the fact that I ordered thirty one women to die.  Their 

blood is on my hands, Miaari.  I killed them, just as sure as if Iôd called them into the 

kitchen and stabbed them in the heart with a knife right down the line.  And what kills me 

most is they may have died thinking it was for nothing, dying knowing that they failed, 

that I sent them to die in vain.  They may have died thinking that I didnôt care about 

them.  That hurts me more than anything else.ò 

 ñJason Karinne,ò she said, leaning over and putting her muzzle under his chin and 

nuzzling him, almost like a dog would.  ñYou are the most wonderful man I know, and 

there could be no one better to wear the ring I sent you to find.  I am honored beyond 

words that you are my friend.ò 

 He put his arm around her and held her close, and he had to admit, she made him feel 

a little better.  ñThanks, Miaari.  That means a lot to me.ò 



 ñIt is truth, every word of it,ò she answered, putting her head on his shoulder.  ñIf half 

the rulers in the galaxy were half as human as you, there would never be another war.ò 

 ñWe can only hope, my friend.  We can only hope.ò 
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 It had taken a few days to get over itébut he knew he never would.  It just wasnôt in 

him. 

 Heôd attended the ceremony with his family and every military officer ranking 

Captain or above, wearing the formal robes of the Grand Duke Karinne, an elegantly 

simple affair of white brocade slashed through with blue goring, the crest of the house 

embroidered on both sides of the foldover chest, and tied in place with a wide blue sash.  

Unlike any other Grand Duke or Duchessôs formal robes, however, Jason Karinneôs robes 

had sleeves of equal length, and both ended at the wrist.  And standing beside him in his 

first official capacity, wearing the blue and gold robes of the heir apparent, was Rann 

Thomas Fox Shaddale Karinne, looking both excited and nervous, doing his best to look 

serious, and with his youthful enthusiasm about being allowed to take part in the 

ceremony warring with the sense of sadness that permeated the air and hung on his father 

like a wet cloak. 

 It had been a simple ceremony, more of a funeral than a celebration, but there were 

reasons to celebrate.  That day, Kyva Karinne lost her status as the only member of the 

house who had been awarded the Dukal Medal of the Champion.  Jason Karinne had 

awarded the highest military honor the house could bestow on the 31 women who had 

sacrificed their lives in the interests of the house.  The cameras had followed him as he 

somberly walked down a line of empty suits of Crusader armor trimmed in gold and 

placed on stands, holographs of each woman visible behind and above them, placing the 

medal on the armor that represented the woman who had willingly died for the house.  

Not in battle, not in the heat of the moment, but in a calculated decision to destroy their 

dropship by overloading its power plant, the resulting explosion killing two of the four 

Consortium breeding queens. 

 Those suits of armor were now a permanent fixture of the White House.  They stood 

in a double row in the entry hall, a stark reminder to any who entered that blood had been 

given for the house, and reminding him every day he came to work that his decisions cost 

people their lives. 

 Rannôs part of the ceremony was the only real happiness, since there was a 32
nd

 

medal awarded, and that was to Fleet Admiral Palla Karinne.  She too earned the Dukal 

Medal of the Champion for her critical decision to shield the palace using the Aegis and 

the task force, putting themselves in mortal danger and making the ship literally live up to 

its name as ñshield,ò and saved the lives of her Grand Duke, her Empress, and every 

ruling matron of the Siann except for Maeri Trillane.  Rann was given the honor of 

pinning the medal to Pallaôs Class A jacket, a move he had practiced for hours, then he 

kissed her on each cheek.  Jason just settled for giving her a fond hug. 



 Of course, there were plenty of medals awarded that day, since Palla hadnôt been 

alone on her ship.  Every crewman in the task force was awarded the Ebony Cross, the 

third-highest honor.  The ten Wolf pilots that chased down the missiles that got past the 

fleet were awarded the Emblem of Valor, the second-highest medal.  Jason also awarded 

the Raptor and Dragonfly pilots in both the Imperial Navy and Infantry, the Imperiumôs 

army, the Karinne Medal of Distinguished Service, the fifth-highest honor, though those 

pilots werenôt there to accept them.  Theyôd receive them in ceremonies within their own 

militaries, awarded to them by Saelle Karinne, the more-or-less ambassador to the 

Empress from House Karinne. 

 That was yesterday.  Today, there was nothing but the war, and his duty to protect his 

houseéa house that was 31 women less than it was a week ago, but God help him, he 

couldnôt say he wouldnôt do the same thing if he had it to do over again. 

 And he hated himself for it. 

 Rann was a very empathic child, and he could sense his fatherôs melancholy a little 

more keenly than his brothers and sisters.  It could be that it was because he lived in the 

same house with his father, but Jason simply knew better.  Rann absolutely insisted on 

going with him to work, shirking off his lessons with the reasoning that if he was allowed 

to participate in the ceremony, then he should start learning about all those other things 

his father kept saying he was going to teach him.  It certainly wasnôt the first time Jason 

has brought Rann along in an official capacity.  Jason was amused at his attempt to be 

cunning about it, but he was happy that Rann wanted to stay with him.  Sometimes, a 

manôs child was better medicine over the raw wounds than all the good wishes and 

therapy in the world. 

 And so, Rann tagged along as Jason got the dayôs schedule from Chirk, and Brall got 

his marching orders to go out and kick shins until things were going the way Jason 

wanted them to go. 

 The first order of business were reports from both Zaa and Yila.  Yila had managed to 

further track down the pirate organization that had launched the attack on Dracora using 

her criminal web, tracing materials through buyers and sellers to search for any other 

complicit parties and hunting down the other shadowy organizations that did business 

with them.  Zaa, on the other hand, had less to report.  She was still absolutely furious 

about the attack, and heads had rolled within the Kimdori spy ranks.  Zaa called every 

Gamemaster in the Imperium back to Kimdori Prime and dragged them before the Hearth 

itself, and she read them the riot act.  Kiaari had called him not long after, and she looked 

terrible, both mentally and physically shaken in the wake of Zaaôs wrath.  Zaa was 

almost like a deity to the Kimdori, the most revered Kimdori alive, and they took her 

displeasure very seriously.  Miaari had removed her Handmaidenôs mark in shame after 

returning to Karis, but after Zaa blistered her ear for doing so, it was right back on her the 

day after.  Two Kimdori Gamemasters had killed themselves in shame when it was 

tracked back that the majority of the enemy activity had been in their spheres of control, 

feeling that they had brought such shame to themselves and their clans that their lives 

were forfeit. 

 It disturbed Jason a little that Zaa showed almost no emotion over that fact. 

 But there was little moving Zaa now.  She had taken the attack on the Siann almost 

like it was personal, and she had the Kimdori within the Imperium racing around to find 

out just how the hell things got so far out of their control.  In a way, Jason could 



understand some of it.  The Kimdori had failed to prevent the Third Civil War, had failed 

to save the original Karinnes, and they did not take failure lightly.  Zaa was not going to 

let something like that happen again, and that was that. Until she felt that things were 

back under control, she would be a tornado of fury raging through the Kimdori ranks. 

 The Alliance wasnôt backing off, either.  Two more small fleets had jumped out of 

Alliance space, heading towards Terra.  The first had reached the edge of interdicted 

space just four hours ago, and they did the same thing the first fleet did.  They appeared, 

and as soon as they were challenged, they jumped right back out.  This puzzled just about 

everyone, and Zaa had retreated from her rage enough to send Kimdori to find out what 

Graith was up to, for that was curious behavior. 

 Theyôd see what the next fleet did in two days, when it was scheduled to arrive. 

 After he read through the reports, Rann sitting on his desk looking out the window 

behind his father, Jason sighed and pondered the dayôs schedule.  A meeting with Dellin 

and Juma over the shipbuilding schedules.  A ñcome to 3Dò tag on a routine report, but 

not a high priority one.  Someone over there just wanted to talk to him about something.  

Attending the launching of the destroyer given the interim name Revara, the captainôs 

chair awarded to a human telepath, Lieutenant Commander Lisa Sheppard, who had 

already told him she intended to give her ship the name Patrick Henry solely for the 

famous line ñgive me liberty or give me death.ò  That wasnôt a very cheerful thought.  

Lunch with Rahne.  A scheduled briefing and meeting with Dahnai, Zaa, and SkôVrae 

just after lunch.  A briefing with the department secretaries after the meeting, their 

weekly meeting.  Symone had managed to worm her way onto his official calendar, 

which was nothing but a joke.  Sheôd had Chirk put her down for dinner.  Eh, he hadnôt 

gone out on a date with her in a while, heôd enjoy it. Maybe she could cheer him up a 

little, she was very good at things like that.  Symone was just too damn charismatic.  

Then again, sheôd been spending so much time piloting a Gladiator, he was starting to 

wonder if she loved him anymore. 

 But, that was how she coped, he supposed.  She often felt like a fifth wheel, dead 

weight, so sheôd learned to pilot a Gladiator, taking quite a few lessons from Kyva and 

the KBB.  Jason had little doubt that she was nasty at the controls of a Gladiator now, 

given just who was training her, and Symone had fast reflexes and a lot of prior combat 

training.  He had little doubt she was more than a match for the average Gladiator pilot by 

now. 

 Dera handed Rann a cup of oye juice, smiling and patting him on the cheek, then she 

retreated back to the door.  Jason mused that he often forgot that Rann was the primary 

mission of the guards, not him.  Dahnai had sent quite a few to protect him and his entire 

family on top of Rann, given he was the amu dorai of the Empress, but their main 

mission was to protect the future husband of an Imperial Princess.  Jason leaned back in 

his chair and put his feet up on the desk beside his son, seeing that Symone was the last 

thing on his calendar, her block extending all the way into tomorrow morning.  Boy, she 

was just telegraphing what she had in mind. 

 He could use some of her specialized therapy about now.  Symone could make a man 

forget his own name when she was being militantly amorous. 

 Why does it make you so sad? Rann asked when he sighed again. 

 Jason blinked and looked at his son, with his beige-pink skin but Faey ears, his hair 

settling into a nice coppery red color after shifting through several shades of orange, 



blond, and red since he was bornðFaey childrenôs hair often changed as they grew, and 

it was almost unheard of that an adult had the same color hair she had at birthða red not 

too far from his motherôs hair, but with his fatherôs eyes.  Rann was going to be 

devastatingly handsome when he grew up.  Shya should count herself damn lucky she 

was already engaged to him, else there would have been a major war among the women 

of the Siann over who got himéand him being the heir wouldnôt have had anything to do 

with it. 

 A child of two worlds.  A child of two species, for that matter.  But with the best 

aspects of both rolled into one. 

 He knew what Rann meant.  And if he was old enough to ask, he was old enough to 

hear the answer.  Come walk with me, son, he sent, standing up.  He helped Rann down 

from the desk, and with Dera and Suri escorting them, he walked with his armored son 

down the halls of the White House in silence, then out the doors, then, much to the 

guardsô disapproval, right out the gates of the compound and onto the streets of Karsa.  

Faey, humans, and Makati roamed the streets, with the occasional Kizzik visible in the 

distance; the Kizzik were more and more of a presence on Karis, and their numbers were 

steadily growing.  Very few of the citizens recognized them, and those that did didnôt 

approach, they simply bowed or waved. 

 ñLook around, Rann,ò he said aloud, motioning to the street.  A school class was on a 

field trip, walking behind their teacher.  Two Makati were bantering at each other in their 

language, wearing KMS duty uniforms.  A Faey mother was pushing her baby along in a 

floating stroller, heading for the Karinne House Bank, the main financial institution of the 

house and mainly controlled by KumiéGod help the house.  A human teenager in goth 

black and wearing a Blood Nugget tee shirt tapping on her interface, no doubt accessing 

its memory using command thought, its visual display projected in front of her eye in a 

way that only she could see the hologram, a one-sided hologram.  The faint shimmering 

in front of her eye gave that away.  The sense she gave off told them that she was one of 

the human telepaths, no doubt between classes over at the telepathic training academy. 

 It was another day in the life of the city of Karsa, which, when one looked upon it 

from a distance, almost seemed as a living thing itself.  The people were its red blood 

cells, traveling the arteries and veins of the city as the carried life to the cells, which were 

the buildings.  Wolf and Raptor fighters flying overhead were the antibodies, and the 

power and comm systems that ran it were like the nervous system that kept everything 

running.  Another day in the life of a city populated by 3,493,039 souls. 

 ñWhat do you see?ò he asked his son. 

 ñWell,ò he hummed, looking around.  ñI see people, and hovercars, and buildings.  It 

looks like it always does.ò 

 ñThatôs right.  And itôs our job to make sure that it stays this way, Rann,ò he said 

calmly.  He stopped and knelt down to Rannôs level, his armor making a clacking sound 

on the plascrete sidewalk.  Like Dracora, Karsa had no roads, only sidewalks splitting 

grassy parks that connected the buildings for foot traffic and the underground subway 

system, with the wide pads at regular intervals where hovercars could land, take off, and 

park.  ñEveryone you see here depends on us, son.  Theyôve put their trust in us to protect 

them, to give them the chance to live their lives here.  Itôs not a job you ever take lightly, 

because there may come a time when you make a decision that gets someone killed.  

Thatôs what I had to do.  Because of my orders, thirty-one people died, the women who 



wore that armor thatôs in the entry hall now.  I know it doesnôt sound all that big, but 

look, son,ò he said, pointing  ñIt could have been her.  Or her.  Or him,ò he continued, 

pointing at a ten year old boy who was running to catch up to the rest of his class.  

ñTheyôre not numbers, Rann.  Theyôre people.  Never, ever forget that, son, that there are 

people behind every decision you make, and there are people that might get hurt because 

of those decisions.  Thatôs what makes me so sad.  I wish I didnôt have to make the 

decision that got those women killed, but I had to.  Itôs my duty to protect the members of 

the house, and I feel like I failed those women.  Failure is a terrible thing when people get 

hurt because of it.ò 

 Rann was quiet a moment.  ñIf someone was going to get hurt, why did you have to?ò 

 ñBecause sometimes, son, you have to make a decision that hurts the least number of 

people,ò Jason sighed.  ñThose women who died were trying to fix it so the bad people 

couldnôt get the ships we knocked out working again, and it was the only way we could 

do it.  They felt that if they died, it was worth it if they managed to finish the job, since it 

would have saved a lot more lives later on.  They volunteered for the mission, and they 

knew what might happen, but they did it anyway.  But despite that, I still feel like I failed 

them, and I failed my duties as the Grand Duke, because they died.  I failed my duty to 

them to protect them, and it makes me feel sad that I couldnôt find another way.  I had to 

let thirty one women risk their lives to protect the thousands and thousands and thousands 

here on Karis, and no matter what, I still feel like I failed in my duty.  I either failed my 

duty to the house, or I failed in my duty to those women who died, because I couldnôt 

find another way.  Can you understand that, son?ò 

 ñI, I guess so.ò 

 ñWhatôs the first thing I taught you about being the Grand Duke?ò 

 ñThat the Grand Duke serves the house of Karinne.ò 

 ñAnd what is the house of Karinne?ò 

 ñThe people who live on Karis.ò 

 ñThatôs right, the people.  Remember that, Rann.  Always remember that.  You serve 

the house.  The house does not serve you.  Never forget that, son.  Never.  If thereôs one 

thing I want you to learn, and understand what it means, itôs that simple saying.  Itôs what 

being the Grand Duke truly means, deep in here,ò he told him, placing a gauntleted hand 

over Rannôs chest, over his heart. 

 ñI serve the house.  The house does not serve me,ò Rann repeated, quite seriously. 

 ñWhat does that mean, Rann?ò 

 He was quiet a moment.  ñThat I should do whatôs best for the house over whatôs best 

for me.ò 

 Jason nodded seriously, impressed by his reasoning.  ñAlways do your best, because 

the people are depending on you to do your duty as the Grand Duke.  And never forget, 

the decisions you make affect the people.  Not the house, not a column of numbers on a 

report, but the people.  And eventually, youôre going to run into a decision that canôt 

serve all the people.  Youôll have to choose which people your decision will help and 

which ones it may hurt.  And when that happens, you must make the decision that best 

serves the house, even if it makes you sad.  And it should make you sad, Rann.  When 

you have to make a decision that might hurt someone, it should make you sad, no matter 

how justified you were in making that decision.  When you can make a decision that will 

hurt someone and not feel sad because of it, then you no longer deserve to be the Grand 



Duke.  No Grand Duke that serves the people could make a decision that may hurt them 

and not feel sad because of it.  Can you understand that?ò 

 ñIéyeah.  Suddenly being Grand Duke doesnôt sound as much fun as it used to,ò he 

said honestly. 

 Jason chuckled darkly.  ñI came to that very same conclusion the first time I had to 

make one of those decisions, son,ò he told him.  ñBut this isnôt a job you quit.  This job 

chose me, just as much as this job chose you, Rann Karinne.  Like it or not, youôre stuck 

with it just as much as I am.  So be the best Grand Duke you can be, and serve the people 

of the House of Karinne like every one of them was your own son or daughter.  Thatôs 

how I see them.  Every one out here is like your brother or sister, and I work as hard as I 

can to be a good father.ò 

 ñYouôre the best father in the world,ò Rann told him, looking up at him with a smile. 

 ñWell, thatôs quite a complement,ò Jason chuckled warmly, lifting Rann up with his 

telekinetic power and then putting his arms around to hold him at his hip.  Rann wrapped 

his little armored arms around Jasonôs shoulder and kissed him on the cheek.  ñAnd that 

makes it all worth it, pippy,ò he smiled.  ñA father will move the world if it means he gets 

kisses.ò 

 ñI love you, father.ò 

 ñAnd I love you, Rann,ò Jason returned, putting his forehead down against his sonôs.  

ñNow letôs get back inside before Dera and Suri drag me behind the woodshed and spank 

me,ò he grinned. 

 Youôre getting very close to it, Dera warned. 

 ñI thought you were the one in charge, father,ò Rann said, giving him a sly little 

smile.  Clearly, he needed to keep his son away from Kumi.  Or the twins.  Or perhaps 

Miaari.  Or maybe all of them. 

 ñThey let me think that, son,ò he chuckled, winking at Dera.  ñYouôll find that in 

reality, youôre never as in charge as you ever think you are.ò 

 Once they were back inside, however, Suri came up and kissed him on the cheek.  We 

think youôre the best father in the world too, Suri told him. 

 ñAnd all this time, all I had to do to get kisses from you was teach Rann right and 

wrong,ò he chuckled. 

 Suri smiled.  Jason, youôre the only man whoôs ever made me think that some people 

are just too good to be in politics, she intoned seriously. 

 ñAny self respecting person would steer clear of it,ò Jason replied bluntly. 

 Rann tagged along with him most of the day, attending his meetings and being 

relatively good, keeping quiet and not drawing attention to himself, just watching and 

listening.  Juma and Dellin had to dote on him a little before and after their meeting, and 

Rahne didnôt mind him being there for lunch one little bit.  Rahne got along very well 

with his family, and they saw her something like an aunt, since she was the only other 

human Generation.  After lunch, he considered having Dera and Suri take Rann 

somewhere as he met with the others, but decided to let him sit in.  He had to learn how 

to be a Grand Duke, and one good way was to watch and see what a Grand Duke did 

behind the closed doors.  Rann could be trusted to keep anything he learned quiet.  He 

was actually very good at keeping secrets, no doubt an impulse introduced into him by 

that Kimdori DNA that helped make him a Generation. 



 It was a serious and enlightening meeting.  Zaa took immediate control just after they 

were all present, not even paying the fact that Rann was sitting on Jasonôs desk and was 

in full view any mind as she got right to the point.  ñWeôve picked up the first 

intelligence packets from our infiltrators,ò she declared.  ñThey have achieved full 

immersion, and have managed to put themselves into positions where they have access to 

sensitive information.ò 

 ñHow did they do that?ò Dahnai asked curiously. 

 ñBy taking advantage of the confusion after the attack and identifying important 

targets and assassinating them,ò she answered bluntly.  ñAll they had to do to take over 

their identities was take their brain implants.  They are how the insectoids both 

communicate and keep track of everything.  The implant is the identification.  And since 

my children can take them right out of the heads of the insects and put them into their 

own, they can assume another identity with relative ease. The Consortiumôs internal 

security is quite lax once you penetrate their outer barriers,ò she sniffed.  ñBut, to move 

on, it seems that the Consortium has a vast network of intelligence threaded through our 

entire sector,ò she told them, bringing up a map of the sector and showing it shaded in 

red.  There were a few holes, but that shaded red indicated areas where the Consortium 

had up to date intelligence about the activities going on.  ñI am not entirely sure about 

how it works,ò she admitted.  ñFrom what information my children are providing, they 

are receiving this intelligence in real time.  They know every move we make almost as if 

they have hacked into Civnet and taken control over it.ò 

 ñWhich is basically impossible,ò Jason countered.  ñThe Moridon are managing 

Civnet security, and I donôt think the people the Consortium hired are that good.ò 

 ñUnless they hired a different Moridon company to do the deed,ò Dahnai offered.  ñIf 

youôre dealing with computers, you want the Moridon.ò 

 ñThatôs possible,ò Zaa admitted.  ñBut I considered that possibility myself, and after 

making a few discreet inquiries to a sympathetic member of the Mob, I am confident that 

the Consortium are not using the Moridon.ò 

 ñWhy Zaa, youôve broken one of the oldest rules in the sector,ò Jason chuckled.  ñThe 

Moridon and the Kimdori arenôt supposed to cooperate.ò 

 ñI am sure that if our relationship were made public, he would be chained to the 

Traitorôs Column and gored to death by children,ò Zaa said dryly.  ñBut this particular 

Moridon needed our help with something, and since then, we have maintained what you 

might call a distant friendship, much as the friendship between Handmaiden Miaari and 

Mahja Siyhaa.ò  She touched her memory band, and the map zoomed down to the 

Imperium, showing its teardrop shape, with Terra on the point end and Karis at the 

rounded edge on the far side.  That was merely a two dimensional representation, which 

became more irregular when the map raised up and took on three dimensions.  Once it 

was viewed like that, it looked more like the hull of a Viking longship with Karis at the 

prow and Terra forming the stern.  Draconis was closer to Karis than Terra, and that 

Viking hull was bordered by the Alliance and the Skaa Empire near the prow, the 

Republic near the stern, and the Urumi on the far side at Terra and bordering the 

Alliance.  Alliance and Skaa Empire space extended out away from Karis, enclosing 

Imperium space, the two Skaa nations completely covered their side of Imperium space, 

and the space directly behind Terra was gray, unclaimed, if only because there really 

wasnôt anything out there for anyone to claim.  That space was bordered by the Urumi on 



one side and the Skaa Republic on the other, though those boundaries were very shaky.  

The simple fact of the matter was, there just wasnôt anything around Terra but stars 

holding worthless planets or asteroids, so those lines on the map were just what each 

nation claimed, not what was actually controlled. 

 ñThis is what is most curious,ò Zaa said, zooming in more and more, until three 

systems were highlighted.  Arctus, Vrada, and Imbria, the three more or less next to each 

other.  Arctus was the house seat of the Trillanes.  Vrada was a holding of House 

Trebanne, one of the minor houses, holding two inhabited planets and one inhabited 

moon.  Imbria had two inhabited worlds, one of them a Faey mining colony, and the 

other Imbria Prime, the homeworld of the Parri and the sole producer of the oye fruit that 

Faey would kill for. 

 Jason saw what Zaa was fishing for immediately.  The red shading did not cover 

Imbria. 

 ñThe Consortium seems to be completely blind about the happenings on Imbria,ò she 

said.  ñThey had detailed intelligence about the movements of our fleets, our flag officers, 

which they have identified by name, and even logistical schedules such as goods 

transport and raw material harvesting schedules.  But when it comes to Imbria, they have 

no intelligence.  None.  This may be because the only goods that move from Imbria are 

copper, tungsten, and oye fruit, but it is a curious gap.ò 

 ñGiven the Imperiumôs absolute lust for oye, Iôd think that would be something 

important to watch,ò Dahnai chuckled ruefully.  ñIf there was a disruption in oye 

production, we might have a revolt on our hands.  I think the only thing that could come 

close was if Terran strawberry production were halted.ò 

 Jasonôs mind, however, wasnôt thinking about that.  All he was thinking about was 

the Parri shaman, and how he had feltésomething.  He looked at the holograph, his eyes 

unfocused a moment, and for a second he considered the energy that produced them. 

 Energyéwerenôt those other beings of the Consortium not corporeal?  Werenôt they 

just coherent energy? 

 Wouldnôt an energy being looking on with malicious intent be considered to be a dark 

spirit to someone that had that kind of sensitivity? 

 Something just clicked in his brain. 

 Jason blinked.  That was a wild conclusion, but in a strange way, it made sense.  

What iféwhat if the Consortiumôs energy beings could, could see across vast distances?  

Like clairvoyance?  There had to be other kinds of psychic abilities, after all.  The Faey 

were racially telepathic, and had telekinetic traits.  The Colonists had a large number of 

empaths, beings able to sense emotional states, as well as telepaths and telekinetics.  

Fully half of the Colonist race had some kind of psionic ability.  And since the 

Consortiumôs energy beings were a radically different type of life form, well, who knew 

what they were capable of doing? 

 ñZaa,ò Jason said quickly.  ñHas your intelligence showed a loss of intelligence 

around Karsa?ò 

 She gave him a curious yet intense look.  ñYes and no.  From what my children 

report, the Consortium has only recently managed to breach Karis, and I mean within the 

last fifteen days.  But now they are getting no intelligence from anywhere in the entire 

Karis system.  I believe that Miaari has found and destroyed their agents, and simply has 

not sent on the report yet.  There has also been a similar report of intelligence disruption 



at Dracora, which I attribute to Jinaami rooting out and crushing hidden agents.  She has 

found six since the sweep began, sleeper agents in menial tasks that avoided the initial 

sweep because they were in non-sensitive positions,  but they were all agents for local 

nations, not the Consortium.  I ponder that perhaps the Consortium has enlisted the aid of 

the other nations to spy.ò 

 Jason, however, wasnôt quite so sure.  ñIt was the Parri,ò he breathed.  ñThe Parri did 

it!ò he called, then he laughed loudly, startling Rann.  ñIôll be a son of a bitch, the Parri 

actually did it!ò  

 ñThe Parri?ò Dahnai asked, and SkôVrae scoffed while Zaa gave him a steady look.  

ñJayce, love, the Parri are primitives.  Mystics.  They donôt even know how to use 

anything thatôs not made of sticks and rope, and weôve tried to teach them!  They just 

donôt want to know!ò  She brushed her bronze hair from her face.  ñI mean, I love the 

Parri, donôt get me wrong.  Theyôre very polite, and theyôve never been a problem.  But I 

think youôre reaching a little here.ò 

 ñI donôt think so,ò Jason said.  ñThe commonality between the holes in Consortium 

intelligence are where the Parri are.  The Consortium canôt hide from the Parri!ò 

 ñExplain,ò Zaa said, her expression intrigued. 

 ñWhen the Parri shaman came here and performed her ritual, I feltésomething.  I 

couldnôt explain it.  I asked her about it, and she told me that it was because my heart was 

filled with love or something like that.  A typical explanation from a mystic, something 

that was either way over my head or something my logical mind would reject out of 

course.  Now, speculate with me a little here,ò he said, leaning on his elbow on his desk 

as Rann watched him.  ñWhat if those energy beings in the Consortium arenôt just their 

spokesmen?  What if they have some psionic abilities of their own?  What if they can see 

into the Imperium?  I dunno, maybe astral projection or something?  Or maybe 

clairvoyance?ò 

 ñClairvoyance?  Weôve had a few documented cases of it through history, but itôs 

exceptionally rare, and it never failed to drive the subject totally insane,ò Dahnai said. 

 ñMaybe it doesnôt drive them insane,ò Jason said quickly.  ñIf theyôre getting real-

time intelligence out of us and theyôre moving that information halfway across the 

galaxy, and we know they canôt possibly be using any standard commðwe have enough 

of their own technology to know what to look forðthen maybe theyôre using some non-

scientific means of getting it?  Maybe their energy things can simply look over here using 

some power or ability we donôt have or have never encountered?ò 

 ñTheoretically?  Possible,ò Zaa conceded.  ñEven among the insects of the 

Consortium, the energy beings are mysterious and rare.  There are only four of them in 

this galaxy,ò she relayed.  ñAnd there is only one at the base holding the eggs.  The other 

three are at other bases.ò 

 ñThere is a hole in that.  Dracora,ò Dahnai said, a little victoriously.  ñThere are no 

Parri here.ò 

 ñNo, but you are,ò Jason retorted immediately, pointing at her.   ñRemember what the 

shaman said?  That the light she called was shining on everyone at the ceremony?  You 

are there now, Dahnai, and that glow or whatever the hell it is is messing up their ability 

to see.  And itôs bright enough to scare them completely away from Dracora.  You are 

protecting Dracora.ò 



 Zaa looked intrigued, SkôVrae looked skeptical, but Dahnai looked downright hostile.  

ñLove, youôre letting their mysticism get to your head,ò she told him.  ñTheyôre not 

capable of anything like that!ò 

 ñOh really?  Why not?ò Jason challenged. 

 ñWellétheyôre primitives!ò she retorted, a bit lamely. 

 ñThere are many kinds of advancement, Dahnai Merrane,ò Zaa said simply.  ñPerhaps 

the Parri chose to advance themselves in a different way than your people.ò 

 ñButðñ 

 ñRemember when I broke those boards for you, love?ò Jason interrupted her.  

ñRemember that?ò 

 ñYeah.  It was pretty cool.ò 

 ñRemember how I said I did it?  After all, thatôs something that most people just canôt 

do.  You couldnôt.  Neither could your guards.ò 

 ñYou said it was mind over matter.  Thatôs such a weird Terran saying,ò she mused. 

 ñBut what does that mean?ò he pressed. 

 ñIt means that if you believe something hard enough, you can make it happen,ò Rann 

supplied. 

 ñExactly,ò Jason said, snapping his fingers and pointing at his son.  ñThe point is, 

love, just because you donôt think that somethingôs possible, that doesnôt mean that it 

canôt be.  I shouldnôt have been able to break those boards going on your thinking, yet I 

did.  The world is much larger than we realize,ò he chuckled, thinking about what the 

shaman said.  ñJust because we canôt see it or hear it, that doesnôt mean itôs not there.  

Maybe thatôs what weôre dealing with here.  Forces we canôt understand, yet the Parri 

can.  Maybe the dark spirits the shaman said were reaching out towards my house were 

Consortium spies using their abilities to snoop.  After all, if you want to know whatôs 

going on here on Karis, my house is the best place to look, far over my office.ò 

 ñI donôt know,ò Dahnai grunted. 

 ñI think the easy way to test it is to simply summon a Parri and have it protect 

Draconis,ò SkôVrae proposed.  ñIf Zaaôs spies report that our enemy no longer has 

intelligence at Draconis, then we know.ò 

 ñYes.  If one Parri can protect the entirety of the Karis system, then one Parri should 

be able to do the same at Draconis.  I think you should make some inquiries, Dahnai,ò 

Zaa told her.  ñHave the Parri send a shaman to Draconis to effect protection around your 

palace.  And then we shall see if that protection blinds the Consortium.ò 

 ñMore than that.  I think the reason they canôt see anywhere in Karis is because we 

have Parri here,ò Jason said.  ñThey live here.  And the shaman told me that she decided 

it was time to take a firmer hand.  I think she is the one protecting all of Karis, that she 

decided theyôd started getting too close and sheôd better do something about it.  That was 

why they managed to get eyes in here, then bam,ò he snapped his fingers, ñthey lost them 

just days later, just about the same time she told me she was taking a firmer hand about 

things.  Sheôs the one keeping them away from Karis.  She just placed an extra-strong 

protection around my house to give me and my loved ones a second layer of protection in 

case they sneak by her.  I think a shaman could protect the palace, but it would just be a 

stronger version of what Dahnaiôs already doing.  Now, if we had the Parri defend all of 

our critical positions with the same protection they put around my house, like the war 

room, shipbuilding yards, and so on and so onéò he trailed off. 



 ñPut enough bright lights out to make it hard for them to see anything,ò Zaa surmised.  

ñClever.ò 

 ñI think, despite my doubts about this, that there is enough evidence to at least pursue 

the matter,ò SkôVrae said.  ñMaybe it simply requires us to keep an open mind, and see 

how it goes.ò 

 ñI think itôs ridiculous, but it wonôt really cost us anything to prove or disprove it,ò 

Dahnai said, a bit annoyed.  ñIôll get in contact with the Parri and ask them to send a 

shaman here.ò 

 ñI think Iôll go have another talk with our shaman,ò Jason mused, looking at Rann.  

ñWanna go?ò 

 ñSure!ò he said with a grin. 

 The meeting went on without him as he flew to the north coast of Karga, where the 

Parri had colonized a nice tract of coastal foothills that had the perfect environment for 

their trees.  There were naturally occurring slightly higher nitrogen concentrations in the 

soil there, which attributed to their favor for this place. Their trees needed nitrogen like 

most any carbon-based plant, but the Parri breathed nitrogen rather than oxygen.  They 

were rather comfortable on both Terra and Karis, because both planets had extremely 

high nitrogen content in their atmospheres.  Jason landed on the edge of their village, and 

he saw them going about their business, moving about on all fours like animals but rising 

up on their hind legs to manipulate things with their prehensile front paws, which were 

more hand-like than paw-like.  He was greeted by the shaman and two of her apprentices, 

who had not yet earned their jaingi symbols, but instead had them drawn into their fur 

with some kind of white paste.  ñYour Grace,ò the shaman smiled.  He knew her name, 

but he just couldnôt pronounce it, since it was based on her language.  It sounded like a 

series of plaintive yowls from a cat.  He couldnôt even rationalize it enough to contract it 

into a comprehensible sound like he could with Kizzik names. 

 ñWe need to talk,ò he told her.  ñCould we sit and have tea?ò 

 ñOf course,ò she said, stepping back and motioning towards the rude village, with its 

thatched huts.  ñWelcome to our village.  Tea for our guests,ò she said lightly to her 

apprentices, who scurried off on all fours like a pair of lanky bobcats. 

 After they were seated at the communal fire for the village, Jason and Rann enjoyed 

oye tea, following Parri custom so they didnôt offend their hosts, and then after he had 

taken the required four drinks from the cup, he got down to business.  ñShaman, those 

dark spirits you sensed.  Have you chased them away from this world?ò 

 She smiled at him, toothy and knowing.  ñYes,ò she answered.  ñTheir energies are 

harmful to our trees.  Something had to be done,ò she explained. 

 ñAnd you believe the Parri on your homeworld are doing the same?ò 

 ñNaturally.  They keep me informed.ò 

 ñYou communicate with them?ò he asked. 

 She nodded again.  ñThe talking box can send messages, but we have our own ways 

that have nothing to do with your science.ò 

 ñThen I think Iôm talking to the right Parri,ò he said.  ñWe think the dark spirits 

youôre sensing are our enemies in the Consortium, using some kind of ability to allow 

them to either see us or approach us in a way we canôt detect.  How many of them have 

you sensed?ò 



 ñMany,ò she answered.  ñSome are weak, some are strong.  The weak ones come 

close, while the strong ones lurk in the far shadows and reach their fingers towards us.ò 

 Jason considered that.  ñMore than four?ò 

 ñMany more.ò 

 ñHmm.  That doesnôt entirely fit in with our own intelligence, but weôll come back to 

that.  Shaman, do you think it might be possible for the Parri of your homeworld to travel 

about the Imperium and cast a similar protection you placed on my house in certain 

places?  Important places our enemies have a great need to be able to look into?ò 

 ñIt could be done, but it is not easy if it is not a place intimately connected with 

someone,ò she answered.  ñIt would be no task for an apprentice.  Only a shaman long 

with his jaingi, an elder, could accomplish such a task.ò  She noticed his curious and 

obviously confused look.  ñSuch places are sterile.  It is hard to bring love into a place 

that holds no love to begin with.ò 

 ñBut it could be done?ò 

 ñIt could be done,ò she nodded. 

 ñWould the Parri do this for us?ò 

 ñOf course,ò she smiled.  ñAs we give our oye fruit gladly to your people, so would 

we grant you our services dealing with these dark spirits.  The dark spirits have no love in 

them, Jason.  Such things must be opposed by any who has love in her heart.ò 

 ñThen I think itôs time we made a call to Empress Dahnai,ò he said.  ñWould it offend 

you to use the talking box this one time?ò 

 She chuckled.  ñI would be glad to do so,ò she answered.  ñBut after our tea,ò she 

hedged.  She quite deliberately turned their conversation to mundane, even trivial 

matters, and spent most of that time talking with Rann, getting to know him.  Rann 

remembered all the lessons in etiquette Jason and the guards had taught him, so he didnôt 

do anything that would offend the Parri.  They had some rather peculiar customs and 

views, and while they were extremely hard to anger, they were easy to offend.  She even 

asked Rann to demonstrate his budding telekinetic powers, moving a small leaf on the 

ground about two feet, which caused the shaman to applaud and put her paw-like hand on 

his hair.  ñSuch a talented child,ò she praised.  ñAnd so polite!ò 

 ñDaddy makes me take lessons,ò he blurted, then blushed a little. 

 She smiled.  ñIt is only proper.  We should all take the time to learn the ways of our 

neighbors, so we may be good neighbors ourselves.ò 

 ñListen to her, Rann.  Sheôs very wise,ò Jason chuckled. 

 After tea, they used the vidlink in his dropship to contact Dahnai.  They were all still 

talking about other matters, so when Jason conferenced in, he was looking at all three of 

them.  ñDahnai, ladies,ò he nodded.  ñOur Parri shaman assured me that they can do what 

we ask, but only their most experienced shaman are up to it.ò 

 She nodded.  ñOnly the elders would be capable of invoking love into a loveless 

place,ò she affirmed. 

 ñWell, honored shaman, perhaps you should come and make the first attempt?ò Zaa 

offered.  ñAs you know the situation and are more comfortable than other Parri in dealing 

with the outside world?ò 

 She shook her head.  ñI cannot leave Karis,ò she replied.  ñThe wounded soul of this 

world needs me far more than you do.  I cannot leave him when he needs me.ò 

 Dahnai gave Jason an I told you so look. 



 ñBut, there are many others with the skills to perform such a ritual,ò she continued.  

ñI am sure if you ask around, you will find many elders willing to help you.  In this, the 

Parri will be willing partners.  The dark spirits have no love inside them, and they must 

be opposed.ò 

 ñThen we will make such a request,ò Zaa said for Dahnai. 

 ñEmpress?ò the shaman asked expectantly. 

 Dahnai flashed Jason an irritated look.  ñAlright.  Alright!  Iôll send the word down 

and dispatch a transport to bring the Parri back.ò 

 ñEnsure the steel bird has grass and trees within,ò the Parri intoned calmly.  ñWe find 

being surrounded by cold, dead metal to be very frightening.ò 

 ñI have ships that have gardens inside.  They can stay in them,ò she said, then her 

image vanished from the monitor. 

 ñDahnai seems to have issue with this idea,ò SkôVrae noted. 

 ñShe does not believe in what she cannot see,ò the shaman said simply.  ñAnd 

considers the possibility that there is more beyond her sight to be a challenge to her world 

view.  And since she rules, she does not like to be challenged in any manner.ò 

 Jason blinked.  That pretty much well defined Dahnai.  This Parri was damn 

observant to figure that out. 

 ñI will warn the elders of what is to come,ò she continued.  ñSo they will be ready 

when the steel birds arrive.ò 

 ñThat would be appreciated,ò Zaa told her. 

 ñAlright, weôll let you ladies go,ò Jason told them.  ñIôll call back later and tell you 

whatôs going on.ò 

 ñVery well,ò SkôVrae replied.  ñHave a good day, Jason.ò 

 ñYou too.ò 

 Jason and Rann escorted the shaman back to the fire, where one of her apprentices 

brought her her staff.  She accepted and seated herself on the grass with the fire behind 

her, then placed it on her lap.  ñI will send out the call, your Grace,ò she assured him.  

ñThis will take some time, so it would be best for you to return home.  Might you allow 

us to come visit you tomorrow so we may see your tree?ò 

 ñOf course,ò he answered.  ñIôll send a ship for you a bit after sunrise, so you might 

have time to eat.ò 

 ñWe will be waiting,ò she said, then she closed her eyes and said not another word.  

Her apprentices seated themselves to each side of her and also closed their eyes, and 

Jason actually felt it as her mind went totally blank, dead to the world, having the same 

psychic impression as a rock.  He wondered why she didnôt go straight to the vidlink they 

had in the village, which they kept in case they needed to contact someone in an 

emergency, but if she wanted to meditate first, well, that was her prerogative. 

 That is so creepy, Rann observed.  Itôs like sheôs dead. 

 I know.  I canôt even come close to entering a meditative state that profound.  Itôs like 

she turned to stone.  Her apprentices arenôt anywhere close to it, he noted, assensing the 

two younger Parri, a male and a female.  He could still sense their thoughts; Parri were 

like humans in that they had no real defense against telepathy, though no telepath on 

Karis would dare invade their privacy on threat of severe criminal punishment.  Those 

things were not done on Karis. 

 No, Daddy.  Itôs like thereôs nothing inside her. 



 Nothing inside her.  Maybe that was a good literal description.  Maybe, maybe the 

Parri could astrally project, could separate their minds from their bodies and send them 

elsewhere.  Maybe she was talking with the elders on Imbria right now. 

 It was certainly possible.  Hell, when you got right down to it, almost anything was 

possible. 

 

 It was a long and interesting day, and it ended with Symoneésort of.  After Jason got 

all the Parri business sorted out, he went back to the White House and finished up his 

paperwork, then took Rann home and met Symone for dinner.  Tim was having a similar 

date with Jyslin across town, and it was a good decompression after the last few harrying 

days.  Symone quickly took his mind off everything with her banter and her jokes, and 

she got him to relax as they enjoyed Texas-grilled steaks at a steakhouse run by a pair of 

native Texans and who knew how to prepare a steak.  After dinner they went to a Faey 

opera by a local troupe, which was rather nice, then she took him on a long walk on the 

beach when they got home.  It was a warm, windy night, and he lost himself in walking 

hand in hand with one of the women he loved. 

 One ofésometimes that still both amused and surprised him.  He loved Symone, was 

as good as married to her due to their relationship as amu dozei.  He loved Dahnai, again, 

one step from marriage due to amu dorai.  He loved Jyslin deeply, their very souls 

entwined.  His heart had three women in it, and there were stirrings along the edges for 

Yana and Aura, friendships that were a tiny bit more than the usual friendship.  In Faey 

society, he was Yanaôs boyfriend, and Aura was his girlfriendéand those were some 

pretty real distinctions.  And through it all, despite the fact he had sex with other women 

and had a real attraction to Yana and Auraðespecially Auraðthe three women in his life 

had absolutely no jealousy, thanks to telepathy.  They knew how he felt.  They knew he 

loved them.  They knew his interest in Yana was compassion, giving her something of 

himself because she loved him.  They knew his interest in Aura was purely physical, that 

he liked her quite a lot and she was a very good friend, but it was her body that lured him 

into her bed.  As Symone would rather crudely put it, his dick could chase any pussy it 

pleased as long as his heart belonged to them. 

 And this was one of those moments of amu, sharing an intimacy with Symone 

reserved only for those allowed to touch the edges of his telepathic pair-bond with Jyslin, 

a domain into which only Symone and Dahnai could step.  They shared their deepest 

thoughts with each other through their touching skin, at a level no listener could pick up 

unless she too was touching them, as Symone told him all about her feeling of purpose 

piloting a Gladiator, feeling like she was doing something at last, as Jason more or less 

dumped a lot of his problems in her lap, relating to her the crushing weight he felt on him 

due to that mission, the feeling that he failed, and mourning the loss of his house 

members all over again.  They both admitted they felt a little frazzled and out of touch, 

due to the very busy schedules they all had now.  They hadnôt joined together for a little 

foursome fun despite actively trying to arrange the time, things just kept coming up that 

pulled Tim back to work, or Jyslin back to 3D, or him back to the office.  But this was 

Symoneôs time, Symoneôs moment, and he tended to her gently, lovingly, tenderly, 

sharing with her, then making out with her on the beach with the surf lapping at their 

ankles.  Right about the time he was ready to suggest they retire back to the house, she 



pushed away enough to look at him, twirling her fingers in his hair.  My, youôre all 

revved up, she noted with a wink 

 What can I say, youôre just too sexy for me, he returned.  So, letôs go find an empty 

bed. 

 Oh, my bedôs already filled, she grinned at him.  Alright, heôs all yours. 

 He felt two pairs of hands grab him by the shoulders and under his arms, and he was 

literally dragged back and out of Symoneôs embrace.  He looked up wildly and saw Meya 

on one side and Myra on the other, dragging him towards their house, which was quite 

conveniently right in front of them. 

 Symone!  You set me up! he accused. 

 Hook line and sinker, as the Terrans say, she grinned back at him.  Have fun with the 

twins, lover.  Iôm gonna go stick my face between Jyslinôs legs and show her how much I 

love her. 

 Bitch! 

 And you love it, she winked, then sauntered away like sheôd won an argument. 

 Meya and Myra literally dragged him up the beach, his heels leaving trails in the 

sand.  And you two are soooo dead, he warned. 

 No, weôre about to make you forget all about Symone, Myra winked down at him.  

She got you ready for us.  That bulge in your pants tells us more than your words do, 

Jayce. 

 To his intense pique, he blushed. 

 You lose again, Jason, Meya teased.  You know we own you. 

 And weôre about to own you in an entirely new way, Myra added, licking her lips 

sensually. 

 He had to laugh.  Once again, the twins had gotten the better of himébut he had the 

feeling he was going to enjoy what they had in mind. 

 

 He woke up almost in a haze, in an unfamiliar room, and with unfamiliar women on 

either side of him.  It took him a moment to get his brain engaged, and when it did, he 

almost had to shudder a little. 

 Oh.  God. 

 And he thought that Symone could be wild in bed.  Meya and Myra made her look 

like a fucking nun.  They had taken complete possession of him and did all kinds ofð 

 He almost got an erection just thinking about it. 

 He had the feeling that half of that was just show, bravado, proving that they could 

make him forget his own name, proving that his trysts with Kumi were a pale shadow of 

what they could do to him.  In some ways, they were wrong, since Kumi was an absolute 

slut and was utterly depraved, which meant sheôd do things that would make the twins 

blush furiously and enter a convent at the mere thought of doing it themselves.  But 

where the twins lost that battle, the fact that there were two of them, they were twins, and 

they had a guy in the same bed with them let them do things Kumi couldnôt, let them win 

the war.  Meya and Myra wouldnôt touch each otherðthey werenôt those kind of 

sistersðbut theyôd do a hell of lot of other things without crossing that line.  And last 

night, theyôd done them all. 

 They said they could rock his world.  He had to admit, they were right. 

 Twins 117, Jason 0. 



 What was it about them that always let them get the best of him?  Ever since their 

very first meeting, theyôd always had the upper hand, always one step ahead, always able 

to take him down a peg.  And in a way, he was glad for it.  The twins kept him humble, 

kept him honest, reminded him that he was Jason Karinne before he was the Grand Duke.  

And damn, did they remind him last night that he was a man, and they were women, and 

men and women could do all kinds of very, very interesting things together. 

 He caressed Meyaôs bare butt lightly, which made her stir.  Heôd never be able to look 

at either of them again without remembering last night, and he guessed that was just one 

more way they were showing him just who owned Jason Karinne.  Meya rolled up on her 

side and opened her eyes, then she grinned at him.  Mooorninnnng, she trilled. 

 You are an absolute bitch, you know that? 

 I love you too, she winked. 

 He stifled a laugh so they didnôt wake Myra.  I swear, woman, Iôm not sure I can 

walk.  Ever again. 

 Then Iôd say we owned you, she teased. 

 Bitch. 

 Keep calling me that, Jayce, it just makes me happier and happier. 

 He did laugh that time, which made Myra stir.  She threw an arm over him and pulled 

him against her, and he felt her breasts against his back in a very lucid way.  Morning, 

Jayce, she sent lightly, kissing him just under his ear.  Did I hear something about you 

never walking again? 

 Itôs a common side effect of a Zoyanne Special, Meya intoned seriously, which made 

Jason burst out laughing. 

 You two are absolutely terrible! 

 You werenôt saying that last night, Myra retorted, kissing him again in a way that 

made a thrill go down his side, like a pair of hair clippers held next to his ear.  Last night 

you were calling us god. 

 I was not! 

 Really?  Oh god!  Oh god!  Oh god! she broadcast, a memory of his voice in the 

throes of passion.  Well, there was just us in bed with you, babes, so clearly you think 

weôre right up there with Trelle. 

 Jason tried to come back with a witty retort, but his brain failed him.  Besides, Myraôs 

lips on the skin under his ear was scattering his thoughts to the winds.  I donôt care how 

long it takes.  I will find a way, and I will get you, he promised. 

 There arenôt that many years in a cycle, baby, Meya teased.  Besides, youôll be too 

busy fending off a furious Kumi. 

 What?  Why? 

 Look over there. 

 Jasonôs eyes followed her gaze, and then he saw it.  Sitting on a shelf over their 

dresser, there was a small camera. 

 You didnôt! he gasped. 

 Oh yes we did.  And right now, thereôs a little something for Kumi to watch sitting in 

the inbox of her panel, Myra replied sweetly, sliding her hand up his chest, then cupping 

her fingers around his neck.  We told you youôd never forget it.  Weôll send you a copy so 

you can get a good look of it from outside the bed. 



 He was completely at a loss.  He just worked his jaw as if to speak for a moment, then 

collapsed back against Myra in helpless laughter.  I hate you two! 

 Oooh, that means we can get in a little angry sex before breakfast, Myra cooed, 

pulling him down onto his back.  I get him first, she told Meya. 

 Just donôt use him up, I want a turn. 

 

 The twins finally let him go about two hours after breakfast, which absolutely 

murdered his schedule for the day given that the Parri were due to arrive any minute.  

But, as he wobbled back home along the walkway, the infuriated shriek that blasted out 

of Kumiôs house told him that the twins really had recorded their night, and sent Kumi a 

little taunting proof of it.  Kumi and the twins had been doing things like that to each 

other since they came to Karis, but this was the ultimate dig on Kumi, and Jason knew it.  

Sheôd tried to get a viddy of him for a while, and the twins managed to beat her to the 

punchéand in true twins flair, they sent her a copy of it so she could stew in her own 

rage. 

 Jyslin was gone when he got home, off to work, as was Tim, and all the kids were at 

lessons.  Symone had hung around to see him, however, meeting him at the kitchen table 

as Ayama served him some pancakes with a naughty little smile on her face.  ñNot a 

word!ò he barked, pointing at her, which just made her grin at him as she put the syrup on 

the table.  Symone burst out laughing, flopping down in the chair facing his, and he 

noticed for the first time she was wearing her flimsy little thigh-length robe that was 

belted so loosely in front that her left breast was hanging completely out of it.  Not that it 

wasnôt anything he hadnôt seen a thousand times before, but often it was the presentation 

that made it appealing.  She wouldnôt have seemed half as sexy if she was sitting there 

nude.  Symone looked where his eyes were and just smiled at  him. 

 Iôm surprised you have enough left to get horny looking at my tit, baby, she told him. 

 Hey, the day my amu canôt get me in the mood is the day I divorce you, he retorted 

with a wink. 

 She laughed.  As if , she teased.  So, how was it? 

 You know damn well how it was, he answered.  Iôm sure you heard me all the way 

over here. 

 Yeah.  Jys really had a headfull of you, she grinned.  That made our sex that much 

hotter, she purred mentally.  Nothing gets Jys hotter than when youôre getting some.  It 

just bleeds through to her and makes her go totally nuts.  I  love doing her when youôre 

between some other girlôs legs feeding her pussy that big cock of yours. 

 Donôt be nasty, he chided, though he had to admit, she had the same effect on him.  

When she was having sex with Tim, if he was similarly engaged, it just amplified the 

sensation since he was getting pleasure from both his body and through Jyslin. 

 You love it when Iôm nasty, she retorted as he started eating.  And from the feel of it, 

the twins are way nastier than I thought they were. 

 Iôll tell you about it later.  Right now, Iôm sure Chirk has people searching for me.  

Besides, someone needs to be punished for her part in that little game, he warned, 

looking over at her. 

 She shivered a little.  Oh baby, you know I love to be punished! she replied, which 

made him laugh. 



 Well, tell Tim to take Jys out again, because tonight, you will pay for your treachery, 

he warned, pointing at her. 

 Oooohhhhh, Iôd better wear a maxipad today or Iôll make a mess in my armor, she 

replied, which made him throw a pancake at her.  The syrup-drenched disc splatted flat 

against her face, making her flinch so violently she fell backwards out of her chair. 

 He managed to finish just in time to greet the Parri, a procession of six of them, two 

tattooed shaman and four apprentices.  They viewed his tree and complemented him on 

his success, they shared a cup of tea with him, talked of minor affairs for about fifteen 

minutes,  then they got right back on the dropship and went home. 

 But that was the Parri.  The were very social, but they were also very considerate.  

They could probably see that he was fairly busy, so they cut their visit short. 

 He got to work right after seeing the Parri off.  It was a very short day, basically just 

him catching up on the reports, but everywhere he went, he got snickers and sly looks.  

After a half hour, he found out that the twins told everyone about their little ambush, 

further grinding their heels in Kumiôs face and taunting him with their superiority, and 

about an hour after he got there, a suspiciously large video file appeared on his panelôs 

inbox, from Myra.  He made sure Chirk and Brall were out of his office, then opened it.  

Ten seconds of viewing told him that beyond any shadow of a doubt that they really had 

recorded it.  And he was going to murder them if this got anywhere beyond Kumi and 

him.  If he ever saw this recording anywhere but on his own panel, they were going to 

die. 

 What he should have expected was the little visit from Kumi just after lunch.  She 

barged into his office looking about ready to breathe fire, slamming his door and pointing 

at him like her finger was a pulse rifle barrel.  If you did that on purposeð 

 They didnôt tell me they did it until afterward, he cut her off.  I told you I donôt want 

anything like that out there, and if I ever see it somewhere it better not be, heads will roll. 

 She looked slightly mollified, but not much.  Iôm going to kill them! she exploded.  

That was my idea! 

 Youôre just jealous, he replied, digging just a tiny bit himself. 

 The look she gave him could have shattered the window behind him if it werenôt 

armored glass. 

 Jason had to laugh.  Cômere, he called, motioning her over.  She stalked up to him, 

then squeaked in surprise when he dipped her down and kissed her on the lips.  She clung 

to him, then hummed and started kissing him back just as he finished up.  You watched 

the whole thing, he noted.  Kissing her brought them in skin to skin contact, and her 

intense arousal was all but screaming at him.  That was most of the reason she came in 

here.  Sheôd seen that viddy, and sheôd spent all morning with her legs crossed. 

 Five times, she admitted. 

 Self punishment is the worst kind, Jason chuckled, sitting back down.  She sat in his 

lap, probably uncomfortable for he since he was in his armor, and looped her arms 

around his neck. 

 Oh, come on, she begged.  Just fifteen minutes out of your armor! 

 Any other time, Iôd be all over that, Kumi girl, he answered.  But I have a date with 

Symone tonight, and if I show up bandy-legged, youôre gonna be answering to her.  Just 

go grab some random lucky guy and give him fifteen minutes heôll never forget. 



 She gave him a hot look, then laughed brightly.  Thatôs not a bad idea, she purred, 

kissing him on the lips, hot and dirty.  But you owe me, Jayce, she warned.  And Iôm 

gonna collect! 

 Weôll talk about it tomorrow.  The twins have to pay for recording that, and I have 

something of an idea. 

 She grinned maliciously.  Weôll fix their little garden, she sent with a savage 

undertone.  Now if youôll excuse me, I need to go find some handsome guy and give him a 

permanent limp. 

 Jason watched her sidle out, and he almost felt sorry for the first handsome man that 

crossed her path.  Or the first man, for that matter. 

 By the end of the day, he saw that the Parri operation was under way.  Parri shaman 

had already arrived at the palace and the command center and the war room, and they 

were starting their preparations for what his shaman said would be a difficult task.  The 

viddy heôd seen of them certainly hinted at that fact, for all of them were elderly Parri, 

old and wise, and looked quite formidable.  He put that out of his mind, though, for he 

had other things to do, and other fish to fry. 
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 It took the Parri about five days to complete all of their protections. 

 Jason got reports and watched viddy of it from time to time, elderly Parri shaman 

hobbling about large command buildings and chanting, pouring that powder in shapes on 

floors or around entire buildings, shaking those oye wood staves at things that only they 

could see.  They visited every important position or location; command centers, 

shipyards, critical strategic locations for fleet assembly, and naturally, the Academy and 

the United Nations.  The Parri probably did more work on Terra than anywhere else, 

since it was the only place where foreign powers had any civilians or agents left, so it was 

very important to completely blind the Consortium to the entire planet. 

 There was also the twins.  Jason and Kumi had a score to settle with them, each for 

their own reasons, and Jason knew exactly how to go about doing it.  He sent them back 

to Exile to check on the Exiled that had returned, see how they were doing settling back 

into their city on the island by the sea, and let them catch up on some friendships theyôd 

made with those that returned.  He didnôt feel it important to mention to them that heôd 

made someémodifications to their dropship, and that heôd managed to get his hands on 

their armor. 

 The twins landed and spent the night at Exile, but when they went to return home, 

they found out that their dropship had a mind of its own.  It veered off course and flew 

out over the main continent, and by the time the twins managed to do anything to get 

back control, it landed in the middle of the vast grassland that dominated the equatorial 

belt of the planet.  The dropship went completely dead when it landed, and after a few 

attempts to get it started or call someone, they decided to strike out using the engines in 

their armor to coast the 60 miles or so to New Karsa.  For the engines, that was about a 



ten minute cruise about a foot above the flat ground, since the tropical savannah was so 

flat itôd let them go very fast.  But, as soon as they exited the dropship, their armor, quite 

literally, flew apart on them.  All the seals ruptured and the armor just dropped off 

anywhere it didnôt surround them, leaving them literally only in their boots, codpieces, 

and gauntlets. 

 Right about then, they started getting suspicious that this wasnôt entirely accidental.  

It was more or less confirmed when a Wolfôs spinner descended down and hovered an 

exact 200 feet over their heads, just watching them.  Jason got to hear quite a lot of 

cursing and threats and saw the shaking of fists at it, but the twins knew theyôd been had, 

and there was nothing for them to do but strike out for New Karsa on foot.  Jason 

watched them raid the dropshipôs emergency supplies, finding it had been cleaned out of 

everything but food and water, and that food and water wasnôt in any containers.  No 

backpacks, no tents, no weapons, no emergency radios, nothing but food and water.  And 

if they wanted to carry the food and water, theyôd have to come up with some way to 

carry it. 

 Jason had made it clear; the twins would have to think their way out of this one. 

 He was impressed with their ingenuity.  They fashioned sleds out of their armorôs 

breast and back plates, piling their armor on one and the food and water on the other, then 

yanking some flexible conduit out of the dropship to serve as rope.  Then they lashed it 

down, tied handles to them, and started pulling them along the flat grassland, which 

would let the sleds slide along without much resistance. 

 At 60 miles, itôd take them about three days or so to reach New Karsa, but theyôd 

probably get spotted and picked up when they reached the edge of the farm plots, which 

should only take them about a day to reach.  Jason let them start out, then, after they were 

about ten minutes out, they saw a large Stick drop down and pick up the dropship, then 

carry it off.  They shook their fists at the spinner again, calling him out and promising 

revenge, but Jason just activated a holo of him and Kumi, which had them tell the twins 

to enjoy their walk, and that there would be oh so much more for them to be angry about 

by the time they got home. 

 It wasnôt entirely a cakewalk for the twins.  It took them a full day to get back, and 

during that time they had to cross two rivers without losing their sleds, got involved with 

a cloud of stinging insects theyôd accidentally rousted from a nest, leaving them covered 

in red welts, and had an encounter with a native mammal, a black-furred cat-like creature 

the size of a german shepherd that had velociraptor-like middle claws on its back legs, 

oversized claws that were kept cocked back to snap forward and down and rip prey apart 

when the animal got hold of them and raked with its back claws.  The little animal scared 

the life out of them when it investigated their sleds after they stopped for the night, but 

after the initial scare on both sides, the little animal actually followed them for a while, 

which made them nervous.  It eventually lost interest, however, going off to chase a 

rabbit-like mammal the size of a pit bull, and they didnôt see it again. 

 And so, the twins were gotten back.  By the time they reached a planter and got 

someone from New Karsa to come get them, theyôd walked over a day in tropical heat, 

and they were exhausted, naked, muddy, covered in sting welts, and looked absolutely 

miserable.  Jason had a recording of the whole thing, which he played back to dramatic 

music on a holo monitor in their dropship once they were picked up, putting a caption 

under it reading Meya and Myraôs Survival Adventure. 



 When they got home, they each slapped him on the shoulder, then they each kissed 

him on the cheek, then they announced in unison that he was on the list.  He replied by 

remarking that the geo surveys had found a sizable deposit of Vanadite on Exile, the ore 

of Vanidrium, under the polar ice pack, and he might need someone to go investigate and 

get more detailed sensor scans.  That made the twins flinch, then laugh and kiss him 

again. 

 Jason made his point, though.  Donôt mess with the guy that can tell you where to go 

and what to do. 

 Thing hadnôt had a chance to settle much when Zaa arrived unannounced.  She met 

him literally as he got out of bed, opening the door just after his alarm went off.  Jyslin 

gave her a cool look, but couldnôt hold it long as the tall Kimdori strode into the room.  

ñGood morning,ò she called, which surprised Jason a little and made Jyslin chuckle. 

 ñDenmother!  When did you get here?ò he asked. 

 ñMinutes ago,ò she answered.  ñPut on a robe and meet me in your study,ò she 

declared, sweeping past and through the door leading to his private study, which opened 

to both the hallway and his bedroom. 

 Sounds important, Jyslin noted seriously. 

 I think youôre right.  Have Ayama bring me some coffee? 

 Why are you asking, you weakling?  Command! she grinned. 

 Alright, bitch, you go get me some coffee.  Now! 

 You canôt order me around, Iôm your wife, she retorted cheekily.  I order you around! 

 Oh really? he asked archly.  I think someone else needs her own survival special. 

 You wouldnôt dare!  Besides, I can fix anything you sabotage, she challenged.  We 

both know Iôm the better engineer, she added loftily. 

 Alright, thatôs it, he barked mentally, grabbing hold of her, making her gasp and 

giggle, then he kissed her quite seriously. 

 ñNow, Jason,ò Denmother Zaa called from his study.  ñI do not want to have to come 

in there and break you two up in a compromising position.ò 

 They both laughed, since that was where things had been headed.  He gave Jyslin one 

more kiss, then watched as she climbed out of bed and headed for the bathroom, that cute 

but wiggling all the way.  He sighed and again thanked God for the luck heôd been given 

to marry that woman, then he put on a robe and joined Zaa in the study.  She immediately 

locked the place down, then she motioned for him to sit.  ñIôve received more missives 

from our agents within the enemy base,ò she declared. 

 ñAnd they must be serious.ò 

 ñYes.  They are grim,ò she answered, touching her memory band.  ñCybi, would you 

join us, please?ò The hologram that represented Cybi formed in front of them, 

solidifying into that nude yet formless body with Sora Karinneôs face and hair.  She 

nodded to Zaa, then turned and stepped around Jasonôs hair, putting a hand on his 

shoulder, a hand that made contact since she was utilizing the solid-matter holograph 

projectors, which added simulated substance to the holograms in the form of coherent 

energy skin that could be touched.  ñWhat is it, Denmother?ò she asked. 

 Zaa seated herself across the desk, her fingers still on her memory band.  She used it 

to access his deskôs vidlink, which wasnôt secure and was more or less there just for 

things like this, and an image of the base appeared in a hologram that formed over the 

desk between them, just under Zaaôs eyes.  ñFirstly, the Parri have had an effect,ò she told 



them.  ñEverywhere they have done their work, the Consortium is now blind.  And we 

have come to learn how and why, thanks to the daring and valor of my children. 

 ñThere are four of those energy beings in this galaxy,ò she began.  ñIt seems that you 

were right about them, Jason, but only partially.  One of them, and only one, had the 

ability to send parts of its collective consciousness far from its core.ò 

 ñParts of?ò Jason asked. 

 She nodded.  ñThe beings are not like you or I,ò she said, as an image of one appeared 

in place of the base.  ñSee how it is made up of swirling lights?  Each of those lights is 

what you might call a cell that makes up the entirety.  But unlike other beings, each of 

those individual cells is sentient.  These beings are more of a symbiotic assembly of 

smaller beings, all working together, but capable of independent action in a limited scope.  

They cannot physically separate from the symbiote construct, but they can utilize any 

psionic powers they possess independently.ò 

 ñIntriguing,ò Cybi noted.  ñThey are quite unique creatures, are they not?ò 

 ñYes, they are.  It seems that of the four, only one of them has this ability, and it 

arrived with the fleet we attacked.  It took it some time to acclimate and begin its work to 

keep watch over us, and it also seems that it had a lot of trouble looking into Karis, 

mainly because of a resistance it encountered here.ò 

 ñProbably the shaman,ò Jason mused. 

 ñNo.  Cybi,ò Zaa replied.  ñCybi has an effect on that creature that made it hard for it 

to see Karis.  It managed to penetrate the interference, and that was when the shaman 

took matters into her own hands and banished it from the planet.ò 

 ñWhat kind of effect could I have?ò Cybi asked. 

 ñI do not know,ò she answered.  ñBut something about you interfered with the 

symbioteôs abilities.ò 

 ñCurious,ò she mused, no doubt pondering the matter with her vast, computerized 

mind. 

 ñYes, but itôs a matter for another time.  To make this brief, the Consortium is now 

backed into a corner.  They were absolutely depending on their allyôs ability to watch us, 

and now we have blinded them.  They were planning to take their time and attempt to 

minimize the potential for damage to the nations in the sector, because they intend to 

conquer this galaxy and they wanted to keep things intact.ò 

 ñBut now they donôt care.ò 

 ñThey have received orders from Andromeda,ò she nodded.  ñThey are to capture 

Karis as quickly as possible, and neither casualties nor the Consortiumôs own laws are an 

issue.  They must take Karis, no matter the cost, no matter what they must do.  Something 

has happened in Andromeda to change things.  We do not know what this is, but it has 

changed the Consortiumôs plans.  They have decided to break their own laws and 

customs, and they are conscripting the peoples of the empire they conquered to replace 

the insectoids on the ships.  This is something that is quite remarkable for them.ò 

 ñHow so?ò 

 ñIt is against both their empireôs law and thousands of years of traditions to allow 

civilians to fight in battle,ò she answered.  ñThe only beings permitted to make war in the 

Consortium are the energy beings and the insectoids.  For them to break this law and 

force a subject race to fight, well, it says a great deal.  Whatever is happening in 

Andromeda, it must be quite grave for them to make such a drastic decision.ò 



 ñWell, didnôt they do that to the Urumi?ò 

 ñNo, they did not,ò she replied.  ñRemember, Jason, they did not conquer the Urumi.  

They used them.  If they would have brought the Urumi into their empire, they would 

have been forbidden to fight. That was why they abandoned the Urumi at the end, to walk 

well clear of that law.  They simply set the Urumi up, forced them to commit to the 

battle, then severed all ties with them and allowed them to attack to create a diversion for 

their own forces.ò 

 ñWell, that does explain a couple of things,ò Jason grunted, thinking it over.  ñI 

couldnôt figure out why they just abandoned the Urumi like that.ò 

 ñWhen you understand some of their law and custom, it makes sense,ò Zaa answered.  

ñFor us, it means this.  They are desperate now.  As soon as they train those subject 

beings to crew the ships, they are going to come, and they are going to come all at once.ò 

 ñWeôll have a year to deal with them,ò Jason grunted, thinking it over. 

 ñMaybe not.  The reason I am here is because my children intercepted a 

communication back to Andromeda.  It will take it 79 days to get there, and the reply will 

take 79 days to return, but the short of it is that the forces here are requesting information 

and plans to be transmitted back concerning some kind of faster than light technology.  

They intend to run the interdiction blockade using it.ò 

 ñFaster than light?  Like warp drive from the old Star Trek shows?ò 

 She nodded.  ñMy children donôt know how efficient it is, or how fast it would allow 

them to go, but if they can get the plans for it and build it, then Karis is no longer safe.ò 

 ñThen we have to make sure they donôt get an answer,ò Jason said immediately.  ñWe 

need to find a way to jam their long distance communications.  If we keep them from 

getting what they need, it keeps them out.ò 

 ñI have some theories about that,ò Cybi told them.  ñIôll discuss them with 

Myleena.ò 

 ñAlright, Iôll leave that in your hands, Cybi,ò Jason said, patting her holographic 

hand. 

 ñWith this order to take us no matter what combined with the blinding of their most 

effective intelligence gathering, it backs them into the corner,ò Zaa grunted.  ñWe have to 

be careful now.  Even a mouse can be dangerous when it has nothing left to lose.ò 

 ñDamn right,ò Jason agreed.  ñIt also makes the attack we made on them even more 

meaningless, if theyôre not going to need more insectoids.  Yet another reason my girls 

died for nothing,ò he sighed wearily. 

 ñJason, do not dishonor their memory so,ò Zaa told him, a bit sternly.  ñIt does help.  

Remember, those ships are designed around the insectoids.  The other race will not be as 

effective.ò 

 ñI guess,ò he sighed. 

 ñWhat we must do is begin to prepare,ò she told them.  ñSoon, the Consortium will 

attack.  They have no choice now.  And with them so critically short on ships and 

personnelðñ 

 ñTheyôll invade the other nations,ò Jason cut her off.  ñTheyôll take them over both 

for bases close to us and to conscript them into their navy to fight against us.ò  Zaa 

nodded grimly. 

 ñI believe the war room considers the Nine Colonies the most likely target for the 

initial invasion,ò she stated.  ñThey are the least militarized of the nations abutting 



Confederate space.ò  Zaaôs eyes went distant a moment, and Jason could almost hear the 

communication between her memory band and the comm network, relayed at biogenic 

level akin to communion.  ñIt has begun,ò she said grimly.  ñI just received word from 

our sensor watchers.  A force of Consortium ships have jumped in our direction.ò 

 ñHow many?ò 

 ñSix thousand, nearly a third of their available fleet,ò she answered.  ñTheyôre 

working the trajectory as we speak to get a destination.ò 

 ñCybi, alert Myri and have Myli warm up 3D for rapid deployment,ò Jason ordered.  

ñAnd send word to the war room.ò 

 ñI am doing so as we speak,ò she nodded.  ñI am also calling Dahnai and SkôVrae to 

warn them.ò 

 ñWise,ò he agreed. 

 ñLet us wait for Dahnai and SkôVrae before making any plans,ò Zaa offered.  ñAnd 

we need to get the others here.ò 

 ñIôll summon Miaari and Myleena at once,ò Cybi answered. 

 By the time everyone was assembled, the astrocartographers had a destination.  It 

wasnôt the Nine Colonies as Jason thought, but it was the Shio, the entire force was 

jumping to attack the closest Shio system to them, Reglen.  Dahnai made an emergency 

call to Grayhawk as Jason ordered the KMS to mobilize.  The Shio were bristling with 

Torsion weaponry, but they were outnumbered some 100 to 1 even if they had their entire 

fleet at one system.  Zaa brought up the status of Reglen, and Jason saw that theyôd be 

overwhelmed in mere minutes, given it only had an orbital station and 14 ships there in 

defense.  Even if the KMS and the Confederate forces attacked to intervene, theyôd still 

be heavily outnumbered. 

 Grayhawkôs green-skinned face appeared on another holographic monitor, pale and 

shaken.  ñIs this true, your Majesty?ò he asked in a sick voice. 

 ñIt is true, High Prince,ò Zaa said gravely.  ñSome six thousand Consortium ships are 

currently en route to Reglen.  They will arrive in a little less than two thousand Shio 

dekka.ò 

 He looked about ready to throw up.  ñWe canôt fight that many!ò he said in a 

strangled tone.  ñMinister, how long would it take for our forces at Bregali to reach 

Reglen?ò 

 ñTwo days, your Highness,ò came a voice off screen. 

 ñI, this is, my poor people!ò he wailed. 

 ñGrayhawk, now is the time to do what you can,ò Zaa told him.  ñSend the warning.  

Evacuate what you can from Reglen.  Save as many as you can.ò 

 ñSend them to Terra.  We will give them sanctuary,ò Jason told him. 

 ñWe will recall them to homeworld!ò Grayhawk snapped. 

 ñAnd what happens after they finish at Reglen, your Highness?ò Dahnai asked 

simply.  ñDo you think theyôre going to stop there?ò 

 He looked absolutely stricken.  ñShe speaks the truth, young Emra,ò that same voice 

said from off the screen.  ñThey would not send so many against our tiny nation unless 

they meant to crush us beneath their heels.  They will not stop at Reglen.ò 

 ñI wonôt blame you if you fight, Grayhawk,ò Jason told him.  ñBut for Godôs sake, 

evacuate your civilians.  Theyôll find safety on Terra, and theyôll be welcome there until 

they can go back home.ò 



 He looked at them with haunted eyes, then slowly nodded.  ñIôll do what I can,ò he 

said.  ñAs you know, I donôt make the decisions.  I can only warn in the most serious way 

possible.ò 

 ñGood luck, Grayhawk,ò SkôVrae intoned grimly. 

 ñI think we will all need it,ò he answered, then his image vanished. 

 The Confederate military went on full alert, and their conference included the other 

rulers of the local nations after only ten minutes.  Zaa explained what was going on, using 

blunt terms, and then she finished things up.  ñThe Consortium will consolidate its hold 

on Shio territory, then it will move on,ò she told them. 

 ñWe warned you that this was going to happen,ò Jason said in a weary voice.  ñFor 

Godôs sake, I all but got down on my knees and begged you to listen, but you were too 

interested in what you could get out of it for yourselves,ò he added, looking right at 

Graith.  ñWell, now the Consortium is on the move.  Do you think theyôre going to stop 

at the Shio?  Do you think theyôre going to really just conquer one nation and not move 

against the others?ò 

 ñI think they will do exactly that,ò Graith said stubbornly.  ñThis only fits our own 

projections.  The Consortium will need a forward base, and the Shio are the most logical 

choice.  Their four systems are relatively close to Terra, and the Shio are the smallest and 

most easily conquered.  They wonôt risk their military forces trying to attack any other 

nation.ò 

 ñSo, you admit you thought they were lying the entire time,ò Jason snapped back at 

him. 

 ñSince when does a politician tell the truth?ò he shrugged. 

 ñThe Council is torn at the moment,ò Magran, speaker for the rulers of the Nine 

Colonies, announced.  ñIt is the right of any sovereign state to defend itself, but against 

such overwhelming numbers,ò he sighed.  ñSome want to fight, some want to do nothing 

and hope that our neutrality is honored.  But the Consortium did not honor the Shioôs 

neutrality, so I have little hope they will honor ours.  We represent a strategic position for 

the Consortium, as we abut Confederate space.  Personally, I believe they will attack us, 

and because an attack is inevitable, then we should fight.  I am trying to sway my 

brothers and sisters on the matter, and will redouble my efforts when this conference is 

concluded.ò 

 ñI intend to see what the Consortium says about this aggression,ò the Prime Minister 

of the Skaa Republic declared.  ñThe Parliament is close to declaring war, and would 

most certainly declare war if the Nine Colonies were attacked.  It would put the 

Consortium on our border, a hostile force that would have attacked two nations that 

declared neutrality in the matter.ò 

 ñWe will not wait that long,ò the Emperor of the Skaa added.  ñIf the Shio are 

attacked, then the Empire will declare war on the Consortium.  If the neutrality of one 

nation is not honored, then the neutrality of no nation will be honored.  Unlike our 

smaller neighbors, we carry enough military force to do battle with the Consortium, and 

we will not hide behind our borders and wait for them to conquer our smaller neighbors 

before they come for us.  We will take the fight to them.ò 

 ñAnd all that is going to come about because of what youôre doing!ò Graith 

complained.  ñIf you just maintain your neutrality, youôll be passed over!  Look at the 

situation rationally!ò 



 ñThereôs an old saying on my world, Graith, dating back to when one nation state on 

the planet named Germany tried to conquer the world.  Forgive me for not remembering 

it exactly, but it goes a little something like this,ò Jason said in a blunt voice.  ñWhen they 

came for the seditionists and the traitors, I said good, let them be taken.  When they came 

for the journalists and the reporters, I said good, they were stirring up trouble.  When 

they came for the Jews and the homosexuals, I was troubled, but I said nothing.  When 

they came for those I knew to be innocent, I was too afraid to say anything.  And when 

they came for me, there was nobody left to speak.  It means that those who do nothing, 

those who allow tyrants to rule and donôt oppose them, are only empowering the tyrants 

and delaying the inevitable.  They will  come for you, Graith.  Make no mistake about it.  

Theyôve shown themselves to be the liars you knew they were.  And when they come for 

you, Graith, will there be anyone to say anything, or will you simply be the only ones 

left?ò 

 Graith said nothing, but he looked troubled. 

 ñSo, it just comes down to what happens in the next two hours,ò Dahnai said grimly. 

 Jason wasnôt the only one that watched the feeds from Kimdori spy probes.  He saw it 

all, and it was everything he feared.  The Consortium ships, primarily battleships, 

dropped out of hyperspace and launched missiles almost before they had time to raise 

shields.  Those missiles were similar to the ones that attacked the palace, equipped with 

gravometric engines and accelerating with relativistic speed in the vacuum of space.  The 

missiles had to be pre-programmed with targets, for they ignored the civilian transports 

fleeing Reglen III and struck the orbital platforms Jason and Dahnai had sold them, the 

few Shio  warships in orbit that were staying to buy time for the fleeing transports, and 

their orbital station.  The station and Shio warships were destroyed, but the majority of 

the platforms had managed to survive the attack, shooting down the missiles.  The 

platforms surrounding Reglen came around the planet and concentrated in the path of the 

advancing horde of ships as it advanced into the planetôs gravity well, moving at high 

speed to close distance on the platforms.  And when they came in range, the platforms 

opened up on them. 

 But the outcome was inevitable.  The 218 surviving platforms destroyed four ships 

and damaged 31 others, but they were wiped out in under two minutes in an absolute blitz 

of Torsion beams that were fired back at them.  The Consortium ships then fanned out 

and started capturing the fleeing ships, tractoring them back towards the planet, some of 

them exploding as the pilots overloaded the engines trying to escape.  It was a horrible 

scene, seeing those black, spiky ships spreading out and capturing transports and 

freighters, literally anything with jump engines the Shio could get in the air in the two 

hours they had to evacuate, then they surrounded the temperate, green planet and secured 

their prize. 

 In just under 17 minutes, Reglen III fell to the Consortium.  There were 317 Shio 

transports and freighters jumping towards Terra from Reglen, which would arrive in 

about three days, and after that, the other three systems in the Shio nation had an exodus 

of ships away from their planets, moons, and populated stations, as the Shio tried to 

evacuate as many civilians as possible in the face of inevitable Consortium attack.  The 

Shio Senate had even ordered their warships to abandon Shio space, using them to carry 

civilians away from Shio Prime, their homeworld, all but surrendering their tiny nation to 

the Consortium in exchange for getting just a few thousand more people safely away. 



 And as he promised, the Emperor of the Skaa declared war on the Consortium in a 

prepared statement broadcast through the sector. 

 This was it.  This was the moment he knew was coming, but had dreaded. 

 This was now a real war, a war that would involve fleets and battles, and the deaths 

of untold thousands.  Because now the Consortium had invaded their sector and made its 

first conquest, which spurred at least the Skaa and the Colonists to admit that Dahnai had 

been right, and they could not sit and be neutral in the face of naked aggression. 

 But, the question nagged at him a little as he listened to Dahnai and the two Skaa 

rulers negotiate them sending military advisors to Terraéwhy?  Why?  Why attack the 

Shio?  Why invade, if their goal was to take Karis or die trying, no matter what it took?  

Theyôd only managed to whip up the nations of their sector in response to the attack on 

the Shio and theyôd lose more ships, more resources, in the ensuing war to reclaim Shio 

systems from the Consortium.  It just didnôt make any sense!  They should have pulled 

back, trained their troops, and sent absolutely everything at Karis in one massive attack.  

But instead they had divided their forces, were going to lose resources, and getting 

nations they did not want to stir up getting into the war.  The Confederacy was a major 

threat, but when one stacked both Skaa empires on top of that, it was just insane. 

 What did taking the Shio provide to the Consortium?  He pondered that.  It gave them 

a foothold in the sector, for one, a safe haven very close to Karis to which they could 

withdraw damaged ships for repair and resupply.  It gave them the natural resources 

present in the four Shio systems.  It gave them a much closer base from which to try to 

analyze the interdiction effect to try to breach it without having to wait for that faster than 

light information to return from Andromeda.  It gave them an intimidating presence very 

close to Karis, to worry at the Confederacy.  It gave them access to the Shio themselves, 

to use as conscripted soldiers, making them fight their own people as the dispossessed 

Shio refugees reorganized to fight back, much like the French back in World War II. 

 And, he realized, it gave the nations of their sector something very close to 

concentrate on, to draw attention away from what was going on back over on the other 

side of the galaxy. 

 Well, that would work against the Skaa, but not against them.  But, it still forced them 

to deal with the Consortium right in front of them, and in that respect, it was a success for 

them. 

 Still, the invasion of the Shio had to give them some kind of advantage, else theyôd 

never have done it.  In time, he knew, heôd either figure it out or it would become 

apparent. 

 But, the one thing it did do was give the Confederacy three new allies, and one of 

them was powerful.  The Skaa Empire had truly insane numbers of soldiers and 

thousands of warships, and now they would throw those numbers at the Consortium. 

 Two hours later, he got the answer to that question.  The Consortium sent out a 

broadcast through all gravband and other energy frequencies used by every nation in the 

sector.  In it, one of their energy beings addressed the sector.  ñThe Shio Federation of 

Planets have been legally annexed into the Consortium of Aligned Worlds,ò the being 

declared.  ñThe reasoning for this is that we have determined that we require a forward 

base for our operations, and the Shio systems meet our requirements.  The Consortium 

has no interest in any other nation or system in this sector aside from our rightful jihad 

against the evil of the Karinnes and those they have tricked into protecting them from our 



righteous crusade.  All Shio are required to submit to the rightful authority of the 

Consortium, as they are now legal Consortium citizens.  But despite the hasty actions of 

the Skaa Empire, the Consortium has no interest in any other empire or system in this 

sector of space.  Should the Revered Emperor rescind his declaration, then the 

Consortium will not consider itself at war with the Skaa Empire.  Should he not, however, 

the Consortium will consider the Skaa a threat too grave to leave unresolved, and would 

be forced to declare war against the Skaa out of the interests of protecting Shio citizens 

and territory from unlawful invasion.ò 

 The Emperor wasnôt buying it, Jason found out.  He ordered a full mobilization of all 

Imperial forceséand those were a lot of forces. 

 Jason was glad that at least one ruler in the neighborhood saw the truth.  What the 

Consortium was doing was a page right out of old Germanyôs playbook, annexing one 

nation at a time while using fear to hold the others in check, until they had enough 

territory and resources to simply declare war on everyone else.  The Emperor wasnôt 

going to let the Nine Colonies be next, as they would most certainly have been.  The 

Emperor finally saw the light, and he intended to fight.  And while the Republic and the 

Colonies hadnôt made any declarations either way, Jason knew they were spooked, they 

were very, very spooked.  The Consortium might have made a big mistake by invading 

the Shio, they may not have, but one thing was for sure.  Theyôd just got the one empire 

in the sector outside of the Confederation they did not want against them to declare war 

on them.  Even without Torsion weaponry, the Skaa had their uncountable hordes to 

throw at an enemy, and that would beat down the Consortium through sheer attrition if 

nothing else. 

 Now things were going to get interesting. 
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 Aya was just going have to live with being perpetually angry with him. 

 In a fallow farm field just outside the city, which once held a suburb of Oklahoma 

City before the subjugation and was plowed over for farmland, hundreds of Shio 

transports had landed, and thousands upon thousands of frightened Shio were being 

processed through a hastily raised tent city.  And Jason was right there, in person, with 

his wife and son, greeting scared Shio personally, taking hands, giving kind words, trying 

to reassure the refugees that they were going to be alright. 

 There were 597 Shio transports already on Terra, and there were another 2,193 Shio 

ships in transit, holding exactly 117,894 Shio refugees.  They were the only ones who had 

managed to reach ships and escape when the evacuation call was issued, and on one of 

them was High Prince Grayhawk, who was transiting the TES at that very moment and 

would arrive on Terra in about an hour.  The rest of the Shio government had stayed 

behind, quite bravely in Jasonôs mind, to deal with the Consortium, but they sent 

Grayhawk, the face of the Shio, so he could continue to represent the Shio from outside 

of their Federation.  Grayhawk was very popular among his people, the handsome High 

Prince, and his presence on Terra would bolster the refugees and give hope to the 7 

billion Shio who were now under the dictatorship of a conquering power. 

 Jason felt that as the house in control of Terra, it was only right that he was there to 

meet the Shio, over the strenuous and vociferous objections of Aya and his entire guard.  

She didnôt want Jason and Rann in an uncontrolled environment, especially now of all 

times, but Jason had been quite adamant about it.  He forced Aya to capitulate, under the 

stipulation that once she got him home, there was going to be another of those lessons 

that would make it hard for Jason to sit for a few days afterward.  Aya had made all kinds 

of security precautions for the trip, including intense scans of the Shio ships and of each 

and every Shio that debarked to ensure none of them had any weapons.  Jason was in his 

armor, but he went without his helmet, which gave a potential assassin a convenient place 

to aim. 

 But, after they got there and Aya saw how Jason managed to calm fears, she 

grudgingly admitted that heôd been right.  The Shio were very scared, and to hear words 

of comfort from someone they could see was in charge calmed them, gave them a little 

hope.  He boldly walked among the refugees, patting shoulders, assuring them that they 

were going to be alright, that they were welcome on Terra, and that they already had 

plans to settle the Shio refugees in prepared housing. 

 And they had plenty of plans.  The Shio would be settled into five enclaves scattered 

across Florida; Tallahassee, Jacksonville, Tampa, Orlando, and Miami.  Shio as a race 

preferred slightly warmer temperatures compared to humans and Faey, so they were 

going to be settled in warm areas.  There was plenty of empty housing throughout 



Florida, and while they couldnôt keep the Shio all together even in their enclaves, they 

made certain that no Shio would be less than half a block away from another Shio family.  

The house had appropriated quite a few of the old condo buildings scattered though 

Miami that had been sitting mostly empty since the end of the subjugation, where the 

majority of the Shio would be going, so they could all live close together and in a place 

where theyôd feel like they had both isolation and a modicum of control.  They already 

had stipends ready for the Shio and thousands of volunteers to help them navigate 

suddenly being thrust into an alien culture.  The Shio language had been telepathically 

inserted into the volunteers, and Faey residents of Terra with sufficient telepathic power 

and training had offered to insert English and Faey for Shio that were willing to undergo 

the procedure. 

 It was taking some of the Shio more than three days to reach Terra, but it had taken 

less than a day for the Consortium to conquer them.  That took them only about nine 

hours total.  They hit Reglen first, and after two hours, they jumped 90% of their fleet to 

Bregali, leaving behind only a token force to defend their new holding.  They hit Bregali 

with the same overwhelming force, then immediately jumped half their fleet back to 

Reglen to prevent the KMS or the Kimdori from jumping in and attacking the defenders. 

 That was both wise and foolish, for the Karinnes most definitely responded.  Not with 

warships, but with weapons out of their toybox.  Reglen was close enough to jump long-

range hyperspace missiles into the system, and they launched several waves at the 

Consortium as other toys jumped in via disposable freighters.  The missiles were just the 

first salvo of wave after wave of automated weaponry, continuing the Karinne tactic of 

wearing the enemy down with disposable weaponry as much as possible before warships 

were sent in.  The ships defending Reglen were attacked by hyperspace cruise missiles, 

then freighters jumped in and dumped containers and jumped out, from which Buzzsaws, 

weapon platforms, automated drones, mobile mines, short-range gravometric missiles 

equipped with gravity shockwave warheads, and other nasty little surprises erupted and 

made war on Consortium ships.  Consortium ships found their weapon batteries firing 

almost constantly against the massive counterattack, shooting at missiles, shooting at 

mines, shooting at Buzzsaws, firing on drone weapon platforms that fired back,  but not 

shooting at what looked to them to be debris from destroyed weapons, which were 

themselves just decoys.  Conduit smashers, Torsion shockwave generators, a new device 

Jenny called a gravity beam, and hollow debris holding Satanôs Marbles drifted into the 

enemy formations, and it was too late before the Consortium commanders realized what 

danger they posed.  The conduit smashers took out 14 ships by themselves, rendering 

them dead in space, and Satanôs Marbles wreaked havoc in 23 other vessels. The 

Consortium knew about the marbles and knew how to stop them, but it still took them 

time to respond, and that delay proved destructive for their ships.  The gravity beam 

weapon was more or less what the name implied, a device that induced heavy gravity in a 

cone in front of the device, a weapon more or less designed to use against the insectoids.  

It was a shield-piercing weapon, so the Consortium had no real defense against it except 

to destroy it before it killed too many of their crews. 

 The Consortium found themselves fighting a constant battle against machines to 

maintain control of Reglen, but that didnôt stop them from finishing their conquering of 

the Shio.  The fleet that attacked Bregali moved on to attack Ravarra, and almost before 

the smoke cleared from that attack, they jumped on to Shio Prime and captured that 



system.  The Karinnes had been waiting for that, and once they had control of all four 

systems, they expanded their assault to include all four captured systems.  Every 

Consortium ship in Shio space was kept on constant alert, its weapons almost constantly 

firing on freighters or missiles that dropped out of hyperspace, a steady stream of 

attacking devices designed to wear them down in preparation for a conventional attack by 

a fleet of warships. 

 That attack was in the works.  The Confederation was not going to just let the 

Consortium settle in.  They were going to counterattack as soon as they had a viable plan 

and their automated weapons did enough damage.  With their huge fleet split, it was the 

perfect opportunity to hit the Consortium and take out more of their ships.  Every ship 

they disabled or destroyed was one less ship that would ultimately attack Karis, and they 

knew it. 

 Over the three days, 3D had managed to completely exhaust its stockpile of toys, 

because they quite literally threw everything and the kitchen sink at the Consortium fleet 

occupying Shio territory.  But, it had done the job, for they had managed to destroy or 

damage ships at every system, and it kept the Consortium from relaxing even for a 

second. 

 Grayhawk wasnôt the only one coming.  Emperor Assaba of the Skaa Empire was 

currently in transit to Draconis himself, and was due to arrive at the gate to Draconis in 

about 34 minutes, being at the tail end of his trip to the TES.  He was on board the Aegis, 

the Karinne vessel and an escorting task fleet having jumped out to pick him up and bring 

him back so he could jump hyperspace in real time.  It said much about Assabaôs bravery 

that he accepted a ride on a Karinne ship, not demanding to ride in his personal ship.  

Assaba was on his way to sign the Confederation Treaty, to enter into the Confederacy 

against the Consortium, a move that Zaa had personally approved after she got a Kimdori 

close enough to him to touch him and ascertain his true motives.  His motives concerning 

the Consortium were true, and he would be an honest ally against them.  Once the Skaa 

Empire was in the Confederation, theyôd get to work interdicting critical Skaa systems.  

They didnôt have enough Stargates to cover all 63 Imperial systems, they only had five 

pairs of Stargates available.  Those five gates were going to be placed at the five most 

critical systems in Skaa space, their capitol system and their four most important 

industrial systems, giving them protection and the ability to rapidly deploy a large part of 

their fleet to Terra so they could get into the war. 

 Behind him, in hyperspace and in transit, where 2,000 Skaa warships, a huge chunk 

of their fleet, on their way to Terra as a staging stop.  Even as they were en route, both 

Skaa and Confederate engineers were feverishly working on a conversion module to 

attack to Torsion weapons so they could be mounted onto Skaa ships with no other 

modifications.  Skaa used plasma for power like many nations in the sector, but their 

plasma was the most basic of phased plasma, just barely phased to be usable as a power 

system.  It was crude by Karinne standards, and it introduced a few challenges to adapt 

Torsion guns to use it. 

 Until they got that ironed out, Torsion weapon platforms, drones, would be issued to 

Skaa ships. 

 Engines, well, that was another matter.  Skaa systems simply couldnôt support 

Karinne jump engines, not without gutting their entire power system and redoing it.  Hell, 

for that matter, Faey ships couldnôt support a Karinne jump engine, they simply 



demanded too much power for standard jump engine power plants to support.  The Faey 

used a form of high-energy interphased plasma to power their jump engines, they hadnôt 

quite managed to adapt metaphased plasma to jump engine technology, and that wasnôt 

enough.  It took the form of striated interphased the Consortium used at a minimum to 

power jump engines capable of jumping hyperspace in real time.  There might be a way 

to quickly adapt Faey ships to the Consortiumôs power system, since it was somewhat 

familiar, but there was little hope of doing the same for the Urumi or the Skaa. 

 This introduced a problem that they needed to address.  Much as he didnôt entirely 

like the idea of handing over real-time hyperspace travel to the sector, if they wanted to 

defeat the Consortium, they had to eliminate that advantage they enjoyed.  Their ability to 

jump hyperspace in real time allowed them to strike virtually anywhere in the sector, and 

do it without giving the target nation time to get defensive fleets in position to repel them.  

The Faey could overcome this with Stargates, but that wasnôt a technology that Dahnai 

was going to give to anyone, and Jason was more or less bound by her will on the matter.  

Though Karinne could build their own Stargates, if he did so and started handing them 

out, Dahnai might have him executed for treason against the Imperium.  He was still 

bound by Imperial law, and Dahnai was his Empress. 

 Myleena and Cybi were discussing that problem.  Myleena had actually tinkered with 

the idea of a hyperspace catapult, having thought about it after they did the math on the 

interdictors, and from what she showed Jason, the theory had some merit and the math 

hinted that it was possible.  If a ship could be artificially boosted to sufficient speed to 

cross the relativity barrier and jump in real time, its own engines could keep it there.  

After all, it didnôt take huge amounts of energy to hold a ship in hyperspace, and a ship 

moved at the velocity with which it entered hyperspace.  That was where standard 

engines failed, they couldnôt enter hyperspace with sufficient ñhyperspace velocityò to 

jump in real time, they lacked the power to pull it off.  If they got catapulted into 

hyperspace by an outside force and then used their own jump engines to hold themselves 

there, theyôd just coast to their destination and do so in real time.  They seriously doubted 

that they could come up with something that complicated on short notice, but still, it was 

worth pursuing.  Giving other nations catapults was no threat to Confederate systems, 

since they were all interdicted anyway.  And if they could run up some kind of prototype 

in a hurry, well, that just helped the war effort. 

 Until then, it would just take coordination to attack the Consortium, and an 

understanding that they could move just about their entire fleet to defend any one system 

in the time it would take an attack fleet to jump from Terra to any Shio system, even their 

fleets across the galaxy; Terra was the closest Confederate system to Shio space, just by a 

whisker.  The other close system was Hedra.  A jump from Terra to Ravarra, the two 

closest points between Confederate and Shio space, took 2.83 days by Imperial standard 

time.  A jump from Hedra to Ravarra took 3.01 days. 

 And the Karinnes and Kimdori could jump from Terra to Ravarra in 43 seconds, as 

could the Consortium. 

 This was their first real plan to counterattack.  They were going to have Confederate 

and Skaa forces jump en masse at Ravarra, and force the Consortium to deploy its fleet to 

defend.  At the last minute, Kimdori and KMS ships were going to jump and hit Bregali 

with 1,200 ships, most of them Kimdori, not to free the system, but to destroy the 

defending Consortium ships.  They would then jump out and hit Shio Prime in a similar 



manner, playing a game of tag with the Consortium.  Whichever system they left the least 

defended, the strike force would attack that system.  And when the Consortium jumped 

forces to reinforce them, theyôd just take as many shots as they could at the defenders and 

then retreat, which would be a hell of a lot of shots from 1,200 ships.  It was guerilla 

warfare designed to aggravate the fuck out of the Consortium commanders and damage 

their ships, make them consume resources. 

 Always it was about attrition, attrition, attrition.  Every ship they damaged or 

destroyed was one ship less that would attack Karis when the time came. 

 It had merit.  The Consortium only had 6,000 ships on their side of the galaxy, and 

theyôd see the others coming if they jumped reinforcements.  They had four systems to 

defend, so they either concentrated their defenses to fend off the Confederacy and the 

Skaa, or they spread them out and gave the Kimdori and KMS a chance to take a huge 

bite out of their fleet.  Both sides knew that in a scenario of equal sized fleets, the KMS 

has the advantage due to superior range on their particle beams and their fighters, which 

the Consortium just didnôt seem to know how to counter.  Fighter combat was new and 

unusual to the Consortium, and when they tangled with the Wolves, they were going to 

be picking their asses up off the floor. 

 The way it was going to work relied on the Kimdori.  The Kimdori were already at 

work on a jamming network that would completely blind all Consortium sensors pointing 

towards Confederate space, which would blind them to any ship movements.  Those 

jammers backing up the more mystical protections the Parri had instituted at the systems 

where they intended to muster their fleets would leave the Consortium in the dark as to 

exactly what was going on.  Theyôd know that the Confederacy was preparing to attack, 

but they wouldnôt be able to see how many ships were attacking, when they left, where 

they were going, or when they would get there.  As soon as those jammers went up, they 

were going to know that the Confederacy was going to attack, using the jammers to hide 

the size of the fleet that jumped towards Shio space, so it would leave the Consortium in 

a reactionary position.  All they could do was wait for the fleet to appear, then jump ships 

from other systems to get them there in time to fight off the attack.  And when they did 

that, the real-time hyperspace capable ships were going to jump at any system they left 

weakly defended, then turn and jump out when they got reinforcements there to help the 

defenderséonly to jump to another system and do the same thing. 

 Aya didnôt understand why he needed to be there.  She didnôt understand why he 

needed to greet the Shio, comfort them. 

 This was all his fault. 

 There was no escaping that one crushing fact.  The Consortium was here making war 

on their sector because of the Karinnes, and the blood about to be shed, the blood already 

shed, was on his hands.  He was the Grand Duke.  It was his ultimate responsibility.  He 

hadnôt known any of this was going to happen when he stood before Dahnai what seemed 

a lifetime ago and declared himself the Grand Duke Karinne, but that was no excuse.  Zaa 

wasnôt the only one that didnôt accept I didnôt know as an excuse.  Damn it all, it was his 

business to know.  That was part and parcel of what being a house leader was all about, 

staying a step ahead, keeping the house safe and prosperous.  It may not have been his 

literal fault, but he was the Grand Duke.  The buck stopped on his desk.  It was his 

responsibility.  Everything that was about to happen went right back to his desk, and 

soon, heôd be elbow deep in the blood of those who perished in this war. 



 But God help him, he wouldnôt do anything different.  The choice of leaving the ring 

on Karis and rolling his dice against the Trillanes was no choice.  It wouldnôt have been 

fair to his people, it would have been unfair to Cybi, and it would have been a crime to 

turn his back on the House of Karinne.  It had the right to exist, and it was his 

responsibility to restore the house. 

 For better or worse, no matter what was going to happen and how many were going 

to die, he would not look back.  He was the Grand Duke Karinne, and he would live up to 

his duties and responsibilities. 

 The job chose him. 

  It didnôt change how he felt, however.  These refugees had been driven from their 

homes because of his house, and he was going to do everything in his power to take care 

of them, make it up to them.  Even if it meant he walked among them as they waited for 

ID bracelets and housing assignments, shaking hands and soothing fears with calm 

words, sat on bunks in the temporary tent complexes where Shio could rest while waiting 

for transports to take them to Florida. 

 ñItôs alright, honored mother, you can sit and rest in here,ò Jason said in fluent Shio, 

helping an elderly Shio woman with weathered green skin and grayish blue hair into the 

tent so she could sit and rest.  ñDid you get your boarding assignment?ò 

 ñYes I did, youngster,ò she answered.  ñWhere is this my-ah-mee?ò 

 ñMiami,ò he corrected with a smile.  ñItôs a large city on the southeastern edge of this 

continent.  It gets very warm there, at least as far as Terrans reckon such things.  I believe 

youôll find it quite comfortable.ò 

 ñThese old bones donôt like the cold,ò she agreed as Jason helped her into a canvas 

folding chair.  Jason accessed the departure schedules, and saw that the next transport to 

Miami was leaving in about fifteen minutes.  It hadnôt arrived yet, since the dropships 

and personnel transports were literally landing, loading, and leaving, in a continuous 

cycle.  They couldnôt let the Shio get too backed up here in Oklahoma. 

 I need a hoverchair and an escort over here, Jason sent openly, getting the attention 

of a relief worker.  The Faey man nodded and hurried off.  ñIôm going to arrange a 

hoverchair for you, honored mother, so you donôt have to walk around.  And an escort is 

going to make sure you find your transport when it arrives, so donôt you worry about 

anything.  Weôll take good care of you.ò 

 ñYouôre a good son for some proud mother out there, youngster,ò she answered, 

patting his armored gauntlet fondly. 

 ñItôs all a son can hope to be,ò he answered, leaning down and kissing the old woman 

on the cheek lightly, which made her cackle in delight.  An orderly hurried over with a 

hoverchair, and he helped her get settled in it as she asked him about Miami. 

 Not all the Shio were as calm as the old woman.  Most of them were terrified, and 

they had quite a few people on hand to soothe them.  Some of them huddled in the arms 

of a loved one, some of them were very combative out of fear of the unknown, some just 

stood or sat with blank stares, silently allowing themselves to be herded about.  It pained 

him to see the Shio like that, since they were a very amicable species, and such trauma 

was almost unknown to them.  Theyôd lived in peace with their neighbors for centuries.  

War was a terrifying prospect to them, and running for a transport when the evacuation 

call was given had to be very traumatic for them.  Jason dealt with a fair share of each 

kind, from angry men shouting and demanding answers to frightened women shivering as 



they clutched their crying children to blank-eyed women who just sat there, staring at 

nothing.  Jason knew that virtually everyone here had left someone behind.  Siblings, 

parents, children, aunts, uncles, friends.  There were a very spare few whole families 

here, and those that were were almost always just parents and one or two children.  There 

hadnôt been time to gather their extended families and flee as a group, and half of what 

they were doing was trying to find families that may have evacuated separately and 

reunite them, assigning them to the same housing quarters. 

 It was an efficient system.  New arrivals were photographed and their names were 

taken, they were issued a bracelet ID they only needed until they got to their permanent 

housing, and they were asked the names of family members so they could be identified if 

they came on a later ship.  They then moved to a tent or the open areas between them 

where they could sit or lay down and rest or talk among themselves, watch viddy being 

shown on holographic screens all over, so they never had to go far to see a screen and 

know what was going on, then, when transports arrived to take them to Florida, they 

would be called by name and helped on board.  Once they arrived in Florida, volunteers 

would take them to the apartments, houses, or condominiums theyôd be using while they 

were here, and then taught the basics of living in Terra as far as getting food and getting 

around.  They were then issued cell phones to keep in contact and credit sticks that would 

allow them to buy food and clothing, would let them utilize any of the various 

entertainment facilities such as movie theatres or amusement parks, and then they were 

discreetly left to their own devices but fully knowing that a counselor was just a call 

away to answer any question or help them deal with the situation. 

 Jason was damn proud of Kim.  Heôd set this up in less than an hour, using one of the 

U.N. Rapid Response Units that responded to natural disasters, and he called in damn 

near every emergency worker and grief counselor on Terra and put them in Oklahoma 

and Florida to help the Shio. 

 Rann ambled up just in front of Jyslin, and Jason introduced them to the elder 

woman.  ñThis is my son Rann, and my wife Jyslin,ò he told her in Shio. 

 ñRann, eh?  A sturdy name for a strapping boy,ò she declared, smiling down at him. 

 Rann put a finger on his gestalt, no doubt getting the translation, then he smiled shyly. 

 ñYour Grace!  Your Grace!ò a staffer for Kim called, waving in their direction.  The 

slender Asian man scurried up to them, then bowed sinuously.  ñThe Secretary General is 

looking for you, your Grace,ò he declared. 

 ñAlright.  Iôll be out by my dropship in a few minutes.ò 

 The man bowed again and rushed away, leaving the woman a little curious.  ñYou 

must rank high around here, youngster,ò she noted. 

 ñJust a little,ò he chuckled in reply. 

 ñHim?  Nah, heôs nothing but my slave,ò Jyslin said, giving him a wolfish smile and 

elbowing him on the side of his armor.  She spoke fluent Shio. 

 ñWatch who youôre calling a slave, woman, or youôll find yourself waking up with a 

dog collar around your neck,ò he retorted. 

 ñMarried a Faey, eh?  And here I thought you had sense, youngster,ò the old woman 

noted, smiling in an evil manner that made it clear she was digging at Jyslin. 

 ñI didnôt give him any choice,ò Jyslin laughed, grabbing Jasonôs arm and hugging it 

to her armored side.  ñWe Faey know when weôve met our husbands.  It just took me a 

little while to beat him into submission.ò 



 ñOh, listen to this,ò Jason retorted sharply, which made the old woman laugh.  The 

assistant heôd flagged down earlier arrived with a hoverchair, and Jason helped the 

orderly transfer the elderly Shio to its padded contours.  ñThere we are, honored mother,ò 

he told her, patting her on her thin forearm.  ñThis Faey gentleman will stay with you and 

help you board your transport, and then theyôll help you settle in down in Miami.ò 

 ñWell, many thanks, youngster,ò she answered. 

 Jason walked gauntlet in gauntlet with Jyslin as Rann scurried just in front of them, as 

Aya and fourteen other guards quietly shadowed their every move, forearm guns 

deployed on their Crusader armor and ready to kill anyone who gave them a sideways 

glance.  He had no doubt that all fifteen of them were constantly sweeping the crowd 

with talent, searching for even the most stray and innocuous though that might be 

construed as a threat.  They reached the dropship without incident, however, where the 

portly Kim was waiting for them with a contingent of his own guards, Imperial Marines.  

The Marines still served as the global police force on Terra, serving directly under 

Secretary Kim and the U.N.  Each country had its own police, but over them were the 

Marines, who were like the FBI compared to the Maine State Police.  When crimes 

crossed national boundaries, the Marines had jurisdiction, and it rarely took them longer 

than two days to investigate the crime, then track down and capture their suspect.  The 

Marines also made sure that the countries toed the line the U.N. drew in the sand.  Each 

country was permitted to have its own military, like a national guard, but the Marines 

were a constant reminder that even thinking of looking over the established border and 

coveting a square inch of land on the other side was the mother of all bad ideas. 

 ñHow is it looking, Kim?ò Jason asked. 

 ñRight on schedule, your Grace,ò he answered as another Shio transport was 

descending to land.  ñWe should have all the Shio settled in Florida within twelve hours.ò 

 ñAny problems over there?ò 

 ñA few, but nothing major,ò he answered.  People getting lost more than anything 

else.ò 

 ñYouôve done a great job,ò Jason told him, patting him on the shoulder. 

 ñYes, I donôt know what this planet would do without you, Kim,ò Jyslin agreed, 

giving him a warm smile. 

 ñWe can do nothing but serve, my Lady,ò he smiled back. 

 Jason, Aya called, a finger to her interface.  We need you back on the Victory now.  

Right now, she sent adamantly. 

 What?  Whatôs going on? 

 I donôt know.  Myri just sent down the order for you to return to Karis fucking now, 

even if I have to drag you to the dropship.  So start before I drag, she warned. 

 [Myri, whatôs going on?] he communed, using the Victory as a relay. 

 [The Consortium just jumped out of the Shio system,] she answered.  [They didnôt 

even leave a defensive caretaker fleet.  They just left.] 

 [Where are they going?] 

 [Sec, astrocart is working on it.  Got it.  Grevalt.] 

 Fucking Graith!  That was the closest Alliance system to the Shio systems.  They 

were going to steamroll the Alliance! 

 [Fuck!  Send a warning, Myri!] 



 [Itôs too late for that, Jayce.  Theyôve already dropped out of hyperspace.  The 

Alliance no doubt knows theyôre there now.] 

 That was true enough.  Grevalt was only about sixteen seconds from Shio territory, 

though it took nearly two days to traverse it in ships with old jump engines. 

 ñGod damn it!ò Jason snapped angrily.  ñKim, get ready for a fuckload of refugees!ò 

 ñWhat goes on, your Grace?ò 

 ñThe Consortium just invaded the Alliance!ò 

 Kim paled, then turned and started barking frenzied orders in Korean at his aides. 

 Aya gave him a fresh glare as they got onto a heavily armored dropship, with twenty 

escorting Wolf fighters, the lifted off to rendezvous with the KMS ship Victory, one of 

their battleships.  Admiral Leta Karinne greeted them in the landing bay, her and 

everyone else in Crusader armor, and she walked briskly with him as soon as he got off 

the dropship, Jyslin and Rann having to nearly run to keep up.  It came down the pike, 

Leta sent urgently.  Iôm to get you to Karis right the fuck now or Jumaôs gonna rip my  

 diamonds right off my Class Aôs. 

 Yeah, get us back as fast as you can, Jason nodded in agreement.  I need to be where I 

can get up to date information and get under Myriôs feet. 

 After they got into a passenger cabin, Jason grabbed hold of Aya and looked right 

into her eyes.  Get over it.  I needed to go, he told her intensely, removing his gauntlet.  

She was about to respond, but he put his hand on her cheek, and through that contact he 

lowered his defenses enough for her to feel the powerful emotions boiling in him, his 

crushing feeling of responsibility, his need to be there for the people he was ultimately 

responsible for displacing. 

 Her eyes softened slightly as she felt what he was feeling, but then they hardened 

again.  That is no excuse, she told him bluntly.  You cannot do this again, Jason.  I wonôt 

allow it. 

 You wonôtð 

 I will not allow it, she seethed.  When you get back to Karsa, you better settle in, 

because you will not leave the planet again, for any reason.  And I mean any reason.  

Even if Trelle herself came down to Draconis and invited you to tea, you will send her 

your regrets, because your mommy has grounded you. 

 Jason had to bark a laugh.  Can I at least go to Kosigi? 

 She actually considered it.  Alright, Iôll give you that much.  But thatôs as far as you 

go.  This is now far more of a war than you bargained for, Jason, and that means I have 

to take complete control of your safety.  I simply will not allow you to risk yourself, Lady 

Jyslin, and Rann like this again.  If you even think of trying to overrule me, Iôll tie you to 

a chair in the basement.  I swear I will. 

 She was dead serious.  He knew heôd pushed her as far as he could go, and she would 

take no more.  She did technically have complete authority over the safety of him and his 

family, and he knew that if she ordered the entire KMS not to take him anywhere, they 

would obey. 

 He was grounded. 

 I understand, he sent seriously.  We are in your hands now, Aya.   Take good care of 

us. 

 She looked a little surprised, obviously expecting an argument from the usually 

headstrong Grand Duke, then she gave him a sober nod. 



 By the time he was back at Karis and in the White House, it was even worse.  The 

Consortium seemed to abandon the idea of defending what they took, they simply 

attacked a system, destroyed any and all defenses, and once a planet or moon was 

defenseless, they simply jumped out en masse and attacked another population center.  

Theyôd hit three systems in the time it took Jason to get back home, and he could see 

their strategy.  Since the Alliance couldnôt jump their ships to any system in time to 

protect it, they were simply sweeping through and destroying all defenses, stations, 

ground batteries, orbital platforms, and much to Jasonôs concern, they were capturing any 

military ships in the system they could get when they arrived.  They couldnôt capture 

them all, but they were managing to capture about half of the military ships that tried to 

hold them off, destroying the remainder.  Since a Consortium ship could jump from one 

side of the Alliance to the other in 48 seconds, they had no need to park any defense at 

any system, as their ships could beat any Alliance response to the system days before 

they arrived. 

 Grevalt was the first system to be attacked, and Jason watched as transports and 

civilian craft fled the two inhabited planets in the system.  Grevalt was the home system 

of the Bari-Bari, the nine foot tall simeon-like race, and he could just imagine the kind of 

chaos going on there right now.  The ships were going in every direction, jumping to 

other Alliance systems, but Jason saw that when they got there, the Consortium would 

have already swept through like a wildfire, shattering all defenses and attempting to 

capture any military ships they encountered. 

 As he expected, High Staff Graith requested an emergency audience with the 

Confederate rulers, which would be relatively easy.  Emperor Assaba was on Draconis 

now, in personal conference with Dahnai, so when Jason got to the conference room, he 

saw the Skaa ruler and Dahnai sitting at the same tableésort of.  Assaba wasnôt 

compatible with humanoid chairs, so a stool of sorts had been brought for him.  The gems 

and jewels embedded in his red scales glittered with every movement.  ñThey are 

smashing us one system at a time!ò Graith said in desperation.  ñTheyôre demanding our 

warships surrender, and trying to capture them if they donôt!ò  He shuddered, then looked 

at his monitor gravely.  ñEmpress, Emperor, Brood Queen, we beg the favor of the Skaa 

and the Confederacy.  IéI request permission to direct all civilian transports to your 

space.  My people need somewhere to go.  They needðñ he stopped, then bowed his 

head and took a long moment. 

 ñSend them to Terra,ò Jason said grimly. ñIôve already ordered Secretary Kim to 

prepare to accept as many as the planet can take in.  If we canôt find room for them there, 

Iôm sure we can somewhere else.ò 

 ñAnd I suggest you evacuate your warships to save as many as you can,ò Dahnai 

added. 

 ñButéwhere will they go?ò 

 ñSince I doubt the Confederacy will trust your ships, you may jump them to Skaa 

space,ò Assaba declared.  ñJump them to Treakk.  Thatôs a nine day journey on average, 

and that should give you time to tell them what to do by the time they get there.ò 

 Graith looked broken.  He nodded wearily.  ñIôll order all civilian ships to Terra, and 

all military ships to Treakk.  At least, Bierka be praised, theyôre not staying to defend the 

systems.  Itôs almost as if they are letting the civilian ships escape after they leave.  They 

arenôt even trying to destroy them sitting at the docks.ò 



 ñThey donôt need them there,ò Zaa reasoned in a calm voice.  ñThey are letting them 

go.  They want the warships.  They want reinforcements to attack the Confederacy, and 

allowing the civilians to flee to consume our attention and resources trying to deal with 

them. They knew we will not turn away civilians in need.ò 

 ñThey are ruthless and heartless,ò Assaba grunted.  ñI can see that I was right to 

declare war.ò 

 ñYou need to redeploy your fleet so you can cover your most vital systems,ò Zaa told 

him.  ñYou can see what they are doing.  If you concentrate your forces, you can more 

effectively resist should they jump into your space.ò 

 ñI will do what I can,ò the massive reptile said calmly. 

 After the conference, he just sat in his office, leaning so far back in his chair that he 

was staring at the ceiling, dreading what he could see coming.  They were doing exactly 

what he feared they would do, sweep in and conquer the sector.  And God help him, he 

couldnôt stop them.  They exhausted most of their available Legion weaponry on the Shio 

attack, which, he saw now, was why they did it.  They used the Shio as bait.  Theyôd 

gotten enough intelligence from that all-seeing thing they had to know how much 

weaponry they had stockpiled, then they used their own ships as bait to trick them into 

using it up, throwing it all at their forces as they held the Shio systems.  And now that 

they had to restock, which would take a few days, they were sweeping out to shatter all 

defenses in the sector for two reasons, to leave all the nations vulnerable to being 

conquered after they took Karis and to ensure that they didnôt contribute anything but 

terrified refugees to the Confederacy.  After they finished with the Alliance, theyôd jump 

across the border and hit the Nine Colonies, then hit the Republic, and save trying to 

tackle the Skaa Empire last.  Theyôd just go around the horseshoe.  And once every 

nation outside the interdictors had their militaries and defenses in ruins, theyôd turn their 

attention on interdicted space. 

 No.  No, that wasnôt all they were doing.  He sat up so suddenly he almost pitched 

forward in his chair.  They were forcing them to keep the TES where it is!  With sudden 

allies like the remnants of the Shio and Alliance needing somewhere to go, and the TES 

being the only way into interdicted space, they were trying  to make them keep that 

window into the Confederacy open.  That meant that they wouldnôt hit the Nine Colonies 

after they finished with the Alliance. 

 Theyôd make a run at the Stargate behind the Terra Entry Station.  They would test 

the defenses, get intelligence to use for when they made their attack on Karis. 

 No.  No, they already knew the defenses, thanks to that clairvoyant being.  Zaa had 

said they had real-time information, ship deploymentsð 

 Deployments.  They had no idea what kind of weapons those ships were packing. 

 No, that wasnôt what they were doing. 

 But, he did know one thing.  The TES was simply a target that they could not simply 

overlook.  The potential of capturing the Stargate behind the TES was a prize that they 

could not ignore.  They would take a shot at it if only to take a shot at it, for the gains 

were worth the risks when it came to ship losses. 

 Fuck!  That was what they were doing! 

 Myri, we need to reroute all incoming traffic to the TES so theyôre sent clear! 

 Weôre way ahead of you there, Jayce, she answered calmly.  With all the Shio 

transports, we saw a potential the enemy might try to attack the TES using the civilian 



ships as shields against attack.  Iôve already routed all incoming ships into an arc thatôll 

take them about twenty hours to get there. 

 I could kiss you, he answered in relief. 

 Well then, you add a little tongue to that kiss, and Iôll be right over, came her cheeky 

response. 

 Stop thinking with the little brain, Myri. 

 I hope I never get that old, came the scoffing reply. 

 He was so grim and unsettled when he got home that the girls sent all his children 

over to the house to surround him, soothing him with their presences, reminding him that 

life went on.  And he was very grateful for them.  Watching Rann and Zach play Seven 

Circles, watching Sora play with Amber, listening to Kyri and Aran squabble over 

something completely insignificant, it did sort of put everything in perspective, remind 

him just what he was fighting for.  This was what it was all about.  Not children, but life.  

And to him, his life was his children. 

 The day did catch up to him, however.  Despite his best efforts to stay up for the next 

report that came in from Myri about Consortium movements, he eventually fell asleep on 

the couch. 

 

 He awoke bleary and a little unfocused, and with a serious crick in his neck from the 

throw pillow.  Amber was curled up on his stomach, but it was the ghostly light coming 

from in front of him that had roused him. 

 Cybi was hovering there, her holographic feet inches above the floor, that same nude 

yet formless silhouette and Sora Karinneôs face stamped on her.  Her feet gently alighted 

on the carpet, then she quite demurely folded down onto her legs to sit in front of him.  

His gestalt told him it was 0137, the middle of the night.  If Cybi was here this time of 

night, something serious must be going on.  The light also attracted Hara, commander of 

the night watch, who rushed into the living room with a pulse weapon extended from her 

forearm pod.  But when she saw Cybi, she just nodded and went back into the kitchen. 

 [Now what?] he asked wearily, his drained emotions bleeding into his communion. 

 [Nothing quite so important now that I know how tired you are,] she answered, 

reaching out and touching his face.  Her projection was that of a solid hologram, so he 

felt the pressure, which was hardened air molecules slightly warmer than ambient air 

temperature due to the effect that drew them into the hologram.  [This has truly tried 

you.] 

 [I wish I could be the heartless monsters the other rulers are,] he sighed.  [Though 

thatôs not entirely fair.  I think Graithôs reaction was fairly sincere.] 

 [That is what news I thought you should know,] she told him.  [Graith is dead.] 

 [Dead?  Did they attack?] 

 [Not exactly.  When they attacked the capitol of the Alliance an hour ago, Graith 

went out to negotiate with them.  When he arrived on the Consortium ship, he self-

destructed his shuttle.  It did significant damage to the Consortium vessel in which it had 

landed.  I guess he felt that was the only service he could be to his people after the 

mistakes he made,] she pondered soberly. 

 [Whoôs the new High Staff?] 

 [Baômraôei MeôBer.  Not that it really matters, for the Alliance has formally 

surrendered to the Consortium.] 



 [Surrendered?] 

 She nodded.  [Officially.  Unofficially, theyôve sent as many Alliance ships into Skaa 

space as they could manage, and they have orders to join the Confederate forces for now, 

but ultimately attempt to retake the Alliance back from the Consortium.  They placed 

their highest admiral in command and told them to reform as an independent military 

force.  They will do so.] 

 [So, things are coming to a head.] 

 [Very much so,] she nodded.  [The Skaa Republic has declared war on the 

Consortium, and we expect a declaration of war from the Nine Colonies any moment.  

The entire sector is now at war with the Consortium, save the Zyagya, but they have 

never in their history declared war unless attacked first.] 

 He grunted, then yawned and scrubbed his face.  [Could you ask Hara to bring me 

some coffee please?  I guess Iôd better go see whatôs going on.] 

 [No, you will go upstairs and sleep.  There is nothing you can do, and nothing that 

can wait until tomorrow.] 

 [Thereôs work to doð] 

 [And others will do it for you,] she communed, rather sternly.  [Your vital signs have 

been slowly yet noticeably deteriorating, Jason.  You are under a great deal of stress, and 

it is starting to affect your body.  You need to rest.  So go upstairs, kiss Jyslin on the 

cheek, and go to sleep.  You need it.]  

 [Alright, you mother hen,] he answered after a sigh, and the rather resolute expression 

on her holographic face.  He gasped when she gestured, and he was picked up off the 

couch.  She was utilizing the biogenic relays in and around the house to force her will on 

him, was effectively using telekinetic abilityéthough it wasnôt entirely what she was 

doing.  Not many knew that Cybi had this kind of capability, even among the 

Generations.  It was one of the few secrets she and Jason shared. 

 To Jason, it was just one of the many indicators that told him that Cybi was a sentient 

being.  She, just like a Generation, could tap the biogenic systems to boost her own 

power.  And just as she could commune, she could also employ an ability much akin to 

telekinesis. 

 [This is cheating, Cybi!] he protested. 

 [Then I am doing nothing less than you would do yourself,] she answered cheekily as 

she quite literally carried him upstairs. 

 

 It was a day that would go down in history. 

 In a hastily called and somewhat grim conference, every nation in the sector save the 

Alliance, the Moridon, and the Zyagya entered into the Confederation, unified under a 

single banner, against the Consortium.  The Skaa Empire and the Republic and the Nine 

Colonies joined the remnants of the Shio that had managed to escape in signing the 

treaty, the same treaty that Dahnai and SkôVrae had signed, a treaty that stood in a glass 

case in Dahnaiôs throne room in the palace.  The Consortium had managed to do what 

Jason could not, bring them all together in a common interest, and that interest was the 

preservation of their sovereign states, or taking their territory back from the Consortium, 

as the case may be. 

 Jason wasnôt present at the ceremony, but he watched it live, as did most of the 

Imperium on Courtwatch.  The Emperor Assaba and Empress Grizza of the Empire and 



the Republic arrived, one a real ruler and the other a figurehead, but whose signature was 

required for something like this.  The Republicôs Prime Minister was usually the one that 

handled important affairs, was the true power in the Republic, but Grizza did put her 

hand in from time to time.  The Prime Minister Vizzie was present, of course, but Grizza 

had already made it clear she would be sitting in during the meetings along with the 

Prime Minister.  Grizza and Vizzie were known to have a somewhat contentious 

relationship, so Jason figured those meetings might be lively.  The Grand Master of the 

Nine Colonies himself arrived, the wizened old Colonist for whom Magran spoke in his 

position as foreign minister, a figure akin to the Pope on Terra.  The Grand Master rarely 

involved himself in such things, for he was actually too old, too old to be able to endure 

the rigors of politics, and allowed the Council and Magran, the Speaker, to make the 

decisions and actually run the Colonies.  Though he was still alive and still made the 

occasional speech or appearance, the Grand Master was actually more or less retired and 

simply waiting to die.  Magran would be the next Grand Master once the kind old 

Colonist passed away, as it was long standing tradition that the Speaker would replace the 

Grand Master, and a new Speaker would be chosen, the successor selected by the 

Council.  Usually one of the Councilors became Speaker, but it had been known for 

someone outside the Council to be awarded the position in the past. 

 And with them, looking pale and shaken, was High Prince Grayhawk of the Shio.  

The others went out of their way to pat him on the arm and speak kind words to him, the 

Grand Master actually embracing the young prince on live viddy, and they all saw 

Grayhawk start to weep and put his head on the nearly skeletally thin old Colonist, taking 

comfort from his compassion.  The Grand Master was a documented empath, so Jason 

had no doubt that he knew exactly what Grayhawk was feeling. 

 Jason didnôt pay the ceremonies much mind.  He wasnôt in their echelon, he was just 

a house ruler, even if he was rather important in the overall war effort.  Actually, that was 

the way he liked it.  Let Dahnai make the speeches, he was happy sitting in the back. 

 His own work was chaotic at the moment.  They were building as fast as possible, and 

the influx of Kizzik were helping with that.  The Kizzik colony over on Virga was now 

fully populated, they were settled in, and they had entered the work forceéand fuck was 

there a noticeable difference on daily production numbers even after the first day.  After 

the drones were given their instructions and learned the job, they were as efficient as 

fucking robots.  A gang of Kizzik drones being led by a noble or a non-Kizzik supervisor 

could outwork anything but a machine.  The Kizzik drones had a little problem at first 

adapting to the translator modules, but once they got the idea of it and that the two-leg 

softlings could give them orders, in fact had been told by their nobles to obey the 

softlings as if the noble was giving the command, they quickly settled into the routines of 

production and increased speed and efficiency. 

 And a lot of them were working in factories to restock Legion weaponry.  Theyôd 

virtually emptied out the armory going after the Consortium holding Shio systems, so 

there was a lull as the factories banged out more automated weapons even as large-scale 

production shifted to weapon platforms and Wolf fighters, anything they could build fast 

and could make a difference out there. 

 They also started working on Karis.  Cybi and Zaa had fully intended to expand the 

interdiction field around Karis, and they were starting to do just that.  They had 116 

interdictors already built and just waiting for deployment, so they used them around 



Karis.  It would take 147 to fully extend the interdicted zone to three light years, so they 

simply deployed the ones they had and would place the others when they were ready, 

extending the no-jump zone around the Consortiumôs primary target.  They had a three 

light year interdiction now, and would have the last hole filled on the three light year 

interdiction by next Thursday.  It would take a truly insane number of interdictors to 

extend the field to four light years, as in it would take them 37 years to build enough to 

do it, so extending out to three was the practical limit. 

  They did always keep interdictors ready, though.  For every pair of available 

Stargates, there was an interdictor waiting to pair with them. 

 Cybi was still working on jamming communication from Andromeda.  Myleena, well, 

she worked on so much stuff, bouncing around, it was hard to keep track of what she was 

doing.  Tom and Jenny were currently working on a new weapon to use against the 

Consortium, based on the budding nano-technology.  They were going to build nano-

marauders that would invade an enemy ship and destroy power systems, attack and 

literally eat the silicon conduits, as well as a different set of nano-machines that would 

invade their crystal lattice computer cores and attempt to reprogram them to make the 

computers self-destruct the ships in which they were installed, and the irony of it was 

they were designing them to use the Consortiumôs own broadcast power network as their 

power source.  Hell, that was pretty clever, and since they had all the specs and tech and 

even the protocols, they could build their own machines that used their enemyôs power 

against them.  Jyslin was working on something for Myleena, and Gerann was almost 

done with his broadcast network, having some viable theories on how to prevent their 

own system from being jammed, or to prevent someone else from doing to them what 

they were about to do to the Consortium. 

 Jason was at 3D, in his office littered with prototypes and other junk, looking over 

many of the projects and ideas that were not allowed to leave the building, as Dera and 

Ryn lounged on gel chairs made to use while wearing armor, playing a game.  He was 

reading through a few reports from Bo about some weapon ideas, then paged through the 

projected downtime of the Aegis to install the GRAF cannon on it.  The cannon was built 

and ready, and now they were just wary of pulling their flagship out of active duty for the 

12 days projected to install the weapon.  The ship would be unavailable while the 

installation took place, since they had to take quite a bit of its power system offline to 

install and hook in the GRAF.  The Aegis would eventually also host the tactical CBIM 

they had planned, but that wouldnôt be for a while.  Right now, the Shimmer Domeôs 

extra factories were building the equipment needed to build the new CBIM at Karsa as 

well as build a new home for Cybi, not far from the strip.  The first new CBIM in over a 

thousand years was already under way.  They had most of the primary coreôs shell built, 

and as soon as it was done, the six month process of painstakingly growing the crystal 

core that would become the heart of the CBIM would begin.  They could move Cybi 

before that was done, the support infrastructure didnôt take as long to build, but Cybi 

absolutely would not allow herself to be moved until another CBIM was online, just in 

case. 

 Jason couldnôt dispute her caution.  Cybi, in her own way, was more than just the 

heart of the house, interconnected into the planetary systems to such a degree that she 

could control anything if necessary.  She was also their history, their link to the past, their 

very soul, and to lose her and everything she represented without another CBIM to take 



her place, well, that was absolutely unthinkable.  There had to be a CBIM on Karis, both 

because of the way the planet worked and because a body could not live without its soul.  

Cybi was the soul of the house, and without her, or another like her, the house would 

wither and die.  Jason was sure of it. 

 He was lost in a theory of dynamic Teryon field mechanics, an idea from one of 

Myleenaôs Black Ops steals, Faeri Heralle, who was now one of the Legion.  Her idea 

was a dynamic hot field of unstable Teryon particles that would intersect Consortium 

interphased power and disrupt it, which would knock their jump engines offline.  It was a 

localized concept like an interdictor, trying to find some way to prevent Consortium ships 

from escaping into hyperspace if they had a situation where they had a tactical advantage.  

It was absolutely imperative that they be capable of destroying and all Consortium ships 

when given such an opportunity, so coming up with a more mobile and faster means of 

preventing hyperspace jumps was definitely on the board. 

 Attrition, attrition, attrition. 

 The only problem with Faeriôs idea was that it also affected Karinne double 

metaphased power, which was used to power their own jump engines as well as their 

heavy-mount weaponry. 

 But, that was why it was a theory.  Sheôd try to refine it, get it to where they could 

filter or screen it out but would still affect Consortium ships. 

 Myleena came dancing in.  Literally.  She was in her armor, cavorting past the door, 

then coming back and swinging her hips back and forth in a little display as she 

jitterbugged her way inside.  ñWell, youôre in a good mood,ò Jason noted aloud after 

looking up at her. 

 [Oh babes, you have no idea,]  she communed with the biggest grin heôd ever seen on 

her before.  [I have some of the best news I think youôve ever heard.] 

 [Really?  You found a way to kick the Consortium out of our galaxy?] 

 [Not quite, but I just found a big piece of the puzzle,] she answered.  She sauntered 

her way past the guards and around his desk, then waved her hand in front of his panel 

vidscreen to wake it up.  She then downloaded something directly from her gestalt into 

his secure panel, using a security protocol only available to Jason and Myleena.  [I was 

digging through some of the data Cybi keeps of old Karinne research, playing with 

merging biogenic and moleculartronic systems again.  It gives me something to do when 

Iôm sitting on the can,] she grinned widely.  [Anyway, I stumbled across this bit of 

archaic research done by one Treban Karinne, a hyperspace propulsion specialist.  He 

was also on the team that developed the interdictors, and he did a highly in-depth 

mathematical analysis of the interdiction effect.  And I mean to the quanta frequency shift 

of individual hyperspace particles,] she told him.  [It must have taken him ten years to 

develop this formula.  Itôs the most complex mathematical research Iôve ever seen.  I 

donôt think even a handful of mathematicians alive could understand it.  This guy was a 

fucking savant,]  she communed reverently.  [Anyway, this is what got my attention, right 

here,] she told him, causing the display to focus on about six lines of Faey calculus.  

[This, Jason, is a mathematical expression for the interdiction effect.  This guy actually 

sat down and figured it out, right down to the fuckinô microstate.] 

 [And?  The short version, Myli.] 

 Killjoy,  she sent, making a rude gesture. [The short of it is that I crossed this against 

propulsion formulas and found a correlation.] 



 [Still Greek, Myli.] 

 [Alright, the Iôm too stupid to understand my smarter cousin version,] she communed 

snarkily.  [The dumb-down version is that this equation expresses the interdiction effect, 

and since it correlates to the power parameters of jump engine output, we can match 

them.] 

 [You mean you can jump through an interdictor?] he asked, gaping at her. 

 [That is exactly what it means,] she replied triumphantly.  [Iôve already worked it 

out.  Weôll have to make a few modifications to engines to increase their overall 

hyperspace modulation and also install a small power plant to help boost engine output, 

but theseôll take me a fuckinô day to do.  So, I want the Veriven, right now.  Iôm going to 

boost the engines and write a program that makes the engines harmonize to the 

interdiction effect, and that will let them jump through an interdictor.] 

 Jason stared at her for nearly ten seconds, then he laughed brightly.  [Holy shit, Myli!  

I canôt believe it!] 

 [Know the best part?] she asked, to which Jason shook his head.  [I ran this against 

Consortium engines, and they canôt do this.  Their engines are based on the designs of the 

original Karinne engines they captured, but their interphased power just canôt put out 

enough to handle the dynamic harmonics required to maintain hyperspace integrity 

against the interdiction field.  Hell, not even ours can without some additional power, 

which is why I need to install a new plant to make this work.  Since it seems they were 

never able to crack double metaphased and instead developed their striated interphased 

to power the engines, they figured out something that would make the engines they had 

work just enough.  Their engines might have the ability to penetrate an interdictor with a 

few modifications, just like ours, but their power systems canôt.  As long as they use 

interphased power, theyôll never penetrate our interdictor using jump engines.] 

 [Holy fuckinô shit,] Jason communed with a whistle, then he gave Myleena a huge 

grin, even as Myriôs face appeared on his wallscreen.  ñMyri, take the Veriven off the 

board.  Itôs going to be undergoing some experimental engine modifications.  So have 

them park it in the 3D bay on Kosigi and clear off the crew, and weôll be up in about an 

hour to get started.ò 

 ñIôll have them move it right now,ò she nodded, then she grinned.  ñIôll have Zora do 

it, sheôs on pusher duty right now,ò she told him, then her face winked out. 

 Everyone stop what youôre doing right now, Jason sent, using expanded sending so 

the non-telepathic humans could hear him.  We have a new project!  Get your field tools 

gathered up and be ready to board a dropship in thirty!  Move, people, this is important! 

 Weôre on it! Jyslin answered lightly.  Iôll have them send the kids up to Kosigi after 

school, it sounds like weôll be up there a while. 

 Good idea.  Dera, can you warn Aya? 

 Right now, she nodded. 

 The Legion was respected, almost revered, through the sector for both innovation and 

the ability to rapidly adapt theories into working models, and the engine modifications 

were no different.  A heavily armored dropship holding most of the Legion arrived in 

Kosigi in an enclosed box which was their ultra-top secret private drydock, and they 

cracked open their tools and got to work.  Cybi generated plans for Myleeenaôs 

modifications on the spot, the Shimmer Dome built those devices to spec as quickly as 

possible, and then they were shipped up.  While they waited for the parts, they called in 



the Verivenôs chief engineer and some of his team and had them help them install a small 

tertiary singularity plant whose sole responsibility would be to power the additional 

modules that would be responsible for the harmonic flux match to the interdictor.  

According to the math, it would take unbelievable power to have the engines match the 

interdiction field effect, far more power than a Consortium power plant could generate.  

But, the engines had the ability to do it, and once they had enough power and some 

additional hardware installed dedicated to managing engine output against a dynamic 

interdiction field, they would be able to hold a ship in hyperspace against an interdiction 

field no matter what direction it traveled.  They had the plant installed by the time their 

modifications arrived, when the shipôs engineers were shooed out to give them privacy.  

The modifications would become common knowledge among the engineers if it worked, 

since theyôd have to maintain the new systems, but for now, everything was hush-hush. 

 It wasnôt really all that difficult.  The additional parts were for a sub-assembly 

attaching to the engines that governed the detection and modulation of engine output 

dealing specifically with the interdiction energy waveform, matching the engines to the 

interdiction effect dynamically rather than jumping with the ñtroughò in the outbound 

direction.  The extra power plant was specifically for dealing with generating enough 

engine power to shift to match the interdiction effect:  the amount of energy required to 

change speed in hyperspace was absolutely insane, because hyperspace seemed to 

actively resist any change in relative velocity.  The engines needed extra power to be able 

to constantly alter their power to deal with the constant changes in velocity an 

interdiction field would impose on a ship.  Cybi helped with the fine tuning of the 

assembly, but having it govern engine output was fairly easy. 

 Jason was strangely happy.  For two days, he got to indulge in something he rarely 

got to do anymore, and that was crawl around in the guts of a ship and monkey with its 

innards.  Jason was right there with Myleena as they built the assembly and installed it, 

Jason and Myleena the primary engineers that laid out the mounts for the assembly within 

the engine cluster pods, built the assembly, installed it, then hooked it both into the 

engine system and into the primary power and data lines.  Jyslin was on the team that 

wrote the code governing the assemblyôs operation, when and how it took control of the 

engines, defining the unit to the main computer so it knew what this new piece of 

equipment hooked into the datalines was, and a good half of the code governing the unitôs 

operation itself.  Cybi had to do the programming governing the unitôs active operation, 

since that dealt with math that only Cybi could interpret and convert into TEL so the unit 

could use the mathematical research Myleena had uncovered to match engine output to 

the interdiction field.  Myleena or one of the other Black Ops engineers could have wrote 

it, but it would have taken them a long time.  That was one of the advantages of having 

Cybi around. 

 That didnôt stop him from keeping track of what the Consortium was doing.  During 

those three days, they were both very busy and slowed down.  They consolidated their 

hold on the Allianceôs systems, then massed up and jumped across the back end of 

Confederate space, around Karis, and tried to hit the Skaaéand just about everyone got 

their first shock.  The Skaa were much better armed with Consortium weaponry than 

anyone suspected.  They didnôt send massive waves of ships to attack the border systems 

on the far side of Karis, and what ships they did send were beaten back by savage 

defenses, primarily orbital platforms whose designs were actually pirated from the 



Karinnes and fighters, some of which were converted to Torsion weaponry.  The Skaa 

had seen the use of unmanned orbital weapons, basically flying guns, and had developed 

their own version of the idea.  And while their platforms werenôt as fast or as effective as 

Karinne weapons, they were effective enough when combined with the other major Skaa 

advantage, sheer numbers.  The Consortium were not prepared to deal with the planetary 

defense forces, tens of thousands of fighters and corvettes reinforcing what few warships 

were present in the system at the time of the attack, launched from planets and orbital 

stations, a virtual sea of small ships, so many that the Consortium simply could not shoot 

enough of them down before they got in range and opened up with both ion and a 

smattering of Torsion weapons.  The Skaa had lots of experience fighting the Imperium 

and knew that ion weapons, while they couldnôt penetrate Faey armor, still damaged 

internal plasma systems by charging and polarizing hull sections and disrupting plasma 

flow.  And while shields could stop ion weapons, the sheer firepower the Skaa could 

bring to bear utilizing their superior numbers would bring just about any shield down if 

they had enough time.  The Consortium just couldnôt destroy the Skaa fighters fast 

enough to prevent them from hammering down their shields, and once they were down, 

the ion weapons added to the few Torsion weapons they had managed to fit on fighters.  

The Consortium were forced to retreat from all six Skaa systems they attacked, because 

they were simply overwhelmed by an uncountable swarm of Skaa defenders. 

 And that was why nobody fucked with the Skaa. 

 So, the Consortium pulled back and mulled it over.  They knew just as Jason knew 

that the only way to fight the Skaa was to match those hordes, and that would require 

them to concentrate their forces and take the Skaa systems one at a time.  They couldnôt 

just spread out and conquer them using a few hundred ships at each system the way they 

did the Alliance, because the Skaa were not impressed by that.  It would take 

considerable force to conquer a Skaa system, and that caused them to back off and repair 

their ships after the disastrous attempt against the Skaa.  

 After three days where Jason was basically disconnected from the rest of the world, 

the Veriven crept out of the Legion dock, looking no different from any other KMS 

destroyer.  Koye and the crew were returned to the ship, and after Myleena explained 

what theyôd done, Koye raised an elegant eyebrow and immediately kicked Jason off the 

ship.  Jason protested vehemently, but she pulled rank on him, declaring that her Grand 

Duke was not going to ride on a ship testing an experimental engine modificationéand 

there was little Jason could do about it.  He may be the Grand Duke, but the captain of a 

ship had even more authority than he did when she was standing on her bridge. 

 So, a rather sulky Grand Duke Jason Karinne returned to Karsa and took residence in 

the command center, as the Veriven tested the engine modifications.  The ship exited 

Kosigi and turned away from the planet, getting out to where it could jump, and Jason 

brought up a graph of the destroyerôs engine output and put it side by side with the 

graphical waveform output of the interdictor.  The research Myleena uncovered should 

allow the shipôs engines to match that waveform, since they now had a mathematical 

formula to govern ship engine output.  They could have done this before, but the time it 

would take for a shipôs sensors to detect the change in interdiction effect and try to 

change the engine output would create a fatal delay that would knock the ship out of 

hyperspace.  This formula allowed the computer to predict the interdiction effect, and 

since the computer would know what was coming, it could dynamically match the engine 



to the effect.  When the ship first hit the interdiction effect, that would be the test.  If it 

could react and begin modulation before it was knocked out of hyperspace, the 

experiment would be successful. 

 Myleena stayed on the ship, but Jyslin got off, bringing all his kids to the command 

center with them.  Myri didnôt mind, nor did the others in the center, taking a few minutes 

to talk to his five children and maybe spoil them a little bit with all the attention.  Aya 

had six guards with them to watch over the Dukal family and the kids, and Jason saw that 

there were already requests for conference from just about every ruler in the sector, even 

the fucking Jobodi.  The Jobodi were right on the very fringe of what theyôd call their 

sector, actually in the next sector over, but they had just one system in their empire that 

was considered in their sector, way on the far side of the Alliance, past a dead space 

region similar to the one within which Terra was located.  They only had three systems, 

but the Jobodi were like the Zyagya in that they were especially savage when riled, and 

the Alliance had the sense not to mess with them. 

 Amazing how fast work can pile up when you close yourself off in a drydock for 

three days. 

 Jason watched both the visual of the Veriven and the graphs on the holographic 

display as he explained to Rann and Zachary what was going on.  This is what itôs all 

about, he told them, one on each knee.  If we did it right, the ship will be able to jump out 

of our system, jump in, jump in any direction, and the interdictor wonôt stop it. 

 Oh.  But, what if the bad guys figure it out? Zach asked. 

 Well, even if they do, we figured out that their ships just canôt do it, he answered.  

Their engines arenôt strong enough to do it. 

 How do we know? 

 We had one of their ships, remember? Jason countered.  We know. 

 Oh.  Thatôs good, I guess, he replied in his understated way. 

 Dahnai managed to get someone to put her through to him while he was explaining 

what he was hoping to see to his sons.  Her face winked onto the monitor just under the 

Veriven, and she looked a little angry.  ñWhere the fuck have you been?ò she snapped at 

him. 

 ñWatch your language in front of my children, Dahnai,ò he shot back. 

 She gave him a contrite look.  ñSorry.  Hey Ranny, hey Zachy,ò she smiled waving at 

them. 

 ñHullo, Miss Empress,ò Zach replied as Rann waved. 

 ñNow, back to the question.  Three days!  Three days that obstinate Kizzik has 

stonewalled me, babes!  Weôve needed your opinion out here in the real world!  Whatôs 

going on?ò 

 ñWeôve been working on something extremely important,ò he answered.  ñAnd in 

about two hours, if it works, it might change the way things are developing.ò 

 ñWell, theyôre developing!ò she told him.  ñThe Consortium took a run at the Skaa 

and got their butts kicked, and now theyôre massing to attack the Nine Colonies!ò 

 ñI know.  Theyôve been keeping me up to date in here.ò 

 ñWell, what are we going to do about it?ò 

 ñIn about two hours, Iôll tell you what weôre going to do about it.ò 

 She gave him a face, then looked to the boys.  ñSo, whatôs he doing, guys?ò she 

asked. 



 ñNuh-uh,ò Zach said, shaking his head.  ñWe know better, Miss Empress.ò 

 She laughed.  ñDamn you and that Karinne brainwashing,ò she winked.  ñRann, Shya 

wants to come visit for a few days.  Is that okay with you?ò 

 ñSure!ò he replied happily. 

 ñAlright, you nag your father into making it happen, and Iôll send her over,ò she 

replied. 

 ñThereôs no nagging necessary,ò Jason scoffed.  ñWe love Shya and would be happy 

to have her.ò 

 ñThen send a ship for her when you have the time.ò 

 Myri, arrange a pickup at Draconis, Shyaôs coming.  And warn Aya. 

 Sure.  When are they picking her up? 

 As soon as you can arrange it. 

 Okay then, Iôll send down the orders. 

 ñDone.  Myriôs arranging some ships to come get her, so Iôll let you work that out 

with her.ò  Jason leaned back.  ñJust so you know, Dahnai, sending your listener daughter 

over here isnôt going to get you anything.ò 

 She gave him a hot look, then laughed ruefully.  ñHey, I wasnôt the one.  Shya wants 

to come all by herself.ò 

 ñAnd youôll grill her when she gets home to see what she heard.ò 

 ñWell,ò she sounded, then laughed again. 

 ñSo transparent,ò Jason chided. 

 ñI gotta be me,ò she winked in reply. 

 Jason managed to get Dahnai off the comm so he could pay attention as the Veriven 

reached jump distance, and Jyslin looked over his shoulder, which attracted his other 

three children.  Jason explained what they were watching as the Veriven ran extensive 

tests on its engines in a hot state, then it turned, paused, and vanished. 

 It jumped out. 

 Jason watched the real-time telemetry coming from the destroyer as it jumped 

through the three light years of interdiction surrounding Karis, and it jumped exactly as 

they projected.  It had no trouble jumping through the all three layers of interdiction, 

coming out of hyperspace about 800,000 miles inside the interdiction effect of the 

outermost layer, not leaving the effect for fear that the Consortium might see it and jump 

attackers to its location to try to destroy or capture it.  It then turned and immediately 

jumped again, jumping across the layers roughly parallel to Karis, came out of 

hyperspace, paused to give the crew a rest, then jumped again.  He watched as the 

destroyer jumped 14 times at varying angles to the interdiction field, from head on to 

nearly at tangent, and the engines had no problems compensating for the interdiction 

effect.  They showed no spikes, no signs of overloading thanks to the extra power plant, 

and when the Veriven jumped back, a high-order diagnostic run on the engines showed 

that they were in perfect working condition. 

 The modification was a success. 

 Jason just had to smile as Jyslin gave a cry of delight and twirled Sora around.  [How 

fast can we get this done on every ship?] he asked Myleena. 

 [Itôs gonna take longer on the bigger ships, but maybe ten days if we took very single 

ship off the board right now.  Clearly, weôll need a schedule.] 



 [Get one in place while I have a little talk with Dahnai, and concentrate on the bigger 

ships first.  We just changed the rules of this game.] 

 [How so?] 

 [Now we put an interdictor at every system that wants it,] he said.  [ If worse comes to 

worst, we can use KMS ships to ferry in supplies.  I think the others would rather have a 

system isolated from their empires rather than a system in the hands of the Consortium.] 

 [Yeah.  We need to show this to Denmother.  I think Kimdori ships can use this 

modification,] Myleena noted. 

 [Iôll call her right now,] Jason promised, and he excused himself from his family to 

enter the conference room and do so.  Rann followed him in, and instead of shooing him 

back out with Jyslin, he let his son climb up into a chair and sit and listen.  Denmother 

Zaaôs face appeared on a monitor, then it switched to a full body, free-moving hologram 

much like Cybi.  She smiled and caressed phantom fingers over Rannôs head, which 

made him giggle, and nodded to Jason.  ñThey said it was fairly important?ò 

 ñJust a little bit,ò he answered, accessing his private panel.  ñI want you to jump a 

courier over here and pick up some data and technical specs.  This is not something I 

want transmitted over open comm, no matter how many safeguards it has,ò he said 

strongly. 

 ñYou have my attention, cousin,ò she said seriously. 

 ñWe cracked the interdictor,ò he declared.  ñWe just finished testing an engine 

modification that lets our ships jump through the interdiction effect freely.ò 

 She raised her furry brows, both of them.  ñI understand your caution,ò she said.  

ñYou think Kimdori ships can use it?ò 

 ñYour engines are similar to ours, even if you wonôt let me see the guts of them,ò he 

said with a slight smile.  ñAnd your power generation systems can handle the power 

requirements.  So, we want your techs to look it over and see if they can adapt it.ò 

 ñIôll send a courier immediately,ò she told him.  ñHow many ships do you have 

capable of this?ò 

 ñJust one right now, but weôre already setting up a schedule to convert every ship.  

The upgrade is actually fairly simple.  It only took us three days to upgrade the Veriven.  

Now that we know what weôre doing and we can mass produce the parts, we could 

probably upgrade a destroyer in about twelve hours.  Itôs a simple fix.ò  He then beamed 

at Zaa.  ñAnd itôs something the Consortium cannot do.  We ran the specs using 

Consortium ships as a baseline, and they just canôt generate enough power to do it.  Their 

engines are capable of accepting the upgrade, but they lack the power to use it.ò 

 ñInteresting.  Very, very interesting,ò she mused.  ñYou realize this can radically 

change the Consortiumôs plans?ò 

 ñIôm about to call Dahnai right now,ò he told her.  ñIôm going to offer to interdict 

every friendly system, and if worse comes to worst, my ships can ferry supplies.  The 

Aegis can tow enough freighters to feed a planet for a week in just a single run.ò 

 Zaa looked off to her left and nodded, then she looked back to them.  ñThe courier is 

dispatched.  He should arrive in an hour,ò she told him.  ñAnd Iôll let you get to that, 

cousin.ò 

 ñThanks.ò 



 ñBut before I go,ò she said, leaning down and pushing her nose against Rannôs neck, 

which made him laugh.  ñThere, now Iôm content,ò she said with a toothy smile, then her 

image wavered and vanished. 

 ñShe can be so silly,ò Rann complained, putting his hand to his neck. 

 ñShe likes you, pippy.  Be very honored she does, the Denmother is very picky,ò he 

told her as he had his comm officer get hold of Dahnai. 

 ñI like her too,ò Rann announced as Dahnaiôs face appeared on a flat hologram 

against the far wall. 

 ñHey boys, you confirming the pickup?ò she smiled. 

 ñNot entirely,ò Jason answered.  ñIôll make this short, love.  Tell the others that I want 

to interdict every system in the sector.  The Consortium canôt conquer what they canôt 

reach.ò 

 ñAnd starving billions of civilians helps how?ò 

 ñWeôve cracked the interdictors,ò he declared.  ñIn about a week, Iôll have most of my 

fleet upgraded to be able to jump through the interdiction effect freely.ò 

 She gawked at him, then laughed brightly.  ñTrelleôs garland, babes, thatôs what you 

were working on?ò 

 ñYup,ò he nodded.  ñThink it was important enough to not take any calls?ò 

 She laughed again.  ñAlright, Iôll give you that one,ò she winked. 

 ñSo call Magran and tell him what we intend to do.  The Consortiumôs probably 

gonna hit him very soon, so we need to get those interdictors there right now.  As long as 

his systems have enough supplies to last a week, theyôre set.  After that, my ships can 

ferry in supplies as needed.ò 

 She gave him a huge grin.  ñBabes, sometimes you amaze me, and I should know 

better than to think you ever sit still,ò she winked.  ñIôll send out that information right 

now.  Get your interdictors ready to move, cause Iôm sure Magran will agree.ò 

 ñSo am I.ò 

 Dahnai winked out to get that done as Jason called up Myri on his monitor.  ñHon, I 

hate to say this, but weôre going to have to disassemble the layers of interdiction around 

Karis,ò he told her.  ñWeôre going to need those interdictors for the other systems.ò 

 ñYou can have the third layer, Jason, but not the second,ò she declared adamantly.  

ñThatôs not many interdictors anyway.  Donôt forget theyôre after us, so we need at least 

two layers of defense.ò 

 He saw the set of her jaw and simply nodded. A wise Grand Duke knew when not to 

argue.  ñHow many interdictors do we have on standby?ò he asked. 

 ñEight,ò she answered.  ñFour just came off the assembly lines.ò 

 ñAlright, weôll start with those.  Go grab one more and arrange nine separate task 

forces to deploy those interdictors to the Nine Colonies.  As soon as Magran gives us the 

go, weôre going to interdict the Colonies.ò 

 ñIôm going to need help.  Iôll need to call in the Kimdori.ò 

 ñThatôs why theyôre here,ò he answered with a nod. 

 Now what?  Rann asked as Myriôs face vanished from the monitor. 

 Now, we see how fast we can get this done, he answered. 

 

 It turned out, it could get done pretty damn fast. 



 They had Magranôs permission to interdict the Nine Colonies within five minutes, 

and that meant that they were behind schedule.  Myri hastily assembled task forces, 

primarily composed of Kimdori ships, and they jumped out as soon as they had the 

interdictor in tow and had their chain of command ironed out.  Even as that was done, the 

Aegis and Victory were pulled into Kosigi to begin the modifications.  The extra engine 

modules would be standard through every ship, since they just monitored and regulated 

engine output against the waveform, but the power requirements would be different from 

ship class to ship class.  They determined that the Aegis didnôt need any additional power 

for its engines, they only had to shunt extra power off the grid from other sections to 

augment the engines enough to overcome the interdiction effect.  The Victory and other 

battleship class ships, however, would require an extra plant installed to augment the 

engines. 

 Within an hour, they had all nine of the Nine Colonies interdicted, their fields 

growing and the task forces circling the interdictors like protective wolverine mothers 

defending their cubs as they waited for the critical logarithmic expansion phase.  The 

Kimdori helped that effort out as well by blinding Consortium sensors to the goings-on in 

the Colonies, hiding exactly what they were doing behind white noise.  The Consortium 

knew they were doing something since all their sensors were blinded when they looked in 

that direction, but they didnôt know exactly what.  they didnôt seem inclined to hasten 

their plans to invade the Colonies, either content to continue tightening their grip on their 

captured territory or indecisive about attacking the Colonies when they would do so 

blindly. 

 And that indecision paid off.  The nine interdictors all entered their logarithmic 

expansion mode without incident, where every second that passed would add days to any 

invasionôs travel time to reach the systems. 

 The courier arrived and took the information back to Kimdori Prime, and within an 

hour, Zaa called back and told him that their fix would work on Kimdori ships.  So, 

Kimdori vessels were added to the rotation in Kosigi to upgrade their engines. 

 Five hours after the Colonies were interdicted, they received a request from the 

Republic to do the same to 7 of their critical systems, on the condition that a means to 

supply their planets could be worked out.  The Skaaôs overwhelming superiority in 

numbers worked against them when it came to the interdictors, for it meant that those 

tens of billions in each system had to be fed, and there were only so many supply ships 

capable of jumping across interdicted space.  The Empress and Prime Minister had the 

ugly task of looking at their systems and deciding which ones were capable of 

functioning with limited supplies, which were primarily planets of temperate climate that 

had their own farming.  In the end, they saw that only seven of their systems could be 

interdicted and manage to feed their populations, and so they asked for interdiction at 

those systems. 

 An hour later, the Mob officially requested an interdictor to protect Moridon, fearing 

that the Consortium would not honor their centuries of stalwart neutrality.  Three hours 

after that, they received the same request from the Skaa Empire, to interdict 14 systems 

that could feed themselves with either no help from the outside or with limited assistance 

from freighters to close the food gap.  Four hours after that, the Jobodi also asked for 

interdictors; how they knew what was going on, Jason had no idea. 



 Both Skaa nations had the same plan; now that they could move supplies in and out of 

interdicted space, and the interdictors would prevent the Consortium from jumping huge 

fleets into their critical systems with no warning, they were going to strip their fleets from 

those systems and let the interdictors protect them.  They would allow the KMS to move 

supplies in and out as needed, including towing warships in and out of interdicted space 

as required in case the Consortium made a run against an interdicted system, as they 

massed their fleets to use offensively against the Consortium.  It was a viable idea, letting 

the interdictors play defense and allowing them to throw everything at the vast numbers 

advantage the Consortium enjoyed. 

 Jason had the house play its part.  Every single ship capable of taking the upgrade 

would be upgraded, including freighters; especially freighters.  Freighters would be the 

lifelines for the other empires.  From the math, it looked like it would take 127 standard 

capacity freighters making supply runs every four hours to keep the average Skaa planet 

supplied with the staples needed to keep the population healthy, at least those planets 

unable to produce for themselves.  The Kimdori helped in this in that they already had a 

substantial freighter fleet, and those ships could be upgraded to jump through 

interdiction.  Jason put the task of arranging a freighter deployment schedule to his 

transportation secretary, Jrzôkii.  Kizzik were just built to deal with things like that, and 

he had no doubt that sheôd have everything organized and running smooth as silk within 

ten hours after getting the assignment. 

 They also worked an old idea back into the forefront, replicators capable of producing 

food.  Theyôd shelved the idea because the food the replicators supplied tasted terrible, 

but this was a situation where the taste of the food didnôt matter very much.  With 

replicated food enhancing local food production and limited supplies ferried in, it would 

allow them to interdict more Skaa systems and therefore rob the Consortium of targets to 

attack to add to their conquests.  It took 3D all of five hours to revive the idea and come 

out with a prototype built out of parts easily attainable on almost any system in the sector, 

and then they pushed those plans out to the other empires, specifically warning them that 

eating replicated food was a measure of last resort due to the fact that it tasted like copper 

dust mixed with sand.  The food was healthy and nutritious, but its tasteéwell, there was 

a reason they were only releasing the idea now. 

 Jrzôkii ironing things out in ten hours wasnôt an exaggeration.  Jason dropped it in 

Jrzôkiiôs lap himself, running down to her office and explaining what was going on and 

what they needed.  The mottled tan and brown Kizzik, one of the largest Kizzik on Karis 

at a whopping ten feet tall and blade-arms sporting nearly six feet of sharp chitin death, 

absorbed the intent behind the orders and brought up a list of available Confederate 

assets.  Within two minutes, she had a framework idea of piggyback towing Faey, Urumi, 

and Skaa freighters and transports behind Karinne and Kimdori transports, doubling 

carrying capacity.  After conversion and power plant upgrades, Karinne and Kimdori 

freighters were capable of towing a ship of roughly 68% of their own mass and still 

manage to jump through interdicted space, according to Myleenaôs figures, so Jrzôkii ran 

with that.  She called up the merchant marine commanders from the Faey, Urumi, and 

both Skaa empires, explained what was needed, and secured cooperation.  They released 

their freighter fleets to her control, and she quickly huddled up with her main aides and 

hammered out a schedule.  Within six hours, she had a full schedule of ships and planets, 

a very comprehensive system that would keep every friendly system fully supplied 



without their transports running around like madmen.  Merchant marine crews werenôt 

going to get any days off any time soon, but they would at least get some downtime 

between runs. 

 In just one day, they had interdictors at over half of the friendly system in the sector, 

including the Jobodi.  The Jobodi entered into the Confederacy even as the interdictors 

were being delivered to their three systems.  The Jobodi themselves were a curious 

species.  One look at a Jobodi and Jason knew where the old Yeti legends came from on 

Terra, they were probably Jobodi explorers.  The Jobodi were yeti-looking simioids, 

about nine feet tall, burly, covered in shaggy white fur, with arms that reached their 

knees.  They came from an arctic planet, with temperatures above freezing only at the 

equator, and on a good day, but their home planet was heavy gravity, like Draconis.  And 

since like the Faey they were from a heavier gravity world than normal, they were 

monstrously strong.  All that muscle on top of their heavy gravity origins gave them the 

ability to tie a crowbar in a knot.  The Jobodi didnôt speak, however, for their vocal 

chords were incapable of delicate manipulation.  Like Chewbacca from the old Star Wars 

movies, they were capable only of the kinds of sounds an animal might make; growls, 

howls, barking sounds, that kind of thing.  Their species had never evolved the ability to 

make more expressive vocalizations, because they had very primitive vocal chords, 

incapable of a wide range of vocalization, and their jaws were ñfixedò and unable to do 

anything but work up and down.  Human jaws were capable of moving along all three 

axes, but Jobodi jaws could only move in one, just like a housecatôs jaws.  One would be 

surprised how much a prehensile jaw was required for speech.  Their entire language was 

either written or sign based, which was no problem for them because they had 

extraordinarily dextrous seven-fingered hands and could sign as fast as a human could 

talk.  However, they had integrated into intergalactic scene by inventing a mechanical 

vocoder, a machine that spoke for them based literally on their typing.  They ñtypedò in 

midair using those wondrously agile and fast hands encased in sensor gloves, and the 

vocoder spoke for them so fast it was like normal conversation speed. 

 The Jobodi joining the Confederacy didnôt really mean all that much in the big 

picture.  They only had a fleet of 92 ships, and most of them were fairly old and lacked in 

any real firepower or defense.  The Alliance had never tried to annex them because, quite 

simply, the Jobodi would be far more trouble than they were worth.  Their thee systems 

had little in the way of exploitable resources, the Jobodi themselves were highly 

aggressive when riled and would be a nightmare to try to manage, and their three systems 

were far off the beaten path, out across a dead space area and requiring a seven day jump 

to reach. 

 It did, however, put one more chair around the Confederate conference table.  The 

Field Marshall of the Jobodi now sat at the conference table; the Jobodi lived under a 

militaristic dictatorship style of government, where the military ruled the nation and any 

Jobodi in the military could challenge one of higher rank to his position in a duel to the 

death.  The Field Marshall had literally killed his way up the ladder to reach his position, 

but despite that, he was a very intelligent fellow and a capable ruler.  As a matter of 

custom, since the current Field Marshall was seen as an effective ruler, nobody would 

challenge him until he started making bad decisions.  And no Jobodi thought that allying 

themselves to the Confederacy was a bad decision, not if they wanted to remain 

independent. 



 Eight rulers sat at that table.  Dahnai, SkôVrae, Zaa, Grizza, Assaba, Baômraôei had 

escaped the Alliance and fled to Terra to represent Alliance refugees and military vessels 

joining the effort to get their nation back, and Grayhawk represented the displaced Shio 

population, and now Field Marshall Grran was part of the council.  Jason was technically 

part of it, but he didnôt see himself as a ruler, just as a representative of the Karinnes.  He 

was present, however, listening as Assaba gave feedback on the food replicators.  ñIt 

tastes as bad as you warned, your Grace, but they are worth it,ò he declared.  ñI have 

replicators being built on every system.  Every time a systemôs projected replicated food 

capacity equals population, weôll have you interdict that system.ò 

 ñHow long do you think thatôll take, your Majesty?ò Jason asked, looking at him.  

Jason had each of the rulers on a separate hologram arrayed in front of his desk in his 

office, a semicircle around him. 

 ñI believe weôll have every system interdicted in four days,ò he answered.  ñBuilding 

those food replicators is our most pressing task.  I have tens of thousands of factories 

working on them.  That includes the fact that weôll have the interdictors up before we 

have the replicators built,ò he added.  ñRight now I have our merchant fleets stockpiling 

food at our import planets to hold them over until the replicators can take over.  Our 

people may not like the rationing, but getting them protected matters more than missing a 

meal a day.ò 

 ñAlright, your Majesty.  Just let us know when youôre ready for an interdictor and itôll 

be sent out within ten minutes,ò Jason assured him. 

 ñWeôre doing the same thing,ò the Prime Minister of the Republic added.  ñWeôre 

getting everything ready, and should be calling for you to interdict the rest of our systems 

within twenty standard hours.ò 

 Cybiôs pseudo-nude form shimmered into visibility beside him, her glowing eyes 

regarding him calmly, then she sat on the edge of his desk.  There was no reason for her 

to hide anymore, all the leaders knew that the Karinnes were protecting a sentient 

computer.  Cybi was the ñgreat evilò the Consortium was claiming they were here to 

destroy.  But, not all of them had met her.  ñEsteemed rulers, those of you who havenôt 

had the pleasure, might I present Cybi.  Sheôs the heart of  House Karinne.  Sheôs what 

the Consortium is after.ò 

 ñIt is my honor to address you, respected rulers,ò she said, nodding her head gravely 

to them.  ñJason, I bring you news from the command center, but this news is important 

to all.  The Consortium is massing a fleet at the captured Alliance system of Trieste.  The 

War Room believes they are preparing another offensive.ò 

 ñTrieste?  Thatôs far back from the border with the Imperium,ò Baômraôei noted, 

clicking her teeth against her lower tusk-like teeth that jutted out from her lower jaw.  

Bari-Bari were friendly enough, but to Terrans and Faey, they were not a very attractive 

species.  They looked like eight or nine foot tall stocky orangutans with those tusks that 

reached all the way up to their nostrils, extending out of a protruding lower jaw.  Jason 

wondered idly how they ate with those teeth all but blocking the corners of their mouths. 

 ñGiven they can jump hyperspace in real time, it doesnôt matter where they mass their 

fleet,ò Assaba noted in his deep bass voice.  ñCould this be a response to the 

interdictors?ò 



 ñVery well may be,ò Dahnai agreed with a frown.  ñThey were probably content to 

take a takir or so to consolidate with the sector open to them, but weôre starting to close 

the doors.  Thatôs bound to make them react.ò 

 Jason wasnôt so sure.  They had orders to take Karis immediately, casualties be 

damned, so them backing off after taking the Alliance and giving his factories time to 

manufacture more Legion weapons to throw at them didnôt make much sense.  They 

should have pressed their advantage and tried to take every system in the sector.  The 

only plausible explanations for it was that something had happened to force them to stop, 

a breakdown or some kind of problem somewhere, or they were waiting for something to 

arrive before continuing, like reinforcements.  But no reinforcements had come in from 

their bases on the far side of the galaxy, only standard freighter traffic keeping the 

advance forces supplied. 

 ñThey are moving,ò Cybi said, her glowing eyes looking off into space as she 

accessed other information.  ñThey have jumped out of the system.  Calculating 

destination.  Destination is the Raxxad system.ò 

 Assabaôs hologram immediately vanished without warning, as he no doubt ended 

comm to go find out what was going on.  Raxxad was an Imperial system, on the far 

edge, an outpost system of a single deep space station that acted as a hub for mobile 

mining colonies, which mined considerable mineral deposits from the ten different 

asteroid belts in the system.  The system had no terrestrial planets, only those ten asteroid 

belts and a single gas giant at the outer rim of the system.  But, that station was the size of 

Phobos, and it housed nearly five million Skaa.  There were nearly three million more 

Skaa in the system, living in the mobile mining stations that roamed the belts searching 

for ores among the asteroids. 

 The Prime Minister didnôt waste a second.  ñGrand Duke, our people will just have to 

be hungry for a few days.  If the enemy is moving again, then we have no time.  I would 

ask for you to interdict all of the Republicôs systems.  We will just have to ration until the 

replicators can sustain the populace.ò 

 ñWe can do that, Minister,ò Jason nodded in reply. 

 ñI will inform Myri,ò Cybi volunteered. 

 Jason figured that it was going to be another quick grab, like they had done with the 

Alliance, but he was very, very wrong.  The conference broke up so they could arrange 

things, and Jason watched a tactical display of Raxxad supplied by hyperspace probes 

that looked into the system. 

 God, how he wished he hadnôt have done that. 

 The Consortium jumped in and attacked the deep space station that was in orbit 

around the gas giant, and within six minutes, they had destroyed all defenses and 

opposition, mainly due to the fact that the station didnôt have the kinds of defenses a 

planet did.  It had a few thousand fighters, but not the uncountable swarms with which 

the Consortium with which the Consortium had to contend during their first attempted 

attack on the Empire.  But they didnôt stop.  As Skaa ships poured out of the station, the 

Consortium continued to hammer it with Torsion and dark matter weapons long after all 

its defenders were destroyed and the stationôs weapons were knocked out, two thousand 

ships firing on it in unison, just firing and firing and firing in an unceasing, endless 

display of utter mercilessness, even firing on the ships trying to flee, destroying nearly 



half of them.  The Consortium was sending the Skaa Empire a message:  you defeated us 

once before, and now we will slaughter your civilians in retaliation. 

 The result was as predictable as it was ghastly.  Jason watched in horror as the moon-

sized station was shot to pieces, and then its primary power plant exploded, tearing the 

huge station in half.  The two jagged pieces of the station went dark, and the momentum 

impelled into them by the fire on it, the explosion, and the explosive decompression of 

the station had pushed it out of its orbit.  The remains of the station were caught in the 

gravity well of the gas giant, and was already beginning its slow fall into the atmosphere 

and certain doom. 

 The attack took all of 21 minutes.  And in that 21 minutes, millions of Skaa either 

died or had their fates sealed.  Those that didnôt escape died during the attack, and those 

unlucky enough to survive the explosion and decompression of the station burned up 

nearly an hour later as the station was consumed by the planet it orbited. 

 The Consortium didnôt wait around.  The entire fleet of two thousand then broke up 

into elements and fanned out into the system, where they systematically hunted down and 

destroyed every Skaa mobile mining station.  The miners had enough warning, however, 

to abandon their stations and flee, either jumping out of the system or hiding in mined-out 

asteroids. 

 But still, that was just a drop in the bucket to what heôd just witnessed.  Heôd watched 

millions of Skaa die.  Millions.  It was almost beyond comprehension, that so many 

would die, and the Consortium would be so ruthless as to kill so many. 

 So many. 

 He couldnôt think.  He could only bury his face in his hands and weep.  Cybi slid her 

arms around his shoulders until she embraced him from behind, giving him what little 

comfort there could be in knowing that the ultimate responsibility for those millions of 

lost lives was squarely on his own shoulders. 
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 The Consortium was now blind. 

 The jamming network the Kimdori built was now fully operational.  The 

Consortiumôs sensors were blinded when they even turned in the general direction of 

Confederate territory, all thanks to the Kimdoriôs mastery of hyperspace.  Only the 

Karinnes, the Kimdori, and the Consortium could plant static devices in hyperspace, but 

the Kimdori had had a thousand years to develop their technologies for it.  They could 

lock a device into a static position in relation to normal space with far more precision 

than the other two, and it was that precision that made their jamming network work. 

 For the Consortium, no sensors worked.  Hyperspace sensors were saturated with 

Teryon bursts, blinding them.  Passive sensors only returned static, gravity-based sensors 

were convinced that the gravity wells of all those stars and planets didnôt exist, and 

energy detectors only found background radiation.  Even telescopes were blinded, though 

they wouldnôt find that out for another year.  The light that wasnôt scrambled was still 

leaving the systems, and it would take it about a year to reach the closest point where the 

Consortium could drop a telescope, a light year out from the system upon which they 

intended to spy.  The jamming beacons were packed with cutting-edge Kimdori ECM 

technology, and they absolutely shut down the Consortiumôs sensors.  

 Only now, those jamming beacons were inside the interdiction effect.  The Kimdori 

had planned to seed them in the voids between interdicted systems, but now that they 

could jump interdicted space, they had adapted the technology to their static probes to 

lock them within interdiction fields, and therefore absolutely out of reach to Consortium 

hyperspace-based weaponry.  Hyperspace missiles could hit a probe in hyperspace just as 

they could drop out of hyperspace and hit an object in real space, but it was far harder to 

hit something in hyperspace than real space.  It took one hell of a good targeting 

computer.  Usually the irrational speeds present in hyperspace made the idea of hitting a 

jumping ship with a missile impossible, but a static probe, which was stationary within 

the frame of hyperspace, that was a viable target.  The Consortium had learned that the 

hard way, when the Kimdori started destroying their spy probes.  Though the Karinnes 

and Consortium knew far more about hyperspace than others, both of them were far 

behind the Kimdori.  Jason had once wondered how far along they would be had the 

Karinnes not been destroyed, and looking at the Kimdori was a good estimation.  They 

had stagnated in some ways, but had continued to progress with their technology in 

others, mainly involving their national pastime, espionage. 

 The jamming network went online three hours ago, and the Consortium reaction was 

immediate and not happy.  They jumped scout ships around the edges of interdiction, 

searching for the source of the disruption, and it didnôt take them long to figure out that 

the jamming was coming from inside interdiction, and therefore beyond their reach. 



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

 It was a little victory in the face of the absolute disaster at Raxxad.  The final death 

toll was just staggering.  6,281,002 Skaa died.  Six million.  It was barely a fraction of a 

fraction of the population of the Skaa Empire, but that was like the entire population of a 

large Terran city.  It was the number of Jews slaughtered during the Holocaust. 

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

 It took him nearly a day to get over the shockéand it was shock.  They rushed him to 

the hospital, they called in Songa, then they called in Myleena.  His brain justéshut 

down after hearing that number.  There wasnôt really any other way to explain it.  It took 

Myleena to coax him out of it, one of the most powerful telepaths alive, but using her 

power in one of the most subtle and delicate ways possible. 

 Everyone backed off after that.  They gave him a few days to recover, and Jyslin 

managed things in his stead, as she tended to do. 

 Heôd be lost in black melancholy even now if it wasnôt for his duty to his house, to 

his people, and to the wonderful support of his family and friends.  Rann and Kyri, with 

Shya in perpetual tow behind Rann, went out of their way to be around him almost all the 

time, because the presence of his children soothed him far more than anything else.  They 

were all with him at some point in the day, be them all five or just one of them, a constant 

support network there to make their father feel better, and he loved them for it. 

 At night, there was only Jyslin, but she was little defense against the night terrors 

heôd started to suffer since recovering from his shock.  She could only console him when 

he woke up, sometimes screaming, sometimes shivering like a terrified child, sometimes 

whimpering and whispering in French, calling for his mother.  But, when he was shocked 

awake by the shadows in his mind, she quickly and effortlessly calmed him down, 

comforted him in ways only a telepathically pair-bonded mate could.  Just a single touch 

told her everything about his mental condition, and she knew exactly what to do or say to 

best nurse him through the aftershock. 

 Heôd just gone through another rough night, leaning over the sink with his head low, 

the water running merrily under him.  He still had his babysitters with him, though.  

Amber circled his ankles in a figure eight pattern, rubbing against them, curling her tails 

around his legs, a fearless, tiny little bundle of fur and attitude.  She then jumped up onto 

the edge of the sinkðkinda amazing how high that tiny little vulpar could jumpðthen 

gave a commanding little yip, demanding attention.  And nobody in the house lived under 

any illusion that that vulpar didnôt rule them all.  He gave her a weary little smile, then 

reached out a hand to scratch her between her ears, which caused her to close her eyes 

and purr. 

 ñIôm alright, you mother hen,ò he told her, but it was a lie.  He could never exactly 

remember what the terrors were about, and part of him was glad of it.  It would be far 

worse if he could remember those nightmares.  The days without any real sleep had taken 

a toll on him.  His eyes were a little sunken, his cheekbones a little more prominent due 

to the fact he hadnôt really eaten anything for about four days, and at both temples, there 

were noticeable strands of gray hair.  It seemed a bit irrational that his hair had turned 

gray that fast, so he was only just noticing what had probably been there for a while.  He 

picked Amber up, stroking her soft fur absently as she purred away, looking at his 

reflection.  It wasnôt fair.  Dahnai had just as much pressure as he did, but she never 

looked like this.  But then again, there was a ruthlessness about Dahnai heôd never have, 



and he could admit that it was there.  Dahnai only saw numbers.  Jason saw people.  

Maybe he needed to see the numbers too to save his own sanity in this war, but he just 

couldnôt.  It wasnôt who he was, and the day he could do it, he no longer had the right to 

lead the House of Karinne. 

 He sighed and looked at his reflection, reading through the reports they were afraid to 

send him by cheating, accessing his work panel using his gestalt.  Things were coming to 

a head.  Now that the sensor jammers were up and running, the Confederacy fully 

intended to go on the offensive, intended to follow the initial plan of jumping in a 

massive counter-attack fleet to Bregali to draw the Consortium into defending the system 

they attacked, then use the KMS and the Kimdori to attack any system they left 

weakened. 

 But, not all the KMS ships were available.  The most notable loss was the Aegis, 

which was in Kosigi being refitted with the engine upgrades, but also having the GRAF 

cannon installed.  Only a capital ship could mount that beast, because only a capital ship 

could both power it and handle the recoil.  But, it virtually guaranteed that the Aegis 

could kill just about any ship that faced it, even one of the Consortiumôs surviving capital 

ships.  The GRAF cannon wasnôt the most technologically advanced weapon out there, 

but the sheer, raw power it could unleash made it the king bull in the corral.  It was a one 

shot one kill weapon, and nothing survived a direct hit from it.  They had the ship in for 

the engine upgrade, so they just went ahead and started installing the cannon at the same 

time.  Fully one quarter of the rest of the fleet was also off the board, undergoing the 

upgrade.  But that was still enough to do the job, since they intended to attack weakened 

systems.  

 He sighed and nuzzled Amberôs thick, soft fur, which she never minded.  She even 

licked the tip of his nose with her curiously hot tongue. 

 Oh so now Iôm competing with a vulpar? Jyslin asked with amusement.  He looked at 

her, and his breath almost caught when he looked at her.  The light of the bedroom 

backlit her, hiding parts of her with seductive shadow while showing off her perfect 

figure, showing him the edges of blue skin that told him she was nude, and her gray eyes 

almost seemed to glow in the dim light reaching them.  She paused there when she 

noticed him looking at her, preening for him a little bit, then she padded in and pushed 

herself into his arms.  Why donôt you come back to bed, love?  Youôre still tired. 

 No.  Iôve already been out for three days.  I, I have to get back to work.  People are 

counting on me, love. 

 And they understand, she sent gently, putting her hand on his cheek.  In fact, if I let 

you go to work in this condition, I very well may get lynched in the streets. 

 You are such a bad liar. 

 Itôs not a lie, itô s an awkward truth, she answered.  Now, you willful, unmanageable 

man, you are coming back to bed! she declared, taking his hand and pulling him.  Jason 

didnôt have either the strength or the heart to resist, glad for her distracting teasing, letting 

her drag him back to the bed.  Amber did protest a little when she pushed him down on 

his back in a flop, but he didnôt let the vulpar jar or fly out of his protective hands.  Jyslin 

found the vulpar between her and snuggling with her husband, and again, Amberôs total 

domination of the house displayed itself when Jyslin laid down on her side against him, 

draping an arm over his chest and nuzzling her chin up over his shoulder, her forehead 



against his temple.   I do love you, you difficult man, she sent tenderly.  I love you more 

than I ever thought possible. 

 You just like the perks that comes with being a Grand Dukeôs babe, he sent lightly in 

reply, then he laughed when she slapped him on the belly. 

 Now thereôs a sound I havenôt heard in a few days.  Itôs a beautiful thing, she told 

him, kissing him on the cheek. 

 There hasnôt been anything to laugh about. 

 Well, thereôs something for me to laugh about, she mused in a wicked tilt, rolling over 

and grabbing something off her endtable, then coming back around with a leather collar.  

Just seeing it made him laugh helplessly.  Now then, slave, letôs find out whoôs wearing 

this in ten minutes, she sent with an evil smile. 

 Jyslin was sent from Heaven, of that there was no doubt.  She reduced him to silliness 

in the span of five heartbeats, and a little harmless goofy play did take a great deal of 

weight off of him, if only for a little while.  Amber protested vociferously when the two 

of them got far too energetic to provide her with a bed, then she actually got into the 

mock-fighting as they struggled over the collar, yipping excitedly and playfully licking 

and biting them on the ears and noses, all the while nimbly avoiding getting caught under 

them as they concentrated on each other rather than the distracting little monster. 

 The noise and laughter did attract others to the war.  Rann and Shya burst into the 

room, saw and heard what was going on, and they too decided to get involved.  Jason was 

suddenly under attack from his wife, son, sonôs betrothed, and their pet, since they all 

decided that ganging up on the biggest guy in the battle was the best way to win.  After 

nearly ten minutes of therapeutic battle, they eventually conquered him, all of them 

holding him down as Amber licked his nose and cheeks with ruthless authority.  Ha!  

Daddyôs not so big now! Rann declared smugly, his whole body holding down Jasonôs 

left arm, but then he squealed in surprise, as did Shya and Jyslin, when Jason swept them 

all up and off of him, pulling them into the air over the foot of the bed.  He hung them all 

up there and put his hands behind his head, crossed his legs, and let Amber lick 

energetically at his ear as he looked up at them with a smug little smile.  He usually 

couldnôt pick all of them up at once, but the tactical gestalt installed in his basement gave 

him enough support to handle it with complete ease. 

 What was that I heard?  Did someone say that Iôm not so big now? he retorted, 

causing the collar to drift up off the floor, where it had ended up after the kids entered the 

battle.  He twirled the collar around his finger, then casually flipped it into the air, where 

it zipped up and locked itself around Jyslinôs neck with flawless aim. 

 Jyslin laughed and gave him an imperious look.  You just soooo upped the ante, 

buster, she warned.  If you want to cheat, then Iôll have to start cheating too. 

 Like you can cheat. 

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

much I can cheat. 

 Jason weighed that threat.  The ways Jyslin could cheat were mainly through her 

intimate understanding of him.  Just like how she gave him an erection in front of the 

guards with measured words, she knew just what to do, say, or send to send him off 

kilter.  He decided that heôd see just how she could cheat, but not in current company.  

He set them all down gently, then sat up and grinned impudently.  I win. 

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



 Thatôs alright, I wonôt tell anyone, Jason told her as he got out of bed, picking her up 

and giving her a little twirl that made her giggle.  He poked at the adorable little white 

kitten face on her nightshirt, almost sighing with dread.  About ten years ago, there was 

this cartoon character that was popular on Terra called Hello Kitty, mainly because of its 

merchandising, but it took off mainly in Japan to the point where it had its own online 

video game.  Well, the Faey had discovered Hello Kitty along with a lot of the other 

Terran entertainment, like Scooby Doo and other icons of American child entertainment, 

and it had become all the rage in the Imperium among little girls.   This, Jason found very 

curious.  Faey girls were like human boys in what they liked, how they thought, how they 

were raised, and for Faey girls to embrace something so girly was almost bizarre.  But, 

the popularity of Hello Kitty was undeniable.  As much as Faey tweens and teenagers 

went around with their Bounty Hunter and Blood Nugget tee shirts and outer robes and 

listened to American heavy metal and Faey goth, Faey girls had at least one thing on or 

with them stamped with that insufferably cute little bow-eared cat face. 

 Hello Kitty was one of those unforeseen things popping up as humans and Faey got 

closer and closer, as much as the invasion of Faey actors and entertainment workers into 

Los Angeles and the astounding popularity of the heavy metal band Blood Nugget among 

both human and Faey teenagers.  Or maybe the popularity of American football in the 

Imperium and bachi on Terra. 

 Alright, troops, itôs about time for me to get up and get going, Jason told them.  I feel 

much better now, and itôs time to go to work. 

 Aww, can we come? Rann asked. 

 Well, sure, why not? He shrugged.  Go armor up, kids.  He expanded his sending to 

touch all of his children.  Iôm about to go into the White House.  Anyone wanna come 

with Rann and Shya? 

 He got back enthusiastic replies from all of his children, so he warned their mothers 

he was taking them to work.  This was one of the perks of being a child of the Grand 

Duke, these trips that pulled them out of school.  The teachers would be warned that 

Jason was taking them today, and that was that.  Their homework would be sent to their 

home vidlinks telling them what they missed, and theyôd catch up on the work tonight. 

 He grabbed a quick shower and came down to a waiting breakfast.  Amber was sitting 

on the table eating scrambled eggs from a little bowl, eggs made specifically for her, with 

spices, bits of browned guya sausage stirred into it, and a touch of tabasco sauce just the 

way she liked it.  Not every vulpar had someone cook just for them, which more or less 

just ensured Amber stayed in the house rather than move on.  Amber knew a good deal 

when she saw one.  Vulpars were horribly spoiled in the context of pet care, but that was 

what it took to keep a vulpar in the house.  They demanded being spoiled as part of the 

deal, and among the image-conscious Faey, having a pet vulpar was a major status 

symbol, so they went to great lengths to keep a vulpar that decided to live with them for a 

while. 

 Vulpars had all the luck. 

 Rann and Shya were there as well, eating pancakes, and Kyri rushed in just in front of 

Yana, already armored up and carrying her helmet, sending excitedly.  She did have 

Jason pick her up so she could kiss him, though.  Iôm glad youôre feeling better, Daddy, 

she sent with sincere concern. 

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



 So, Aya had ten guards with her as she escorted the Dukal family out of the house and 

off to work.  Two guards went with Jyslin when she went to 3D, and the other eight 

stayed with Jason and the kids.  Chirk and Brall were always very patient and forgiving 

of the kids when they came to the office, since their loud, boisterous natures and endless 

questions disturbed the organized harmony with which Chirk ran the office. But for 

Jason, he saw it as an important lesson for his kids in dealing with the non-human and 

non-Faey elements of the house.  Karinne had, by proportion, the most diverse population 

of any house, with a huge number of Faey, Makati, and Kizzik compared to the dominant 

species, Terrans.  Every Terran was considered a Karinne due to the fact that the house 

had settled on the planet, turning its population into the commoners under the house 

banner.  Faey and other Imperium races were also present within the house, but there 

were far more humans among the commoners.  But when it came to the nobles, there 

were far more Faey than anything else.  Most of the nobles he initially recruited to help 

run the house were Faey, the Generations were all Faey except for two, and since most of 

his newer nobles had earned their titles through military service, about 65% of them were 

also Faey.  But he had nobles of every race in the house.  Chirk and Brall were both 

titled, both Zarinas, and heôs awarded a Zarina title to the Parri shaman leader when she 

first brought her Parri enclave to Karis, though that title meant absolutely nothing to her.  

Every member of his cabinet was titled, and most of them were Kizzik and Makati.  The 

new Hive Leader on Kirga was titled.  The town councils and mayors were awarded a 

title if they won re-election enough to serve four consecutive years, since if they managed 

to win four straight one-year terms they were good at their jobs and thus had earned the 

title.  Among his nobles, 64% were Faey, 20% were human, and the other 16% were 

Makati, Kizzik, and the lone Parri.  But those proportions changed with every quarter, 

with the other races gaining ground on the Faey majority. 

 Chirk had everything ready for him, as usual.  He had a meeting with Chirk and Brall 

as the kids roamed around under the eyes of the guards, but Rann sat on the edge of the 

desk and listened intently.  Chirk briefed him on the status of all the important topics, 

Brall briefed him on the status of the important domestic projects, such as broadcast 

power and ship conversion and construction figures.  New ships were now pouring out of 

Kosigi, Imperial ships, Collective ships, Karinne ships, and Kimdori ships.  New ships 

were being pushed out to park in orbit literally every hour as they waited for their first 

crews to come man them, and the pusher pilots were really being worked hard.  Wolf 

production was through the roof, with the projected complete replacement of all Raptor 

fighters with Wolf fighters by the end of the month.  The pilots were being rated for the 

Wolf with the same speed, and should be ready for their new fighters when they were 

delivered.  They were also cranking out orbital weapon platforms by the boatload every 

day, most of them slated for delivery to their new allies to help bolster their defenses.  

Most of them were going to the Empire, getting their defenses beefed up so another 

disaster like Raxxad did not happen.  Karinne weapon platforms would reinforce the 

Skaa hordes and their own knock-off weapon platforms. 

 Jason should sue for patent infringement, but he was more than glad theyôd had the 

initiative to copy the idea. 

 One idea he should pass out to the others but wouldnôt were the planetary shields.  It 

was technology beyond the others, shields on a scale they couldnôt copy, but their power 

systems couldnôt handle the demands.  Theyôd have to install singularity plants to power 



the planetary shields.  The shields had proved that they could slow down or outright stop 

an invasion of a planet when the Consortium attacked Karis, and the if the Consortium 

had any weapons capable of hitting the planetôs surface, they hadnôt used them in the 

Karis attackébut then again, the shield probably would stop them, so they didnôt bother 

trying.  It was like the Great Wall of China, it slowed down barbarian invaders but didnôt 

stop them, basically there to make it very difficult for them to get over it and get out with 

any bootyéand if you couldnôt keep your plunder, there was little reason to raid in the 

first place.  The Karis shield had significantly slowed down the Consortium ground 

attack, forced them to stop and deal with the shield first, and prevented any kind of 

bombardment of surface assets from orbit. 

 Af ter the briefing, Jason looked at some images from Terra, and fuck was that 

impressive.  Ships from every nation in the sector were clustered loosely around the 

planet, being kept at a distance so their mass didnôt affect the planetôs orbit or rotation or 

mess with the tides.  Faey and Urumi ships were sharing space with dispossessed Shio 

and Alliance warships, and with the bulky, blocky Skaa ships, as Kimdori ships prowled 

the outer edges and KMS ships hung in close orbit to the planet.  They had a force of 

nearly 6,000 ships there, the significant bulk of almost every fleet in the sector, the 

counter-attack fleet that would take it right back to the Consortium.  And with them deep 

inside interdicted space, orbiting what was being seen more and more as the hub of all 

international activity, Terra, they were protected from Consortium attack. 

 Terra.  The Academy was hosting everything now.  The Skaa, Alliance, and even the 

Jobodi had their flag officers at the new command center for the war effort.  Theyôd had 

it on Draconis, but decided to move it to Terra after the Skaa and the others entered the 

warémainly due to paranoia.  Dahnai didnôt want potential enemies to see the insides of 

her military operation.  They were allies now, but in twenty years they may be enemies, 

so she forced them to move to a dedicated building on the Academy that had been 

devoted to military science, and was now the new headquarters of the Confederate 

Combined Military Forces, or what they were now calling the Big C.  Differing military 

ranks had to be sorted out to establish chains of command, fleets had to be created and 

filled in with ships, and ground forces had to be merged, from individual infantry squads 

all they way up to exomech, tank, and robotic fighting unit brigades.  In all, Jason was 

fairly surprised at how quickly the diverse militaries had managed to come together, but, 

naturally, there was a lot of friction. 

 The primary problem was between Dahnai and Assaba, and their militaries.  The 

Skaa-Faey war was still fresh in their minds, though it was more of a series of silly 

skirmishes over some contested territory more than a full war, and while they both saw 

the Consortium as far more of a threat, the Empire and the Imperium had some problems.  

For one, the Faey elements of a task force didnôt want to be under the command of a Skaa 

admiral, and vice versa.  For another, the same mentality Dahnai had was pervasive 

through everything.  Both sides wanted to keep secrets, and while that was fine, it wasnôt 

like sailors were manning each otherôs ships, something as simple as establishing 

common gravband frequencies became an issue of contention. 

 But, again, the KMS served as a buffer, just as Terra served as a buffer for the 

disparate species to come together to learn in the Academy.  Myri grew tired of the 

endless niggling between the Imperial and Imperial officers (funny thing there) and 

basically pulled rank on all of them. It was Myri and Juma that established the 



fundamental groundwork around which the other fleets would operate, and it was Sioa 

that beat the establishment of the chain of command through the various ranks into the 

ground forces, which the naval forces grudgingly adopted.  It was the venerable Navii 

who tailored basic tactical formations and operations for the combined task forces, using 

the same strategy theyôd already been using; KMS and Kimdori ships forming the core of 

the fighting formation and with the largest KMS ship in the fleet serving as the flagship 

for the fleet commander, for they were much more rugged.  That put external officers on 

KMS ships, but that was a small price to pay for keeping the overall fleet commander 

alive and capable of commanding during battle.  But, that demonstration of basic trust, 

allowing outsider command officers to work from a KMS vessel, set the tone for the 

other militaries.  The fleet commander wasnôt commanding the ship, that was the job of 

the KMS captain, but he was there on the bridge, able to see how a Karinne ship 

operated. 

 After the briefings, he called Dahnai and told her he was back at work.  She looked 

quite relieved, and it had taken something so serious as the war to keep her from coming 

to see him; he was her amu dorai, after all.  Wrangling with Assaba and Vezzi and Grizza 

took up most of her time, as the preparations were being made to strike back at the 

Consortium.  The massive fleet at Terra was going to be used, and if the current 

schedules held firm, theyôd be used tomorrow.  Tomorrow that fleet was going to leave 

for Shio Prime, and it would take it about three days to get there.    The KMS and 

Kimdori would mass up just before they arrived and identify the system to attack, then 

jump at it as soon as the Consortium redeployed its forces. 

 It was no longer a war of toys, a remote control battle where the only thing they 

risked was disposable equipment.  It was now real war, where lives were on the line, 

where the races of the sector would fight back against the invaders on behalf of one of 

their own.  The toys would still be used, but they were no longer the primary means of 

battle. 

 Just thinking about that made him sigh.  Maybeéhe wasnôt really cut out for this.  

But, the job chose him.  He would see it through. 

 ñYou shouldnôt be there long, baby,ò Dahnai told him with honest concern.  ñYouôre 

looking a little pale still.  Are you sure youôre feeling alright?ò 

 ñIôll be alright,ò he assured her.  ñIf I wasnôt here driving Myri nuts, sheôd think I was 

really sick.ò 

 ñI get the same complaints from Lorna,ò Dahnai laughed.  ñWhereôs Shya?ò 

 ñAggravating Brall,ò he answered.  ñHow are the figures looking?ò 

 ñWeôll be ready,ò she answered.  ñThereôs two fleets en route from the Empire, and 

they should arrive at Terra in about six hours.ò  She glanced to the side.  ñLorna wants to 

know when the Aegis will be back in service.  She had plans for it, but your Myri pulled 

it out of service.ò 

 ñEight days,ò Jason answered.  ñItôs undergoing a refit.ò 

 ñA hell of a time to pull it out, lover.ò 

 ñWell, deal with it,ò he answered.  ñWeôve put off this refit too long as it is.  When 

we pulled it in for the engine upgrades, we decided to just go ahead and take care of it.  

The Dreamer and Jenda are more than capable of acting as a fleet command vessels for 

one assault, and the Trelleôs Gift and Victory will be spearheading the other.ò 



 ñWell, yeah, but itôs not as big as the Aegis.  Lorna was looking forward to sitting on 

the bridge of that bad boy.ò 

 ñFaey,ò Jason sighed, which made Dahnai laugh.  ñI take it the Skaa admirals didnôt 

mind folding under Lorna?ò 

 ñReluctantly,ò she answered.  ñCommand by committee doesnôt work very well, and 

Lorna more or less came out on top as far as ranks go.  A few Skaa admirals claim to 

have higher rank, but the Confederation is our creation,ò she said haughtily. 

 ñIf SkôVrae hears you talk like that, sheôs going to spray you with another shot of 

venom,ò Jason warned.  ñYouôre not the top dog in this, love.  Youôre just one seat at the 

table.ò 

 ñBut my seatôs biggest,ò she retorted. 

 ñFaey,ò Jason growled again, with much less humor.  ñI need to go, love.  I need to 

talk to Myri, I havenôt gotten down there yet.ò 

 ñAlright.  Iôll talk to you later, lover.ò 

 He ended the communication, a little irked.  Dahnai might need some leash pulling, 

she was starting to think in a predatory manner.  If she thought that she had natural rights 

to lead the Confederate Council, well, she had another thing coming.  Most likely, that 

was the source of most of the friction between Dahnai and Assaba.  The Confederacy 

wasnôt even permanent, it would dissolve as soon as the Consortium was defeated.  It was 

a wartime necessity, that was all. 

 Rann and Shya went with him when he went over to the command building and got 

under Myriôs feet.  She didnôt mind all that much, glad to see him feeling better, and she 

caught him up on everything, from ship engine upgrade schedules to ship assignments in 

the counterattack.  With the Aegis down for refit, the four battleships were going to be 

spearheading the two attacks, supported by cruisers and destroyers and an absolute 

swarm of Wolf fighters and automated drone weaponry.  The Abarax was slated for the 

Ravarra  attack, being the fleet command vessel for the attack on Ravarra VI, but the 

Temeron and the Jefferson, the other two heavy cruisers, were being held back in reserve, 

ready to jump in if needed.  The Dreamer would act as the command flagship for the 

Shio attack with the Victory escorting, and the Trelleôs Gift would command the 

secondary assault with the Jenda escorting. 

 The other ship on reserve was todayôs distraction.  The first of the tactical battleships 

was complete, and it would be commissioned today.  Hiae was leaving the Defiant and 

taking command of it, and Jeya had been promoted to take the Defiantôs chair, which put 

her first in line for the next big ship that came down the pike.  Jeya wasnôt happy to leave 

the Steadfast, but theyôd found a good captain to put in her place, a Makati female named 

Grendi Trunn who pretty much well aced the command exams on her first attempt and 

was well liked and respected by about everyone whoôd served with her.  In a way she 

replaced Travka as the only Makati captain in the KMS, and he hoped to God she didnôt 

meet the same fate he did. 

 The tactical battleship was a mean looking ship.  He looked at a live feed of it parked 

just outside Kosigi, just a bit bigger than a heavy cruiser, but much sleeker, with sharper 

angles.  It just looked more menacing than other KMS vessels, which all followed the 

ñpie wedge with stub triangular wingsò design model.  The tactical battleship reminded 

Jason of the Super Star Destroyer from Star Wars, long and sleek and narrow across the 

keel, but it maintained the flared wing design aft and utilized the same angular plating 



model that helped the armor partially deflect off hits.  Jason wasnôt sure what Hiae was 

going to name that monster, but heôd find out in a few hours when he attended its 

christening. 

 It was one side of tactical thinking.  The other side was half-built in Kosigi, and he 

looked up the progress of it.  This was a carrier, a large ship whose main task was 

carrying fighters.  Where the tactical battleship was long and sleek, the carrier looked like 

a whale, with a fat bow and even fatter stern.  But that gave it more room for its primary 

mission of carrying fighters, some 6,500 of them.  The carrier was easier to build than 

theyôd expected, since it didnôt have some of the exceedingly complex systems required 

for a ship sporting particle beams; the carrier only had pulse batteries for its own 

protection, relying almost completely on its fighters and escort ships for defense.  That 

was letting them build it faster than Jason expected, and if they stayed on schedule, it 

would be finished in about three months.  If they could get that thing in a theater, it might 

swing a battle in their favor.  Every sim they ran showed that Consortium ships were 

vulnerable to Wolf fighters, so their main focus now was putting as many Wolves they 

could get into a battle theater and let them eat the Consortium ships for lunch. 

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

warships. 

 That was the Consortiumôs fatal flaw, and the one advantage they could exploit.  

Their ships, their tactics, they were all based on naval fleet warfare, big ships slugging it 

out.  They had those mantis mecha, but that was about it.  They werenôt used to fighter 

combat on the scale the Faey employed, and which forced everyone else to deploy 

fighters to deal with Faey tactics.  This, Jason saw as unusual, given that they could 

miniaturize Torsion or Dark Matter weaponry to fit it on fighterséyet they had not.  He 

had the feeling that it was the weaknesses of the insectoid race that did their fighting that 

prevented them from using fighters, their frail bodies not up to the rigors of fighter 

action.  Even with inertial dampers, there was some pressure involved in it, and that was 

something the insectoids couldnôt tolerate. 

 It took almost three hours to wade through most of what Myri had for him, so much 

so that he was honestly surprised when Ryn reminded him about the christening.  So, 

Jason collected up the kids and his guards and boarded a corvette, loosely built on the 

Scout Ship model but heavily armed, another of the newer developments.  Corvettes were 

smaller than destroyers, attached to Sioaôs army rather than the navy, and would be 

smaller than frigate class ships if they employed them.  It was a small ship with a crew of 

12 meant almost exclusively for planetary defense as a forward tactical relay for army 

fighter and ground forces deployment, like an AWACS, but now they were being 

employed as a VIP transport, since they could land without requiring entire city blocks be 

cleared out for them.  Corvettes were the ñcream of the cropò in the army, like 

commanding a heavy cruiser or above in the navy, where Sioaôs best were stationed 

because field commanders had far more control in army combat than they did in naval 

combat.  The captain of a corvette was serious fucking business in the army.  The 

corvette that picked him up was capable of landing on the large landing pad out behind 

the command center, if only just barely fitting.  The bow was almost against the building 

and the stern was hanging over the fence.  But with Ayaôs increased security protocols, 

Jason wasnôt allowed to travel on a civilian ship.  A corvette ferried him around, even in 

the safe expanses of the Karis system, if he left Karsa.  This corvette was named Spectre 



and had a painting of a nude male Faey ghost with lightning coming out of his hand 

across the bow. It was commanded by Colonel Traea Karinne, one of Sioaôs hand-picked 

tactical field commanders.  Traea was a warhorse, an ex-Marine with more than twenty 

years of experience, which made her perfect for the demanding job of tactical field 

commander.  In the KDF, the army, the generals made the plans, but it was the colonels 

that carried them out on the battlefield.  Sioa would send down orders to Traea, but she 

could change them as conditions on the battlefield required. 

 Shya rode in the lap of the pilot, mystified by the view of Kosigi expanding in the 

viewscreen as Jason talked with Traea and the other kids roamed around the small ship.  

The bridge was really just a cockpit, since Traea spent most of her time back on the 

tactical deck watching feeds and readouts and issuing commands, but Traea did have a 

captainôs chair on the tiny bridge for those times when the Spectre might be called on to 

enter naval combat.  As usual, she put him in the chair and stood beside it as Traea gave 

him her unbiased opinion about the new flight pod regulations for Gladiator mecha.  

Flight pods were now standard equipment on Gladiators to allow them to rapidly deploy 

to any location, as were spinners and ground-based drones, ideas stolen from the Wolf 

fighters, but Traea had seen some issues with how the pilots were treating the pods, 

which they jettisoned before combat because they were a detriment to a Gladiatorôs 

performance when it was on the ground.  Jason listened to officers like Traea, because 

they were right there and had a more intimate understanding about some things than the 

command staff.  Traeaôs main beef was with how carelessly the mecha pilots were 

treating the pods.  She wanted some regs sent down that made the pilots actually care 

about the pods and not treat them like a piece of disposable, one-shot equipment. 

 So thatôs the new ship, eh?  It looks fucking mean, Traea noted privately to him.  She 

was devout in her worship of the Faey gods, and that meant she wouldnôt curse in front of 

the children. 

 Thatôs the general idea. 

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

 And thatôs the general idea, Jason answered with a slight smile.  It was designed as 

much for its appearance as its capabilities.  We want an enemy to wet himself when he 

sees that drop out of hyperspace in front of him.  A few of those mixed in with a carrier in 

a task force, and it should give them nightmares cause they know theyôre about to get 

shafted from both ends.  Swarms of deadly fighters biting them in the ass with bulldogs 

like that smashing in their faces. 

 Jayce lovey, they already wet themselves when we show up, she grinned.  Traea called 

virtually every male lovey, it was one of her quirks. 

 Yeah well, weôll be there in a minute, so I better round up the kids and get them in the 

zip ship.  This cow is too big to fit in their landing bays. 

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

 Corvettes were too small to cater to a standard dropship, so their tiny landing bays 

had zip ships in them.  Zip ships were very small shuttles, only having room for six 

inside, literally a flying box with absolutely no amenities or comforts.  A corvette had 

two zip ships in its landing bay and room for just one more, giving the crew of 12 a 

means of escape if they had to abandon ship.  It took all three zip ships currently in the 

Spectreôs landing bay to ferry over the Dukal party, and they only had to go about 150 

yards, because the Spectre pulled up so close to the tactical battleshipôs primary landing 



bay that their artificial gravity fields were interacting, creating some vertigo on the 

smaller corvette as the battleshipôs field overwhelmed the corvetteôs.  Jason could have 

put on his helmet and all but jumped across.  The transfer over to the ship took about six 

seconds of flight time, where the new crew of the ship was in formation and awaiting the 

Grand Dukeôs arrival.  The tactical battleship had a standard crew complement of 2,750, 

much fewer than other ships its size, but it didnôt take as many sailors to maintain and 

operate a ship that had a limited mission, and that mission was to carve things up with its 

nine particle beams and blast the shit out of enemies with its batteries of heavy pulse 

weapons, plasma torpedoes, and hyperspace missile batteries.  Tactical battleships had 

one function and one function only in a formation, and that was to deploy overwhelming 

firepower.  Other ships would be supplying fighter defense and detailed sensor sweep 

data to the ship, leaving it free to just hold down the fire button and bulldog its way 

through a fight. 

 Hiae, wearing her new Fleet Admiralôs gold diamond on her Class Aôs, greeted him 

as he exited the hatch of the zip ship. She bowed deeply, then opened her arms and gave 

him a hug when he came up to her.  ñHey there, Jinx,ò he told her with a smile, referring 

to her name, which meant bad omen in Faey. 

 ñStop calling me that!ò she protested with a smile.  ñRann!  My, youôre getting so 

big!ò she greeted, leaning down and kissing him on the cheek.  ñAnd this must be 

Princess Shya!  Welcome aboard, your Highness,ò she said, bowing to Shya, then 

laughing and picking her up and giving her a hug. 

 ñSee, someone remembers Iôm a princess!ò she said imperiously to Rann. 

 ñIf you think Iôm bowing to you, youôre crazy,ò Rann told her, which made Shya give 

him a dirty look. 

 ñWell, are you ready for your inspection of the crew and tour, your Grace?ò she 

asked. 

 ñYup.  Then we can slap a name on this beast and get him on the board.ò 

 ñThen letôs begin, shall we?ò 

 The inspection of the crew was one of Jasonôs more favorite activities, since he spent 

more time talking to them than inspecting them.  The new ship had more of a balance of 

races in it, with the typical Imperium races represented, but the ship was also sporting 

two Kizzik officers, two lieutenants that had just passed exams and entered service just a 

couple of weeks ago, along with ten Kizzik drones under their command, all ten of them 

wearing enlisted rank.  Both of them worked in the engineering department, which more 

or less ensured that the ship was going to purr like a vulpar.  Kizzik were natural builders, 

and as much as their minds were oriented towards complex tasks, they were also oriented 

towards maintenance, building, and repair.  Kizzik had built their hive-city on Virga 

fucking fast, so they proved they had the technical skill to be just as effective as any Faey 

or human engineer, but that was coupled to the absolute inexhaustible nature of Kizzik 

drones to carry out the work.  The two Kizzik nobles and their drones could be depended 

upon to be told to find a problem and fix it fast, which was an advantage in combat.  

Damage control robots could only go so far, sometimes it took a thinking being down 

there to make bypasses, jerry-rig conduit, do the creative ñoh shit fix it now or weôre 

gonna dieò things a programmed repair bot couldnôt. 

 And it wouldnôt be possible without Jyslinôs translators. 



 It took about three hours to tour the ship, from bow to stern, from the depths of 

engineering to the cutting-edge bridge, as Hiae answered an endless stream of questions, 

but editing her answers because of Shya.  Jason had Dera monitor private sendings as 

well.  Nobody knew Shya was a listener, and they intended to keep it that way; it wasnôt 

his secret to reveal.  But Dera was there to make sure Shya didnôt hear anything he 

wanted getting back to Dahnai.  Once they reached the bridge, they maintained the 

tradition.  Jason sat in the captainôs chair a moment, then stood up and offered it to Hiae.  

Cameras caught the moment as she sat down, then he asked her the question.  

ñCongratulations, Captain,ò Jason told her.  ñNow, what are they going to stamp on the 

bow?ò 

 She gave him an impish look.  ñI have decided to name him the Prophet,ò she said, 

using the English word for it. 

 Jason gave her a start, then laughed helplessly.  Only a native Terran would 

understand the reference, tied in with Hiaeôs name and its meaning.  Hiae was a bad 

omen, and a prophet would often deliver it.  So, when the Prophet appeared in a combat 

theater, it would be carrying bad news for its opponents.  Hiae wasnôt the bad omen for 

the KMS, she would be the bad omen for the enemy. 

 ñWell done, you clever minx, well done,ò he told her as many of the Faey bridge 

officers looked a little confused. 

 ñI thought youôd like it,ò she winked. 

 And so, the tactical battleship Prophet, the first of its ship class, entered active service 

in a ceremony held on the bridge, as Myri then presented the charter of commission and a 

ceremonial flag to Hiae, both in a gold-framed case, which she would keep in her ready 

room.  Every ship had a flag and a charter, which most captains displayed prominently.  

Faey tradition for christening wasnôt a bottle of champagne smashed on the hull, it was 

the presentation of the shipôs charter of commission.  Old American naval tradition could 

christen a ship before it was ready for service, but not Faey tradition.  A shipôs 

christening was its commission, and a ship wasnôt commissioned unless it was 

operational and ready to enter active service.  So, when Hiae put the case in her office, 

she came back and issued her first commands, and that was for the ship to join a small 

task force of five ships, all recently built, to conduct exercises for the crew to get 

acclimated to the ship, its shakedown cruise.  The captain and crew would get used to the 

ship, and get used to operating in a task force, which Hiae would command as the highest 

ranking officer in the formation.  Once they finished shakedown, theyôd enter active 

combat service.  The crews of the ships had already been trained for their posts, but 

training just wasnôt the same as actual hands-on experience.  They needed at least one 

operational mission to get the bugs worked out before they went into battle. 

 The ceremony ended, and Jason got his kids and Shya off the ship so Hiae could get 

her small task force moving to begin shakedown.  They were again transferred to the 

Spectre, and Traea took them home. 

 Not that anything good was waiting for him at home.  Zaa was there, and she was 

there in person.  Usually he was very happy to see her, but here lately, every time she 

showed on Karis it wasnôt good news.  He greeted her warmly, putting their hands on 

each otherôs necks in the ritual Kimdori way, then she confirmed his fears by dragging 

him into his study and putting it on secure mode.  ñUh oh,ò Jason sighed, flopping back 



in his chair.  ñI take it you were waiting for me to feel better before dropping something 

on me?ò 

 She gave him a compassionate look.  ñSadly, yes,ò she confirmed.  She sat down on 

the edge of his desk and looked up.   ñCybi, would you join us?ò 

 Immediately, a solid hologram formed from the emitters in the room, the familiar 

nude-yet-silhouetted form Cybi preferred, wearing Sora Karinneôs face.  She nodded to 

Zaa and floated up behind Jasonôs chair, putting her hands on his shoulders familiarly.  

ñFirstly,ò she said, touching her memory band.  An image appeared before them, a three 

dimensional hologram of the Andromeda galaxy.  ñMy children have managed to build a 

picture of our foeôs home situation,ò she began, and the image turned two shades, red and 

blue.  The blue side of the galaxy was smaller than the red side.  ñThe Consortium is at 

war with a rival in their home galaxy, which we shall call the Syndicate,ò she began.  

ñThe Syndicate currently enjoys a territorial advantage in the war, provided that this 

information is approximately one hundred twenty days old.  As you can see, these two 

powers utterly control their home galaxy, and also as you can see, the Consortium is 

starting to lose.  The Consortium, as dominating powers go, do not have ruthless policies.  

The Syndicate, however, does not share the Consortiumôs moral compass.  They have 

invested all their efforts into defeating their rival, and they have enslaved all who fall 

under their banner into the war effort.  To put it simply, my friend, the Syndicate is a 

worse version of the Consortium, willing to commit vast atrocities in order to achieve 

victory.  The common tactic of the Syndicate is to totally destroy planets to make them 

uninhabitable if they cannot hold them, much as what was done to Karis, or send 

automated planet killer weapons against Consortium systems.  They have killed trillions 

this way, by destroying anything they cannot control.ò 

 A simple white dot appeared outside the galaxy.  ñThis is why the Consortium has 

changed its policies to match their more ruthless adversary, Jason,ò she said grimly.  ñWe 

have confirmed it.  This is a Syndicate fleet.  They have managed to evade Consortium 

forces and have jumped across Consortium territory and out of their galaxy.  They are 

coming here.ò 

 Jason just didnôt have the energy to sigh.  ñHow many?ò he asked woodenly. 

 ñWe have no solid data.  They have only just appeared at the extreme edge of our 

long-range hyperspace sensors.  But Consortium reports we have intercepted places the 

numbers somewhere between twenty and thirty thousand ships.ò 

 ñHoly God,ò Jason said woodenly.  That was roughly equal to what the Consortium 

had been willing to risk sending here, proving that things were probably even between 

them. 

 ñThe fleet will be here in three years.  But the Consortium is at an impasse, as I see it.  

If they attack Karis, they will lose the majority of their fleet, and therefore lack the 

resources to face the Syndicate.  If they fortify and dig in, they only give us more time to 

prepare for them, which they absolutely cannot allow us to do.  Give the Confederacy 

three years, and the Consortium will be facing defenses they cannot defeat.  And when 

the Syndicate enters the theater, everything changes.  The Consortium will be fighting a 

war on two fronts, and will be outnumbered and outgunned.ò 

 Jason leaned back in his chair and put his hands over his face.  When would there be 

fucking good news?  First the Consortium, now this Syndicate.  Even if they quickly 

defeated the Consortium, they had another war looming on the horizon, for Zaa made 



sure to paint these foes of the Consortium as ruthless warmongers.  He leaned back 

towards the desk as Cybiôs hands massaged his shoulders gently, then looked at Zaa.  

ñWe have to tell the others.ò 

 ñThereôs more to talk about, my cousin,ò she told him.  ñThe Consortium is taking a 

page from their foesô playbook, to use your idiom.ò  She touched her band again, and an 

image of what looked like one of the Shio planets replaced the map.  Zaa pointed at what 

looked like a large industrial complex under construction.  ñThat is a planet killer,ò she 

declared.  ñIt is designed to introduce a reaction in the atmosphere that will cause the 

oxygen and nitrogen to ignite the very air in a firestorm, which will totally destroy all life 

on the planet, down to the last microbe.  They are building these devices on every planet 

they control, and are planting similar destruct mechanisms into the stations they captured.  

This is their response to our intent to retaliate.  My children have confirmed that if any 

Consortium system commander feels he cannot hold the system against attack, he is to 

destroy it and retreat.  Scorched earth, I believe your people call it.ò 

 He looked grimly at the device, which only looked about half done.  ñCan we attack 

before they get those built?ò 

 ñYes, we can, but it is something we have to take into consideration after our initial 

offensive.  Weôll have to send in my children to sabotage those devices where they get 

them built.  For that, cousin, we need your help.ò 

 ñJust ask.ò 

 ñWe need the specs for the CMS cloaking device,ò she told him.  ñI want to install it 

on my infiltrators.ò 

 ñDone.  Send your techs to 3D and Iôll have them trained immediately.ò 

 ñI will send them presently.  Now, as to the other matter of importance,ò she said, 

touching her band again, but nothing happened.  ñThis is information that cannot leave 

this room.ò  Jason nodded in acknowledgement.  ñThe Consortium knows they are 

compromised,ò she told him.  ñThey know enough about us to correctly guess that their 

recent setbacks are not just due to Karinne counter-intelligence.  The capture of one of 

their ships explained some of it to them, but now they know that Kimdori have penetrated 

their security and are gathering information from within. Twice already, my children 

within have had to change identities or take proactive measures to evade security sweeps, 

and the lack of results has not convinced our foes we are not there.  What this means, 

Jason, is that they have shifted several projects so that their existence and their progress 

are secret, even within the Consortium.  There are projects they have undertaken on 

captured planets which my children are unable to track, because no information about 

them is leaving those planets.  My children canôt learn of anything like that from their 

current position, where the Consortium is actively throttling the flow of information 

through their main headquarters base.  That is another reason why we need your CMS.  I 

need to get children into those positions to find out what they work on, and what danger it 

may pose to us.ò 

 ñSo, theyôre going to be changing their codes and protocols.ò 

 ñThey have already done so, but since I have children on the inside, they have 

transmitted the new codes and protocols to Karis, and Miaari simply adjusts.  That is 

another reason why they know we are inside. Every move they make, we counter far too 

easily.  The initial breaking of their codes and the understanding of their ships and sensor 



systems they attribute to us capturing a ship, but the other things, they know that comes 

from a spy among them.ò 

 Jason nodded, his mind already working.  They had three years to defeat the 

Consortium and prepare for the second invasion, which would be much nastier if Zaaôs 

information was correct.  Logic told him to try to negotiate with the Consortium, strike a 

deal because they seemed the lesser of the two evils of Andromeda, but he had too much 

Faey in him to accept that.  The Consortium could not be trusted.  They had attacked 

Karis, betrayed the Urumi, killed his people, caused mayhem and destruction throughout 

the galaxy.  If he made a deal with them, theyôd stab him in the back at the first available 

opportunity, and doing so would earn him the eternal enmity of SkôVrae.  No, the 

Consortium had to not just be beaten, but crushed.  They had to be destroyed, eliminated 

to the last ship, to show this Syndicate that the residents of this galaxy were nastier than 

their Andromedan foes, and convince them to turn their happy asses right around and go 

back to their home galaxy.  The best kind of war was the war that was never fought, as 

the old adage went. 

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

 He considered the problem from the Consortiumôs side for a moment.  They were 

trying to assault a heavily defended fortress, and they knew they were going to take 

ghastly casualties in the attack, even if they succeeded.  They knew that more than half of 

any fleet they sent at Karis would be destroyed, and probably even more than that now 

that they had to navigate two light years of empty space at sublight, and do so against an 

enemy that could jump hyperspace freely at the same timeðhe was almost sure they 

knew that by now, they still had their spies and ears in the Imperium, no matter how good 

Zaa had cleared them out.  Theyôd have to go for two years while facing constant attack 

that would whittle their fleet down to almost nothing by the time it got to Karis, then face 

fearsome, almost impenetrable defenses protecting the planet.  Either way, when the 

smoke cleared, they werenôt going to have the forces on hand to defend against the 

Syndicate when they showed up. 

 They werenôt building those planet killers to discourage attack.  They were going to 

leave nothing behind for their enemies.  If they succeeded in taking Karis, they would 

plunder the planet, take Cybi, enslave the Generations, take enough Faey and Terran 

prisoners to breed more Generations, then they would exterminate absolutely everyone 

else. 

 They were going to commit genocide, on a fucking galactic scale.  And do it all over 

here where their Andromedan subjects would never know what they did, never know 

what kind of monsters they were.  Out of sight, out of mind. 

 Jason rubbed his temples, then sighed.  ñSomeday youôre going to bring me good 

news, Zaa,ò he told her wearily.  ñYou understand what theyôre doing, donôt you?ò 

 ñI suspect they intend to destroy us all,ò she said simply.  ñThey will not be able to 

defend against the Syndicate if they attack Karis.  Their orders are to take Karis no matter 

what atrocities they must commit, so I believe that they intend to use the populations they 

have conquered as slave labor to help conquer Karis, execute the attack as soon as they 

find a way around the interdictors, take what they want, and leave nothing behind for the 

Syndicate when they arrive.  Their plan is for their enemies to arrive and find the galaxy 

in ruins.  The Consortium will kill anyone they can manage and destroy anything they 

can to deny their enemies any spoils.ò 



 ñIt does seem to be their intent,ò Cybi agreed.  ñThe attack on Raxxad only 

reinforces the theory.  They did not have to do what they did unless they intend to leave 

nothing behind.ò 

 ñThatôs what I think too.  God, why did I get up this morning?ò he sighed. 

 She gave him a compassionate look, then put her hand on his neck.  ñI must come 

visit soon just to visit, so you donôt begin to believe I am a harbinger of doom,ò she said 

lightly. 

 ñThat would be nice.  The kids love you.  In the meantime, I think Iôd better call a 

meeting, then talk to Dahnai.  Iôll let you break it to the others and let them decide what 

to do, then discuss it with Dahnai afterwards.ò 

 ñYou should be there,ò  Zaa told him. 

 ñNo, Iôm just a house ruler, Zaa.  Iôll leave the politics to you and the others.  If they 

want my opinion, they can ask me to join their conference.  In the end I know what has to 

be done, so Iôll just get started on doing it while they talk and posture and try to impress 

each other with how much better they are than everyone else, and eventually agree to do 

what Iôm already doing in the first place.ò 

 ñYou prove yourself worthy of that ring more and more, cousin,ò she said with a 

gentle smile. 

 Zaa left him to his work, which first was a hastily called conference over at the White 

House.  His cabinet, which included Kumi, Miaari, Cybi, the leaders of the Legion, and 

the military command staff were called in, making the cabinet meeting room a bit 

crowded, and when Jason sat at the table with Cybi hovering behind him, he got right to 

the point.  ñThe enemies of the Consortium are coming to this galaxy,ò he declared, 

which made Myleena curse, Tom and Jenny frown, and Myri clench her fist.  ñWe have 

three years before they get here.ò 

 ñHow many?ò Juma asked. 

 ñFrom what Denmother said, approximately thirty thousand, give or take ten 

thousand.  Theyôre not close enough to get an accurate count,ò he answered.  ñThis game 

just changed, people,ò he said with a weary sigh.  ñFrom what Zaa told me, theyôre 

building devices on every planet and station theyôve conquered that will eradicate the 

entire population, and I believe they intend to use them,ò he stated, then he explained his 

fears and his reasoning behind them.  ñItôs the only logical reasoning behind what theyôre 

doing and what we know.  They intend to blitz Karis, take what they want, then burn 

everything behind them so their enemies find nothing but smoldering wreckage and dead 

bodies when they get here.ò 

 ñIf thatôs the case, then why are they risking resources attacking the Skaa?ò Jenny 

fretted. 

 ñBecause the Skaa pissed them off, most likely,ò Kumi interjected. 

 ñAnd what did they do when they finally broke Skaa defenses?ò Myleena asked, 

glancing at Jason.  ñTheir intent is pretty clear.  Theyôre going to kill anyone they donôt 

need, and take those few they do need back to Andromeda along with Cybi and the 

secrets of biogenics.  You donôt build planet busters unless you intend to use them,ò she 

stated bluntly. 

 ñI have to concur with the Grand Dukeôs reasoning,ò Cybi declared.  ñThey will use 

those they have conquered to prepare for the attack on Karis, then kill everyone that 

remains after they have what they want.ò 



 ñIôd better get my troops ready,ò Sioa growled.  ñIt would be best for us to capture 

one of those half-built planet killers, so we can see how they built them and give the 

Kimdori solid info to take with them if they try to sneak onto a planet and sabotage one.  

Those things would have to be sabotaged to attack any planet, and thatôs what the 

Kimdori do.ò 

 ñThatôs a damn good idea,ò Navii nodded.  ñThe coming counter-offensive will 

definitely require ground forces, and the KDF outstrips everyone else.ò 

 ñSounds like a job for the Marines, and possibly the KBB if itôs particularly hairy,ò 

Sioa looked towards Myri, who nodded.  ñTheyôre the offensive arm of the KDF,ò she 

said to Jenny and Tom, who looked a little confused.  ñAnd the KBB are the best, by 

Trelleôs garland.ò 

 ñGet them ready,ò Myri agreed.  ñHave them start drilling for a surface invasion.ò 

 ñThey already do that.  I just need to have them start drilling for the planets weôll 

attack.  And theyôd better do it fast, I think theyôll jump out the first attack task force 

tomorrow.  That gives us four days to be ready for a ground attack.ò 

 ñYouôll have everything you need,ò Jason told her.  ñIôll ask Dahnai and SkôVrae for 

some backup.  The Imperial Marines are damn good, as are the Collective 

Stormtroopers.ò 

 ñJenny, did that gravity beam weapon ever pan out?ò Tim asked.  ñIf weôre going to 

invade, that thing might take out those mantis mecha easy.ò 

 ñIt sorta works, but itôs not exactly an infantry weapon,ò she said with a rueful 

chuckle, pushing her hair out of her eyes. 

 ñGladiators totally overwhelm their surface mecha,ò Sioa said professionally.  ñIôm 

more worried about conscripted Shio or Alliance infantry.  I donôt want to fire on people 

Iôm there to liberate, but I have no doubt theyôll make them fight.  With guns pointed at 

their backs, theyôll have little choice.ò 

 ñNow there we can help,ò Jenny said quickly.  ñJayce, you still have the design plans 

for that subsonic inducer?  You know, the one you used in Washington?ò 

 Jason gave her a start, then laughed.  ñThat would work!ò he declared.  ñAnd it 

wouldnôt affect anyone in Crusader armor!ò 

 ñSounds like an idea,ò Sioa said.  ñProvided someone tells me what it does.ò 

 ñIt emits a harmonic subsonic field that feels like a million biting ants,ò Jason told 

her.  ñI think we could whip something up.  Turn that bad boy on, and everyone in a few 

dozen blocks under it wonôt be doing anything but rolling on the ground feeling like they 

were dunked in itching powder.  I doubt itôd affect the Consortiumôs insectoids because 

they have exoskeletons, but itôll incapacitate just about everyone else without doing any 

real harm.ò 

 ñNow thatôs damn clever,ò Sioa grinned. 

 ñClever is what we do, General,ò Jenny grinned right back. 

 ñThink you can whip up something in two days, guys?ò 

 ñSure, shouldnôt be a problem,ò Tom nodded.  ñYou used a bunch of little ones, but 

we should be able to build a freakinô bigôun.  Weôll have to dig up the design plans out of 

the database.  Iôll put Jenny and Luke on it.ò 

 Myri was looking at a series of holograms in front of her seat, then focused on one.  

ñHere, Sioa.  Get your ground forces ready for Ravarra and Shio Prime,ò she said, 

pointing.  ñIôll suggest we focus on Shio Prime to the others in the War Room.  Weôll 



send the others to Ravarra, and weôll attack Shio Prime.  Once we have those secured, we 

can take the other two Shio systems, then jump across to Grevalt.  Weôll take them back 

one at a time.ò 

 ñI will get detailed intelligence about both planets, particularly where they are 

building the planet killers,ò Miaari noted. 

 ñWeôll need it to generate an attack plan,ò Sioa told her.  ñIôm not sending my girls 

down there with no information.ò 

 ñWeôll dig some toys out of the box, they can be useful,ò Tom added.  ñThere are a 

few new weapons weôve been dying to try out.  Using them in a battle is as good a test as 

any.ò 

 ñLike what?ò Myri asked curiously. 

 ñWell, we weaponized the Satanôs Marbles into a missile warhead, for one,ò Jenny 

answered.  ñWe also have weapon versions of conduit smashers piggybacked on shield 

bores.  The bore gets the package through the shield, then the smashers deploy and try to 

disable a ship without destroying it.  It was an idea we came up with to capture 

Consortium ships, but now I think we can focus on using them against captured Alliance 

ships, so weôre not slaughtering unwilling combatants.ò 

 ñThatôs not a bad idea,ò Jason nodded. 

 ñWe also have our first nano-weapon ready for testing.  I call them spiders,ò Myleena 

said, causing a hologram of one to appear over the table.  It did resemble a spider, but 

was microscopic.  ñThese are programmed to invade Consortium ships and attack their 

computer cores.  But, they donôt work very fast, because they have to physically travel to 

the computer core to do the job.  For a microscopic robot, traveling from the point of 

entry to the core can take a while.  Itôd be the equivalent of like two hundred kathra.ò 

 ñHmm,ò Miaari mused, looking at it.  ñMyleena, could you adapt them to invade a 

planet killer and disable its computer?ò 

 ñEasily,ò she shrugged.  ñYou capture one of those planet killers and let me look it 

over, I can design spiders to take them out.ò 

 ñThen that is what we will do,ò Miaari declared.  ñThese nanites will be the insurance 

that an infiltration mission is a success should the Kimdori fail.  They can deploy them 

before they make their attempt, so that if they are thwarted, the machines can accomplish 

the mission.ò  

 ñSpeaking of toys, how are the inventories?ò Jason asked Tom. 

 ñNot back up to where Iôd like them,ò he answered.  ñMost of the factory slots are 

going for military orders.  That and Myri keeps stealing what we have for the military.ò 

 ñHey, they work for us as well as you,ò she protested. 

 ñIndeed, launching a salvo of Buzzsaws in front of a task force sets the tone of the 

battle immediately,ò Navii chuckled. 

 ñI only have so much space,ò Trenirk Bruun, the Makaki Secretary of Produced and 

Replicated Resources, which included the management of house factories, noted.  ñMost 

of the industrial output right now is tied up in Wolf production.ò 

 ñAnd finding outside factories to take orders is damn hard at the moment,ò Kumi 

concurred.  ñEveryoneôs busy building stuff for the war.  This is why Iôll be glad when 

we get that extra industrial output up and running up on the north continent.ò 



 ñI think we can work something out,ò Trenirk said, looking at Tom.  ñCome see me 

after we wrap up here, Iôll squeeze in some Legion projects around other orders where I 

can.ò 

 ñAre we going to have interdictors ready for the invasion without having to pull them 

from Karis?ò Jason asked. 

 ñThere are seven new interdictors waiting for deployment,ò Cybi answered. 

 ñItôs too bad we canôt launch them at the systems we intend to attack and interdict 

them to keep the Consortium from moving things,ò Jenny frowned.  ñIf we did, theyôd 

just blow them up, or capture them, and we canôt let them do that.ò 

 Jasonôs eyes widened.  That was a damn good idea!  They didnôt have to put the 

interdictors in the systems, they only had to get them close enough!  Stick an interdictor 

half a light year from a target system, turn it on, and do everything under the fucking sun 

to hide the interdictor and its effect until it was too late for the Consortium to stop it, and 

the interdictor would spread over the target system after about 21 hours.  If they could 

hide the interdictor and what it was doing for, for, foréfuck, he had to do the mathé107 

minutes, it would put the interdictor out of reach of a retaliatory Consortium attack.  

After 107 minutes, an attack would have to travel sublight for over nine hours to reach 

the interdictor, and even light-speed weapons would be far enough away to see them 

coming and stop them; theyôd have 14 minutes to counter any weapon moving at light 

speed or just below.  They could jump an interdictor close enough to where it covered a 

target system just as the interdictor entered logarithmic mode, but that was too dangerous.  

The closer the interdictors were to Consortium sensors, the better chance they had to 

detect what was going on despite the Kimdori.  It was better to set them up a good 

distance away, where Kimdori SCM could have peak effectiveness. 

 He looked at Myleena, who seemed to have the same idea he did, from the wolfish 

smile on her face.  [You thinking what Iôm thinking?] 

 [Just get them close enough,]  he answered. 

 She nodded, then laughed brightly.  ñWe just canôt do it to a system where they have 

an active planet killer, or theyôd set it off,ò she said aloud. 

 ñHuh?ò Kumi asked. 

 ñMiaari,ò he said quickly, reaching out and grabbing her hand, letting her see what he 

had in mind.  ñCould the Kimdori hide an interdictor effect long enough to prevent the 

Consortium from being able to reach it?  Say, if we parked one half a light year from a 

target system?ò 

 She gave him a toothy grin.  ñWe most certainly could,ò she answered, then laughed.  

ñIngenious!ò 

 ñWhat do you intend?ò Jrzôkii, the Kizzik Secretary of transportation, asked. 

 ñWe intend to park an interdictor some distance away from a target system and turn it 

on.  If we can hide it from the Consortium, the interdiction effect will cover the target 

system, robbing them of the ability to travel in and out.  We just have to be very careful 

in how we use it,ò Jason said.  ñThe Consortium has orders to destroy anything they feel 

they canôt hold.  We canôt just go out and pull this trick at every system theyôve captured 

or theyôll commit genocide against the populations.  But we can pull this trick against 

systems we intend to attack.  If we time it right, the interdictor will prevent Consortium 

retreat or prevent reinforcements from reaching the system, allowing us to attack without 

fear of being overwhelmed by sheer numbers.  Hell, if it works just right, it would strand 



Consortium ships trying to jump in to reinforce defenders deep in interdicted space, 

forcing them to spend months trying to get out to where they can jump out,ò he said with 

an eager smile, clapping his hands and then rubbing them together. 

 The massive Kizzik, the largest one on Karis, seemed to ponder that, then nodded her 

mantis-like head.  ñAn effective idea,ò she complemented through her translator. 

 [Jason, Empress Dahnai is calling,] Cybi communed privately.  He glanced at her 

and nodded, and he accessed her comm from the table.  ñExcuse me a sec, guys,ò he said, 

then he looked down at the table.  [What is it, love?] 

 [We need you in council,] she said, a bit irked.  [Denmother just dropped the fucking 

mother of all bombs on us, and we need you here.] 

 He sighed.  [Alright, give me a minute, Iôm discussing the same matter with my 

cabinet and commanders.] 

 [Making plans?] 

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

 He extricated himself from the session and returned to his study, where Zaa joined 

him in person and Cybi materialized behind him as the room entered secure mode, and 

the holograms of the various rulers, and their highest assistants as the case may be, of the 

sector appeared in a row before him.  Dahnai and SkôVrae were in the middle, with 

Assaba, Grizza and Vizzie, Grayhawk, Magran and the Grand Master, Baômraiôei 

Meôber, Field Marshall Grran of the Jobodi, and now Brayrak Kruu of the Mob and 

Ambassador Hraga of the Zyagya had joined them as observers.  This was every major 

power in the sector, both those allied against the Consortium and the two neutral powers.  

They were already arguing over the best course of action when he joined in, with the 

conquered rulers rallying for their empires to be saved first, along with Dahnai and 

Assaba trading barbs and Grizza and Vizzie arguing with each other more than the rest of 

the council.  Clearly heôd joined the meeting after it had degenerated into this shouting 

match. 

 Oh yeah, this was solidarity. 

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

 Things toned down after they realized Jason had joined the meeting, if only so they 

could rehash what theyôd already gone over for his benefit.  The military plans hadnôt 

changed, but they were arguing over exactly the best course of action to go about retaking 

friendly systems from the Consortium in light of their plans to destroy anything they 

couldnôt hold.  The threat of those planet killers put a wrench in their plans, since now 

they had to ensure that they could attack without threatening the population of the planet 

they invaded.  Both Grayhawk and Baômraôei were trying to convince the others to save 

their systems first, but Jason found it a little odd that theyôd be fighting over something 

that was supposed to be in the purview of the war room.  The leaders werenôt military 

minds, with the exception of Field Marshall Grran or maybe Jason himself, because of his 

Legion days.  They might dabble or believe they were excellent tacticians, but the honest 

truth was, they were not.  But that was what their command staffs were for, to do the 

military things for them. 

 ñWeôre already setting up an attack,ò Jason told them wearily after they caught him 

up on things.  ñThe KMS and the Kimdori are going to assault Shio Prime in order to 

capture one of those planet killers before they can finish it.  Once we have it, weôre going 



to study it, learn how to break them, then allow the Kimdori to infiltrate and sabotage 

them in any system where they get it finished before we can invade.ò 

 They all looked at him, and Grran nodded knowingly. 

 ñWhat we need is the diversionary attack from the Confederate forces,ò he told them.  

ñWe need them to attack Ravarra, the closest Shio system to Terra.  That should turn the 

Consortiumôs eyes right when we need them looking the other way.ò 

 ñSo our ships will jump in, attack, then jump out when their forces arrive?ò Assaba 

asked. 

 ñActually, youôre going to attempt to capture the planet killers on both of the planets 

in the system, so jump in ready to launch a ground attack once youôve defeated their 

defenses.  We need it to be Ravarra because weôre setting up a little surprise for them.ò  

He explained their idea to use the interdictors offensively, and Ravarra was perfect 

because they could set up the interdictor with the Kimdori sensor jammers protecting 

Confederate space behind it, helping blind the Consortium to what was going on even 

more.  ñItôs going to be all about timing.  If things are timed perfectly, the Confederate 

fleet will jump in just as the interdiction effect hits the system, which will be expanding 

in logarithmic mode by then and will prevent the Consortium from either retreating or 

reinforcing.  Thatôs why weôre doing this at Ravarra.  They have barely a token force of 

defense there, all their ships are concentrated at Trieste at the moment, and we know for a 

fact that their planet killers are not completed on either planet.  At the same time, weôre 

pulling the same trick at Shio, using the interdictor to prevent Consortium reinforcements 

from jumping in and attacking.  Using the interdictors to prevent our enemy from 

exploiting his ability to jump in real time, we can march right back across the Shio 

Federation and the Alliance and take back every system theyôve conquered.  As long as 

weôre careful not to attack any system that has an active planet killer until the Kimdori 

can sabotage it, we can kick them back out of our sector one system at a time.ò 

 ñThe idea has a great deal in favor of it,ò Grran said sagely through his vocoder 

device as it translated his sign language, nodding again.  ñSo long as the Consortium 

canôt detect the interdictors as they set up, and we time it correctly, it is a very effective 

strategy.ò 

 ñI take it you can get our ships out?ò Assaba asked. 

 ñWe just jump a Stargate in and link it to the Terran gate,ò Jason shrugged.  ñMy 

battleships can tow a Stargate through hyperspace, theyôve done it before.  And my ships 

can jump through the interdiction effect.ò 

 ñAnd why canôt you help us do the same to ours?ò Vizzie asked. 

 ñBecause your engines canôt put out enough power to overcome the interdiction 

effect,ò he answered.  ñNot even ours can without upgrades.  Thatôs why I have so many 

KMS ships out of service right now, weôre doing engine refits to let them jump through 

the interdiction effect.ò 

 ñAnd the mythical Karinne technology rises from the past to save us in the present,ò 

the Grand Master said with a wry smile at Jason. 

 ñThe mythical Karinne technology is why youôre in danger in the first place,ò Jason 

scoffed. 

 ñNo.  They would have eventually come, no matter what,ò SkôVrae stated.  ñThey 

came here once before.  Eventually, they would have come again, if only to escape their 

foes in Andromeda.  The resurgence of the Karinnes only hastened the inevitable.ò 



 Jason gave SkôVrae a grateful look.  ñSo, unless anyone has any objections, weôll let 

the war room set this up?ò he prompted. 

 Nobody objected, so Jason slapped both hands down on his table.  ñFine then.  Iôll let 

you all discuss things, because I have a lot to do.  Denmother and Empress Dahnai can 

fill me in afterwards.  Good day to you all.ò  He got up without turning things off, since 

Zaa was in his conference room using the comm.  He patted her fondly on the shoulder as 

he stepped away, and she gave him that same toothy grin as he went back to his own 

cabinet, and mainly to his military staff and Miaari, so they could work out exactly where 

to place the interdictor and how the Kimdori could hide its effect from Consortium 

sensors without raising any red flags that might cause them to send out a hyperspace 

probe. 

 

 It took nearly sixteen hours of constant planning, consultation with Kimdori and 

KMS engineers, and then a hell of a lot of wrangling with the war room on Terra, but 

they eventually had a strategy and a timetable laid out.  The orders were issues, and the 

necessary materials were marshaled and thoroughly inspected to ensure everything was in 

working order. 

 The plan was essentially the same.  The Confederate forces would jump out, theyôd 

lay an interdictor in deep space between Ravarra and Terra to use the blinding effect of 

the sensor jammer network to hide the interdiction effect, and then their forces would 

arrive literally with the interdiction effect chasing them from behind.  The timing of that 

had to be absolutely perfect, to prevent the Consortium from jumping the fleet they had at 

Trieste to reinforce the ships they had at Ravarra.  Ten minutes later, just as the Ravarra 

situation would have the full attention of the Consortium, the KMS and Kimdori would 

jump in and attack Shio Prime in force, designed to quickly overwhelm the more 

significant defenses they had at Shio and get down to attack and capture that planet killer 

before they could either get it finished or destroy it to prevent them from inspecting it.  

There would also be an interdictor set up to interdict Shio, and the effect should reach the 

system literally at the same time they jumped in, if they timed it properly.  The wild card 

in this plan was how well they could hide the Shio interdictor.  It wouldnôt have the 

sensor jammer behind it giving additional aid in blinding Consortium sensors to what was 

going on.  Theyôd have to rely on a flotilla of Kimdori SCM ships that would cover the 

area in what they called a ñgray blanket,ò which would be a series of sensor jammer pods 

arrayed in front of the effect that would cause all Consortium sensors to return a false 

reading of normal when they looked in that direction.  Much as the sensor pods returned 

the false impression that Karis was a ball of radioactive slag, hiding the truth, they were 

going to hide the interdiction effect behind a false normal.  The uncertainty was going to 

be the last twenty minutes before the attack, when the interdiction effect would be like a 

tidal wave approaching a shoreline, making it very hard to conceal.  At that point, the 

Kimdori were going to blind Consortium sensors and gamble that theyôd see the attack on 

Ravarra and consider the blinding of Shioôs sensors to be a decoy to draw off 

reinforcements, or play on the time it would take for them to respond to the blinding and 

decide what to do about it. 

 Jason watched with sober eyes as the Confederate forces at Terra exited the Stargate 

to the TES, and began the journey out to uninterdicted space, beginning the attack.  It 

would take them ten hours to reach the edge, then those 1,107 ships, a mixture of Faey, 



Urumi, Skaa, and Alliance vessels, would jump out in four waves and head for Ravarra.  

A squadron of KMS and Kimdori ships led by the Dreamer would join them at Ravarra, 

jumping in just behind them, to join the fleet and lend additional support.  Meanwhile, a 

task force of 870 KMS and Kimdori ships were already starting to mass outside Kosigi, 

the overwhelming force they would unleash against Shio to conquer the planet as fast as 

possible.  It would be led by the Trelleôs Gift, and would include not only naval forces, 

but also Marine corvettes, troop transports, and ground assault ships, what they called 

jumpers, which would land on Shio and disembark Gladiators and pure foot infantry for 

the ground attack on the planet killer.  This wouldnôt just be a battle between naval fleets, 

it would be a building to building slugfest on the streets of Shio Primeôs capitol city, 

Shial, as KDF ground forces invaded and captured the planet killer they were building 

literally in the heart of the Shioôs largest city.  

 The real war had begun. 

  It was all quite literally out of his hands now.  This was now the domain of Myri and 

Navii, Lorna and the other generals and admirals in the war room on Terra.  He could 

suggest, he could listen in, but this was now all beyond his control.  They would make the 

decisions.  They would deploy the forces.  They would be sending men and women to 

dieéand doing it with his blessing. 
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 The activity showed that they knew something was coming, but they were not 

prepared for what came down their throats. 

 Twenty minutes before the interdiction effect reached Ravarra, all Consortium 

sensors were blinded throughout their entire annexed territory, through both the former 

Shio and Alliance systems.  They knew something was coming, and from the spy probes 

seeded through the area, they formed up a response fleet to jump wherever the enemy 

appeared, but only forming up 560 ships rather than their entire available fleet.  Either 

they were confident that 560 ships could handle it, or that was all they were willing to 

risk. 

 Then, the fleets arrived at Ravarra. 

 Ravarra had two inhabited planets, a temperate farming planet, Ravarra II, and an 

inhabited moon around one of the outer gas giants that farmed the gas giant for rare 

heavy gases.  The bulk of Confederate forces appeared at the edge of jump distance to 

Ravarra II, while a much smaller fleet arrived at Ravarra VI.  Both fleets immediately 

surged forward in full attack formation, leaving a curious hole in their back center, which 

was filled almost before the Consortium could consider that empty area, filled by a 

tactical task force of 16 KMS and 48 Kimdori vessels, and commanded by two of the 

four known KMS battleships, ships the Consortium identified quickly as the Trelleôs Gift 

and the Jenda. 



 The Consortium had been in the galaxy long enough to identify the other ships in the 

combined fleet; Faey, Urumi, Skaa, and Alliance vessels.  The fleet outnumbered the 266 

Consortium ships present at the planet by nearly five to one, and the Consortium realized 

quickly that the fleet attacking Ravarra comprised the majority of the Confederationôs 

available fleet.  As such, they called in reinforcements from Trieste, and the present ships 

took up a defensive formation around an orbital station that had been captured and hastily 

upgraded to fit Torsion weaponry. 

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

 The effect couldnôt be hidden from ship being affected by it, because it was no longer 

a matter of detecting it with sensors.  A shipôs engines could register the effect even 

moving in normal space, and almost immediately, the Consortium occupying Ravarra 

realized that theyôd been set up.  Their adversaries had managed to hide them placing an 

interdictor and turning it on, and before they could even decide on a course of action, the 

interdiction effect had passed so far past the system that reinforcements wouldnôt be able 

to reach Ravarra for over two hourséand that number went up by shocking degrees with 

every second that passed.  By the time reinforcements could jump, theyôd have to travel 

hours and hours to reach the system. 

 If they could even call for them.  Attempts to contact the Consortium command to 

warn them of this development were met with active jamming.  The Karinnes had killed 

their communications, utterly killed them.  Interstellar, gravband, even threaded short 

range gravband, none of it functioned.  The command station couldnôt even call orders to 

the defending ships.  But, for the Consortium, this wasnôt a complete loss, for they had 

their short-range visible light communications, able to send complete orders to any ship 

in line of sight of the station using the light language.  It was to this form of 

communications they reverted, relaying orders both to the ships and to their ground 

headquarters within the planet killer; there was no better place to put a command center 

than inside the one thing no attacker would dare fire on. 

 They were trapped inside the interdiction effect along with the superior force they 

faced, and had no means of communications save light-based.  This was now a fight to 

the finish, and their adversaries had come armed to the teeth and ready to fight. 

 Like the opening of some kind of deadly flower, the ships rushing at them attacked.  

The armor of lead edge of the Consortium ships around the captured station buckled as 

holes appeared in them, as they were struck by two ton rail cannon slugs fired from the 

KMS cruisers.  Those weapons had such sheer power and brutality that they ripped right 

through the shields and armor of the victim ships and sprayed their innards with white-

hot metal slag and metal gas, as the slugs vaporized on impact and that vaporized mass of 

both slug and armor penetrated the interiors of the ships, tearing them apart from the 

inside out.  Before they could react to that, a few dozen of those Torsion weapons 

screamed in at them, actively evading fire, and slamming into ten ships, burrowing deep 

into them and then exploding.  Six of those ships went dead and started drifting, while the 

other four managed to keep power, wounded but still operational enough to fight.  Then, 

the Skaa and Alliance ships fired their salvos of ship to ship missiles, a thousand 

shimmering dots leaving the Confederate formation and streaking across the void towards 

the defending Consortium formation.  The damaged ships fell back as a blitz of defensive 

fire unleashed from the Consortium ships, shooting down missiles with precision and 

accuracy.  Some missiles penetrated the defensive fire, causing shields to bloom into 



visibility as they exploded along the line.  The Consortium returned fire with their 

gravometric missiles, launching them at the formation as it changed, as the Skaa and 

Alliance ships fell back and Faey battle cruisers took the lead, a move the Consortium 

would not find strange, given how much intelligence they had on the Faey.  Faey ships 

were equipped with Torsion shockwave generators, an application of Torsion effect the 

Consortium had not fully explored or utilized, and those ships took the brunt of the 

retaliatory missile attack.  Shimmering waves of red energy exploded around the ships, 

swirling and undulating like shields hit by fire, which destroyed the bulk of the missiles 

fired at the formation.  Some did manage to penetrate the defensive screen, and those that 

penetrated unerringly knocked a ship out of action, the explosions either destroying the 

ships they hit or damaging them so severely they fell out of the formation as it screamed 

forward.  The leading Faey cruisers then fired their plasma torpedoes, energy weapons 

that behaved like a missile, a coherent crush of phased plasma energy that would go right 

through shields and explode with tremendous power once it hit the hull, melting into the 

hull before it exploded to amplify the destructive power.  These weapons were the one 

weapon the Faey employed that the Consortium most intended to take for their own, even 

over their impressive MPAC weaponry.  Plasma torpedoes were even more powerful than 

gravometric missiles, and since they were energy based, it meant that a ship didnôt have 

to carry hundreds of missiles, it only needed a few torpedo launchers.  Against these 

weapons, the Consortium could only evade; Torsion strikes on a plasma torpedo had no 

effect, since the Torsion effect couldnôt disrupt the magnetic bubble holding the plasma 

together.  The Torsion beam simply passed through the torpedo without causing it to 

detonate.  Dark matter guns, on the other hand, could disrupt a torpedoôs bubble, but at 

that close range the explosion would hit the shipôs shields.  It was best to evade the 

torpedoes, since they were line of sight weapons and couldnôt change their trajectory; 

they were not really meant to be a long distance weapon, they were intended for short to 

medium range, where they couldnôt be easily avoided.  Most of the torpedoes were 

avoided, but one ship literally had nowhere to go, and ended up taking a torpedo strike in 

its starboard keel, which immediately blacked out all its lights as the plasma storm 

generated an ion pulse that blew out the plasma power of the ship, and it fell out of 

formation. 

 As the Confederate ships closed the distance with shocking speed, they again shifted 

their alignment, and thousands and thousands of dots of light bloomed around them, as 

every ship in the formation launched fighters.  Fighter combat was relatively unknown to 

the Consortium, they had little reason to employ fighters against their Andromedan foes, 

but since coming to this galaxy, theyôd been rudely educated as to just how nasty a single 

little ship could be.  It wasnôt that single ship, it was the thousand or so others along with 

it that made them a threat.  It wasnôt the single bee, it was the swarm.  Those swarms 

surged ahead of the fleet vessels, and in just a matter of thirty seconds, coming in through 

defensive fire that missed almost every fighter, the lead edge of that cloud of fighters 

opened fire on the Consortium ships. 

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

 

 

 In his customary command position as the lead fighter of the formation, Commander 

Justin Taggart watched his tactical as his squadron completed the formation after launch, 



then he punched the throttle and sent his Wolf catapulting ahead of the multinational fleet 

behind him.  Raptors, Starwolves, Dragonflies, Urumi Krissha fighters, Alliance 

Warhawk fighters, and Skaa UnôDara fighters were slowly outpaced as every fighter 

moved at afterburner speed, his engine producing 180% normal thrust and the inertial 

dampers in the ship struggling to absorb the radical G forces involved with gravometric 

acceleration in a vacuum.  Before him was a fleet of Consortium ships, tightening their 

formation in preparation to deal with the fighters, where a ship could fire on fighters 

attacking its neighbor. 

 This would be a turkey shoot, as far as Taggart was concerned.  Consortium ships had 

no Torsion shockwave generators and no fast-track anti-fighter weapons, only heavy 

mount cannons meant for naval fleet combat, and heavy mount weapons had a hell of a 

time tracking on a fast, elusive fighter and hitting it.  The key to this for Taggart and the 

other fighters would be a tactic they called shield-skipping, getting so close they brushed 

the enemyôs shields, so close that their slow-tracking heavy weapons couldnôt anticipate 

and lead a fighter and shoot it down.  Consortium ships were like fat, wallowing deer to a 

nimble Wolf, unable to outrun him, unable to outmaneuver him, and unable to bite back 

once his Wolf started sinking its fangs into their fat carcasses. 

 This was a strange position for him.  Taggart had been pulled from his usual station 

on the Dreamer and been temporarily deployed on the Trelleôs Gift because they wanted 

him here, wanted his expertise with the Wolf fighter at this battle theater rather than Shio 

Prime, because Kimdori intelligence suggested that the bigger naval fight would be here, 

where the primary defense at Shio would be the thousands of weapon platforms the 

Imperium sold the Shio not long before they captilulated to the Consortium.  Not all of 

those platforms had been destroyed, and intelligence said that the Consortium was using 

the remaining platforms for defense.  That had to be at Shio, because there sure as hell 

were no weapon platforms here.  Looking at the ships before him, the planet behind them, 

and close to an orbital station big enough to be sitting in orbit around any Faey planet, 

Justin Taggart had to agree.  This was where he was needed.  He was a fighter pilot, and 

it was his duty, even his calling in life, to sit at the controls of a powerful piece of 

machinery and use it to defend freedom and liberty.  He had devoted his life to it in the 

Navy, and now he devoted his life to it in the Karinne Military Service. 

 He was once again a naval fighter pilot.  And he couldnôt be happier. 

 Deploy ECDs, Taggart sent to his squadron, and as one every Wolf launched its 

spinners and drones.  Lieutenant Joae Huralle was his Wizzo, his weapon officer up in 

the cockpit, and it was her commands that launched the drones as it was his that launched 

the spinners.  The four drones attached to his ship would be under her control, while he 

would control the main weapons on the fighter.  Tighten up a bit, Houri. 

 Sorry boss. 

 The targets hurtled towards them at radical speed, as each fighter shifted slightly in 

the formation to prevent an easy target lock by the fleetôs heavy weapons.  This was the 

most dangerous part of the operation, coming in through their optimal range and getting 

inside their capability to track them with their slow weapons. 

 Remember, stay at attack speed at all times, he sent in reminder as they neared 

maximum range for the main weapons.  Joae, now! he barked when they reached the 

designated time-to-target. 




















































































































































































































































































































































