Chapter 1

Koira, 18 Toraa, 4401, Orthodox Calendar


Wednesday, 28 January 2014, Terran Standard Calendar


Koira, 18 Toraa, year 1327 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


Foxwood East, Karsa, Karis

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 she’d arrived in their house, she’d 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 didn’t mean that she didn’t 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.

“Amber!” he grunted incoherently.  “I’m trying to sleep!”


She gave one of her little squeaking yips, not quite a bark but somewhat similar to it, and jumped up onto his shoulder. She didn’t 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.  “Listen, you little—“ 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 wasn’t 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 he’d allowed himself to do more than catnap in a chair in some dark corner for four days.  And he wasn’t 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 Sk’Vrae 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 Faey’s 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 Imperium’s 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 wasn’t as high as it could have been.  Despite that, Sk’Vrae’s 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 Sk’Vrae’s 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.  They’d 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 they’d 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 didn’t want to get there too early in fear that the Consortium might investigate any destruction of possible surveillance equipment they may have monitoring the fleet’s route.  So, their ships would literally start deploying the instant they came out of hyperspace.

Tim’s 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 wasn’t 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 wasn’t 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.  They’d 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 they’d 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.


He’d 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 Tom’s 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 Jyslin’s nightstand, at her clock, and saw that it was 1328 hours, not even noon yet, for noon was 1430 on Karis.  He’d been asleep for over four hours.  It sure as hell didn’t feel like he was asleep four hours.


Shit.  He had things to do.  He couldn’t 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 didn’t want anyone disturbing him when he went to sleep.  But he didn’t 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 “learn” 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 Jason’s 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 wasn’t bad as far as starting up, reaching its fingers into his mind, but it wasn’t 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.


“Sorry, sweetie, I have to get up,”  he told her, reaching down and petting the tiny little thing, no bigger than a kitten.  “You should go bully Rann into taking a nap.”


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 hair—her natural hair color—and her hauntingly beautiful aqua eyes.  She was married to a Generation male named Rolan, standing in the place Shey often occupied.  “Good morning, your Grace,” she said with a nod.  “You need a status report?”


“Yeah, I’ve been asleep too long.  Hit me.”  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.


“The training courses for the new gestalt upgrades start tomorrow,” she finished, then gave him a curious look.  “Does it really do that?”

He nodded. “You’ll never have to type again,” he told her.  “And the fighter and Gladiator pilots will have a hell of a lot more control, since they won’t have to speak to communicate anymore.  It’s almost exactly like sending, just over a gravband.  The new additions let you completely control any device with just your interface.”


She whistled.  “By Demir’s sword.  It will be, hell, revolutionary.”


“Well, at least most of the control devices are holographic as it is, so we won’t have a lot of useless junk to throw away.”


She laughed.  “True enough,” she agreed.


“You should see Jyslin use it,” he said, both amusement and respect in his voice.  “All these lines of code, bam, just right there, and it scrolls down the monitor like a runaway glitch.  It’s almost unbelievable.  And Myri’s quite the expert on using hers to emulate sending over gravband channels.”


“I wonder how long it’ll take to adapt?”


“If Jys is any indication, not long at all,” he answered.  “An hour of training and you’re good to go.  At least the software upgrades were easy.  They got pushed out last night as part of the universal reboot.”


“I hate those,” Eyai growled.  “It takes half an hour to get the command center back up and running.”


“Heh, I was working on something and forgot about it,” he told her.  “Nothing like getting a one minute warning to save.”


“I see you have one of the new interfaces already,” Eyai noted, looking at the shiny new gestalt on his ear, its lone prong extending under his left eye.


“Heh, one of the perks of sitting in the big chair, Eyai,” 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 Myleena’s 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 Consortium’s 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 they’d only produced about 190,000 of them before they designed the new module.  Those who weren’t 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 “output” from mind to computer, but Jason felt that it would take her a long, long, long time to figure out how to emulate the “input” 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, they’d 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 wasn’t 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 patient’s own DNA to prevent rejection.  Meya’s 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 patient’s 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 he’d 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 couldn’t 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 wouldn’t 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 “wired” human beings would make them famous.  Hell, it just might at that.


“Alright, tell Myri I’ll be over in about two hours, at least if everything goes to plan.”

“I’ll pass it on, your Grace.  Bringing Rann?”


“I don’t know if he’d find sitting around listening to people talk very exciting, Eyai.”


“Well, we’d like to see him,” she smiled.


“I’ll make sure he knows that before I leave.”


“You’re just no fun anymore, my Duke.”


“Was I ever?” he asked, which made her laugh.  “See you in a few hours.”


“Good luck with the rest of your schedule, your Grace.  We’ll be waiting for you.”


“Like waiting for an inspection, no doubt.”


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 Ryn…and 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 Tim’s 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, Bryn’s twins, Christy and Jack, Temika and Mike’s daughter and son, Jari, Songa and Luke’s son, and Zara, Min’s 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 wasn’t at home.  She’d 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 they’d gotten involved in this war with the Consortium, they’d 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 “pusher pilot” 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 harm’s 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 Sk’Vrae 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 couldn’t get into the areas where biogenic systems were kept or repaired, but that was doable.  Yesterday, the Imperial Medical Service’s central command had dispatched 18,000 doctors and medical staff to Karis, under Songa’s command, to officially merge Songa’s 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.  She’d 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.  Songa’s little outfit was more technologically advanced than the IMS, and most likely it was the IMS that would be upgrading to Songa’s 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 shipbuilder’s 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 they’d 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 Jason’s 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.


Jason’s 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 can’t hear it, but the others can.  Did your mother also tell you how to use this?]


[Almost never, that it’s 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 she’s right.  This is something that no one can ever, ever, ever know about, pippy.  If they can’t do it, they can’t ever know about it..] 

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


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


[‘Kay.]  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 you’re teaching that daughter of yours.]


[Pft, keep yourself out of my business, Jayce,] she teased in reply.  [She’s pretty good at communion, isn’t 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, I’m hungry and I don’t 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 hadn’t 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 it’s another long day.  How did the Legion meeting go?


Short, she answered.  Right now we’re 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 didn’t 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 Consortium’s sensor technology was vulnerable to both the CMS and the Urumi’s 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.  Myleena’s 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.


How’s the production on the other toys going?


Full bore, she answered.  They already have nearly a million Satan’s 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 they’re ready to launch.

Well, we’ll 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.  “Thanks,” 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 Sk’Vrae what’s going on, fielding calls from the High Staff, sorting through all the whining.  The usual.

Jyslin chuckled.  Poor baby.


Watch it, woman, or I’ll make you my personal secretary and make you field all those calls.


Oooh, a chance for you to do me on your throne?  I’m in!


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


I’m your wife, you silly boy.  I’m allowed to be ridiculous, she grinned at him.  She looked at her watch and winced.  Fuck, I’m 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.


“And that’s why you don’t open send such things,” Jason chided her audibly, one of the rare occurrences when he spoke aloud to her.


She laughed.  “Live and learn, I guess,” she answered.  Alright, alright, anyone else want to go?


Duchess, I’m giving them a lesson! Ryn protested.


Yeah, and like you wouldn’t like to take a break yourself, Jyslin challenged, to which guilty silence was replied.  I’ll give you guys fifteen minutes.  If you’re not in armor and waiting by the dropship, you’ll 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 wasn’t 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 Aya’s 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 Saelle’s 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 didn’t.

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.  We’ll have to find some nice secluded corner and remind each other we’re married, she winked at him


He chuckled.  I wouldn’t say no, that’s for sure.

We’ll work something out, she winked.


Aya wouldn’t let him out without escorts, not now, but she didn’t deem it necessary to send all four of his usual escorts with him when he wasn’t 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 Sk’Vrae.  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 Sk’Vrae were available at the same time weren’t 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 hadn’t 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 Ch’Thrk 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 Kizzik’s job was to keep everything Jason had to deal with straight, his job was to make sure Jason’s 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.  “Alright, guys, hit me,” he called as he closed the door.

“You have a conference with the Empress and Brood Queen in fifty minutes, my Duke,” Chirk’s mechanical translated monotone emanated from the module on her shoulder.  “The 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.”


“Thanks, Chirk.  What’s the line on the Shimmer Dome?” he asked Brall.


“They’re getting it ironed out, your Grace,” he answered, scratching his eyebrow absently.  “I had to go down there and kick a few shins, but they’ll get the new assembly line in operation within the takir.”


“Good, good.  And the Gladiator software upgrades?”


“On schedule.  We’ve had a few requests from the department of power, I’m checking things out for you.”


“They want another plant up?”


“More than one.  With the rumors flying that we’ll be building up, they want to move ahead of any construction.  The main core plant can handle the entire planet’s 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.”


“Yeah, that’s a good idea,” he nodded.  “Tell them to work out the details and send it up.  What’s the schedule for Virga looking like?”


“On schedule,” Chirk answered through her translator module.  “The 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.”


“The advance build teams already have the power couplings laid and the data towers set up,” Brall finished.  “When the Kizzik land, they’ll find everything they need to get started and everything they asked for already there and waiting for them.”

“Outstanding,” 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.  “Alright, guys, let me tackle these reports.”

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.  Sk’Vrae’s scaly face appeared first, and then Dahnai’s lovely face seconds later.  “Ladies,” he greeted informally.

“Your Grace,” Sk’Vrae nodded.


“Hey Jayce,” Dahnai smiled.  “Denmother Zaa?”


“Her staff said she’d be a little late, and to go ahead and start without her.”


“Ah.  So, how’s the timetable?”


“Unchanged,” he answered.  “My task force will be jumping out soon to start towards the rendezvous point.  We’ll know how effective it is in a few days.  Are both of you coming?”


Sk’Vrae nodded.  “I have my schedule cleared to arrive on Karis in five days,” she answered.


“I should be there in three,” Dahnai answered.  “Have you been getting hourly calls from the High Staff?”


“About every other hour, but yeah,” he answered.  “Every day that goes by, he gets more and more furious about the entry station.  Keeps bitching that Alliance merchants aren’t delivering on time.  He’s almost accusing us of intentionally delaying them.”

Sk’Vrae snickered in a hissing voice.  “He’s smarter than we thought.”  They were, in fact, doing just that.  They weren’t 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.


“So, we waive any late charges enforced against Alliance traders by their customers due to the entry station and let him stew?” Dahnai offered.


“It sounds logical to me,” Sk’Vrae agreed.


“Sounds good.  How’s the armor coming, Sk’Vrae?” Jason asked.


“We should have mass produced sections available in three days,” she answered.


“The Goraga shipyards?”


“On schedule,” Dahnai answered.  “But from the reports I’m getting back from my shipbuilding units, it looks like we’ll be shifting a great deal of shipyard activity to Kosigi.  It’s way better.”


“We have plenty of room,” he said simply.  “The capital doors should be ready well before we’ll have need of them.  As soon as you officially request it, we’ll work out the details.”


“Well, the Collective is officially requesting it,” Sk’Vrae declared.  “We 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.”


“Not a problem, your Majesty,” he said simply.  “I’ll put my people on cordoning off a sector of the yard for your use.  Just send us a schedule for moving your equipment over.”


“Done.  I’ll send an additional twenty thousand workers dedicated to building the Collective’s docks within Kosigi.  I’ll have them there in two days.”


“We’ll welcome them,” he agreed.  “I’ll forward this to Admiral Dellin and let him handle the project.”

“I’ll send further inquiries to him,” she nodded in understanding.


“I haven’t received a full report on that yet, but odds are we’ll be doing the same,” Dahnai said.  “So, Jayce love, could you start working on us moving in as well?  I’m fairly sure that’s what Lorna will suggest, may as well be ready to move on it as soon as I get all the recommendations.”


“Not a problem,” she assured her.


The screen split again, and Zaa’s face appeared in the middle.  “Denmother,” Jason greeted her.  “I was starting to wonder.”


“A minor issue required my attention,” she answered assertively.  “I bring news.”


“We listen to you, Denmother,” Sk’Vrae prompted.


“My children have completed the investigation of Collective territory concerning hostile outsiders,” she declared.  “The full report will be made available to you within the hour, Sk’Vrae.  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.”

“It will be done as you wish, Denmother,” Sk’Vrae answered respectfully.  “All know that in matters of intelligence, all should be as the Kimdori envision.”


“That was fast,” Jason mused.


“I sent additional children to complete the task quickly,” she answered.  “I will have a projected course of action to deal with the problem in your hands in three hours, Brood Queen.”


“I will have it carried out exactly to your specifications.”


“Jason, the workers that will begin work on docks for Kimdori ships will arrive at Kosigi in two hours,” she told him.


“I read Dellin’s report,” he assured her.  “We have everything ready for you.”

There really wasn’t much more to talk about, so after a little inane chatter, they ended the conference, and Jason’s 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 Myleena’s 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 wouldn’t 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 Myleena’s 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 didn’t 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 Gerann’s 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 didn’t 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 hadn’t 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.

“Alright,” Jason said after Gerann got him up to speed, “when do you think you’ll have a prototype transmitter ready?”


“I’m building it now,” he answered.  “It’s not going to be unjammable, but I have to start somewhere.  It’s been a little tricky trying to get metaphased plasma into a carrier.  It’s not going to run on microwaves.”


“Incompatible?” he asked, to which Gerann nodded.


“I can’t get multispectral phased plasma into a single phased carrier.  I think that’s 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.”


“But you think you can broadcast metaphased?”


He nodded again.  “I can broadcast Karinne metaphased,” he said confidently.  “I already did the math.  The prototype I’m building uses our technology, not theirs, and we’re more advanced in power generation and power management than they are.  I can’t 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 can’t.”


Jason’s eyes widened.  “Seriously?”


“Seriously,” he answered.  “The small-scale test model I built worked, so now we’re scaling up to prototype stage.  I just need to build a receiver and we’ll be able to test it in about five days.”

“Damn,” Jenny breathed.  “What kind of range will it have?”


“The math says we have to limit the energy broadcasts to short and medium range Teryon frequencies,” he answered.  “Long 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 won’t do that, though.  I’d rather use a series of seventeen short-range broadcast nodes scattered over the planet and Kosigi, so we’re not depending on one power source.  This is war, and if we lose that one single broadcast node, we’re 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 transmitter’s area until it’s repaired.”


“That’s actually a good idea,” Jason agreed.  “But 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 we’ll be relying on this new system as much as the Consortium already does, it has to be absolutely uninterruptible.”


“You see to the point of it, your Grace,” Gerann nodded soberly.


“When will you have the prototype ready?”


“I should have it ready for testing in five days,” he answered.  “I’m waiting on the Shimmer Dome to build me some custom biogenic boards.”


“Biogenic?”


“I told you we’re using our technology,” he reminded Jason.  “Teryon communicators use biogenic systems, your Grace, you know that.”


“Could you use moleculartronics if you adapted it?” Jenny asked.


He shook his head.  “Biogenics aren’t as fast as moleculartronics, but moleculartronic systems can’t handle Teryon communication systems.  Teryon systems require immense bandwidth, because they’re multidimensional.  To adapt a moleculartronic computer to handle that bandwidth, it would be a hundred times bigger than a normal transmitter.”


“But the Faey already use multidimensional moleculartronic systems,” Jenny protested.


“Yes, and look how big they are,” Gerann answered immediately.  “Look at the hyperspace jump engines on any other ship in the sector.  They’re 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 ship’s volume, because we have better, more efficient designs that use computers more compatible with multidimensional applications, just like the Consortium does.  That’s why we and they can jump in real time, where the others all have relativity delay.  Don’t confuse alternate quantum states used in metaphased plasma with multidimensional states.  They’re two different things.”


“That’s one thing I have to give the Consortium,” Jason grunted.  “That computer we captured is damn advanced.  If it can impress a Moridon, it’s up there.”


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 they’d 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 they’d 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, they’d 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.  “We’re right on schedule,” she summarized.  “The last weapons are being secured as we speak, and all ships in the task force are reporting ready to jump.”

“Then you have the conn, Captain,” Myri told her.  “The mission is now in your hands.”


“I’ll try not to embarrass you, your Grace,” she winked, looking at Jason.


“You’d better not, or I’ll send you to your room without supper when you get back,” he answered.


“Like I don’t do that already,” she snorted.  “I just hope your Legion agents can handle hyperspace.”


“You’re too high rank to clean up their puke, Leta.”


She laughed.  “Well, they’ll have plenty of time to rest once we reach our destination. All of four minutes.”


“They’ll cope.  If they don’t, kick them in the ass.”


“I’ll make sure to tell them you told me to do it,” she winked.


“Be my guest.”  He gave her a serious look.  “Be careful out there, girl.  And good luck.”


“We don’t need luck,” she said with a light smile.  “Reports by the hour, General.”


“Noted.  Jump at designated mark,” 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.


“And there they go,” he sighed, standing up.  “And I’ll get out of your hair now, Juma.”


You’d better, your Grace, she smiled at him.  Go home and get some rest.


I think I will. Keep me posted.


I’ll send you hourly reports, Myri promised.


Jason got home well after Rann’s 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, they’re 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.  I’ll have to hire a service to repair the damage.


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


Oh, I’ll 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 hadn’t done anything outrageous yet.  And though she wasn’t his, he loved Danelle almost as much as Myleena did, for she was a very curious and intelligent little girl, and she’d 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.


[I’m 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.  [Where’s your mother?]


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


[Well, that was nice of them,] he told her.  [And there wasn’t 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 Danny’s about to get it,] she answered.  [Ranny, dunno.  I don’t think he’s figured it out yet.]

[Hmm, maybe I’ll give you a hand tomorrow,] he mused.  [They should be learning it from me or Ayuma anyway.  You’re 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.  [We’ll talk about it in the morning, dove.]


[‘Kay.  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 you’re half as exhausted as I am, you’ll be asleep when I get home.

Well, don’t strain yourself, he warned.  I don’t 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.  That’s an order.


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


I’m 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.  I’ll deal with you when I get home.  Someone has to remind you of just who runs things around here.


It sure as hell isn’t either of us, he ventured.


She laughed in his mind.  True.  I’ll wrap this up and come home, since you’re being such a little bitch about it.


Yah yah yah, it worked, didn’t 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 won’t 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 day’s activities over at 3D, about their success in coming up with a way to adapt Jason’s 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 won’t 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 we’d have a better chance at a live capture when Myli or Gerann figure out a way to jam their broadcast power.  If they don’t 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 cruiser…that was fast.  He’d 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 wasn’t unusual though, for the captain of the Defiant was often first in line for the next big ship that came available.  She’d 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 couldn’t 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.  Cybi’s 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.  He’d 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 ship’s 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 I’ve ruined it for you, when will it be ready?]


[It’s ready now.  In fact, go look out your window in about twenty minutes and you’ll see it land on your pad.  I’m 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 can’t go wrong with you watching out for him,] he chuckled.  [I’ll take your experiment out for a test tomorrow.  We can make a day of it, see if it performs up to the simulations.]


[I’m confident it will.]


[If it pans out, we’ll need to get the fighter into immediate production.]


[I’ve 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.]


[It’s 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 fighter’s 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 metal’s natural color.

What is that? Jyslin asked as it landed.


My new toy, Jason sent eagerly.  It’s 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.  I’m 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 you’d better get it now.  I have a new girl now, and you’ll just be the obstacle keeping me from her in the morning.

She gasped, then laughed loudly when she saw his expression.  Oh, now you’re 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, there’s 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.  I’m so tired I can barely stand.


 Poor baby, he teased, letting her pull him down into bed.  You know, what I have in mind doesn’t 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 didn’t mind at all, but he was halfway serious when he told her she’d 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 Gladiator’s, 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 Cybi’s 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 pod’s 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 fighter’s computer.  At that mental connection, the fighter started up, the screens blinking on with various camera angles, a head’s up display, and tactical information along the edges of the three front-facing screens.


“Alright, Cybi, let’s do a complete diagnostic,” he called aloud, testing the fighter’s 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.


“Understood,” her voice returned vocally.  “Mind, my friend, that the command center is monitoring, so no funny business, Myri says” she told him.


 “I’ll crash this thing just to spite her.”


“You will not!  I did not put all the effort into building that mecha for you to wreck it just to amuse yourself!”

“You’re so mean to me,” 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, he’d 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.  He’d be a poor fighter pilot in the Wolf until he had time to master it, but he’d 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, let’s 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 ship’s 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 fuck…no 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 Wolf’s 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.


[We’re getting back some solid data here, Jayce,] Myri called over gravband.  [There’s no stress or anything at all showing on the prototype.  It’s solid as a rock, even with the high stress maneuvers you’re doing]


[Yeah, it’s hard to tell I’m even turning in here, the dampeners are hardcore,] he answered.  [Let’s 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.  Jeya’s ship…though not for much longer.


[I heard there was this talkative braggart out here that needs his butt whipped,] Jeya’s 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,] Cybi’s voice cut in, which made Jason laugh.


[Oh, alright, I’ll put the weapons on wargame mode,] she sighed in mock disappointment.  [But it’s terribly unfair when I’m not allowed to fight back.  If even the test shots do damage, I’ll 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 destroyer’s 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 destroyer’s 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 destroyer’s 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 he’d 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 he’d already made in it, which would let his shots penetrate even deeper into the enemy ship.


The second strafing run scored a kill…it just wasn’t 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 you’ll 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.  He’d 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.  He’d 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 that’s just one fighter.  Imagine ten of these strafing a Consortium destroyer!]


[I’d say we should get that thing shaken down and in mainline production immediately,] the elderly woman replied calmly.


[Fuckin’ right we will, but let’s keep going.  Alright, let’s 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 Cybi’s 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 couldn’t compete against it in a dogfight.  Once his fighter pilots were trained in a Wolf…holy God.  Look out.  That experience in a fighter like this?  They’d 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.  “Alright, Myri,” Jason said when he kissed her on the cheek.  “I think you’ll agree when I say get the Wolves in production fucking now.”


“You’re right about that,” she agreed with a nod.  “We’ll have a production schedule ready by tomorrow.”


“How fast could we build them?” Jeya asked.


“It 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,” Jason answered.  “But, since this is an original Karinne design, I don’t think we’re going to find any.  They probably had all the bugs worked out already.”

“I sure as hell didn’t see any problems with it when I was trying to shoot that thing,” Koye laughed, pointing at the prototype.


“Myri, get Kumi on this to get the factory space secured,” he told her.  “I want these on the line as fast as possible.  I’ll have Cybi prepare the parts list so we have everything in mass production mode as fast as possible.”


“I already have all pertinent data compiled and ready for use,” Cybi called from one of the nearby floating cameras she used to keep an eye on things.


“Alright.  Find another pilot to take over the rest of the shakedown, I’m gonna go home.”


“We don’t have anyone qualified to pilot it!” Myri protested.


“I have a training regimen and the required simulation programs already prepared.  Send your best fighter pilot to the training facility and I’ll get her started on rating,” Cybi called.


“Sioa, Juma, find the best damn fighter pilot we have and get her ass in that chair immediately,” she ordered.


“I have a couple in the army support corps that can do it.”


“I have a few naval pilots that can too,” Juma countered.


“Well, send them all,” Jason ordered.  “We only need one pilot to continue the shakedown, but we’ll need instructors.”


“True.  Five from each?” Juma offered.


“Sounds good.  They can compete to see who gets to finish the shakedown.”


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.  I’m sorry if it upset you, Aya.  God knows, I don’t 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, it’s me.  If I’m not doing something crazy, you’d 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 didn’t destroy those bases, then the attack wouldn’t 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 Miaari’s 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 “bell curve” 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.

“Kimdori commander reports they’re in position,” one of the comm officers called aloud.


“Naturally,” Miaari murmured quietly to him.


“Eighteen minutes to mark,” another reported.


“Kimdori jammers are starting up,” 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.   “Ten minutes to mark,” 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 Kimdori’s 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.


“Three minutes to mark,” 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 he’d 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, didn’t 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 destroyer’s 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 they’d 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 battleship’s 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 ship’s 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 ship’s 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 didn’t 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 hadn’t 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 wouldn’t 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 battleship’s 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 base…just 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% casualties…almost 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 can’t destroy, you kill the crew through their weakness to gravometric flux.  With luck, the Consortium wouldn’t have enough crew left to man the ships that survived the attack.


And it wasn’t over yet.  The interdictors were still up, and were now in their “bell curve” 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 procedures…at 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 they’d 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 didn’t 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 tsunami…just as they were designed to do.  This was the “endgame” 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.  “Fucking A!” 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 isn’t 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 Miaari’s 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 Sk’Vrae!  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 ships…exciting.  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 Dahnai’s 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.  They’d 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.  They’d 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 with…people who fought dirty.  Men and women with absolutely no morals who would use anything, no matter how cheap, to achieve their objective…because their objective was to survive.  There wasn’t a single man or woman on Karis that didn’t 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.]


[I’ll have the data sent off to Kimdori Prime as soon as we get it compiled and organized.]


[Have you told Dahnai or Sk’Vrae yet?]


[No, but I’ll tell them in a little bit.  I want some hard numbers before I explain what happened.]


[Very well.  I’m quite pleased at the result.]


[You’re not the only one,] he agreed.  [I was hoping for more, but I’ll take what we got.  Right now, the enemy has a fucking mess on its hands, and it’s only going to get worse once our harassment toys start reaching the ambush point.  We’re 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.


“I need to get to my office and start analyzing the data, Jason,” Miaari told him, licking him on the cheek.  Through her touch on him she already knew he’d talked to Zaa.  “Come, Tim, we have work to do,” she called.


“And lots of it,” he agreed, patting Jason on the shoulder.  “See you probably sometime next week, bud,” 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, I’ll make time.


No sweat.  I’ll find out after I see how much data I have to comb through.


Lots, most likely.


Fuckin’ right, he chuckled audibly.  “Come on, boss, no doubt they’ll be riding us for conclusions before we’ve even opened the files.”


Miaari nodded knowingly.  “That is always the way it is with intelligence.  Those who need it can’t wait for it, and those who can’t wait for it didn’t have any in the first place,” she said, giving Jason a light look.


“Oh, go on before I cut your tail off, woman,” he barked in reply, threatening her with a rolled up piece of paper, which made her laugh.  “And save time tomorrow for lunch at my house!” he called as she and Tim left.


“I’ll be there,” 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.  “Jayce, it’s one in the fucking morning,” she complained.


“Well, it’s only just into afternoon here,” he said dismissively.  “But this is important.  Switch over to secure mode, and cover up those tits, woman, we’re going to conference Sk’Vrae in.”


“If she gets excited looking at my tits, I don’t want to know about it,” she grunted, which made him laugh.  “Let me go to my office.  Back in a wink,” she said, and her image winked off to be replaced by a holding screen with the Imperial crest.  Jason also had to get Sk’Vrae out of bed, but she wasn’t quite as surly when he finally convinced her night comm officer to wake her up.


“It must be serious news to call off hours,” she noted, to which he nodded.


“I already informed Zaa.  As soon as Dahnai makes herself less naked and gets to her secure comm, I have news for you.”


“She was asleep?  Ah, I see, it’s the middle of the night at Dracora.”


“Oh, complement her on her tits sometime after we’re done.”


“Why?”


“Oh, just keeping her on her toes,” he said with a light smile, which made her hiss chortingly.


“Evil male.  I knew I liked you the first time we talked.”


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.  “Alright, I’m on secure,” she said.  “Now, what’s the big news, babe?”

He uploaded an edited file showing the attack on the Consortium to their comm panels and started it.  “This just happened about an hour ago,” he said.  “This 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.”


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.  “We 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.  They’re 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.”

“Holy shit,” Dahnai breathed.  “You did this with mines?”


“Mostly mines, yes,” he nodded.  “But there were more mines than ships, Dahnai, they were bound to do damage,” he grinned.  “Unfortunately, we couldn’t 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, they’re going to find out that we haven’t forgotten they’re there,” he smiled ominously.  “We have more automated weapons being readied to jump out in disposable robot ships to attack them as we speak.  If they want to salvage, they’d better dance to do it.  If they stand still, they’re toast.”


“Jason, I’m…shit.  I’m shocked,” Dahnai breathed.  “I can’t believe you did so much damage with nothing but simple mines!”


“He had the advantage,” Sk’Vrae deducted.  “He 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,” she complemented with a simple nod.  “You are as cunning as you are intelligent.  I find myself pleased to be in alliance with you.”


“Yeah, well done, babes,” she smiled.  “What do the Kimdori say this will do to the enemy’s plans?”


“Nothing yet, they want more time to look it over, but I’m fairly sure we just knocked them on their asses,” Jason said.  “They have to repair before they can start to move, then find crews to man the ships they have left, and we’re 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, they’ll be salvaging under fire.  So, they’ll 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.  I’m sure they’ll start moving some forces as they get them repaired, but with so many ships either damaged or without crews to man them, they’re going to need time to get our boot out of their ass.”


Dahnai grinned.  “Good.  Now, since your secret attack was a success, why don’t you come visit me?” she invited.  “You haven’t visited in a while, and I miss you.”


“I don’t think I’d like to be part of that conference,” Sk’Vrae noted, which made Dahnai flush purple and Jason laugh.


“I may not have time, love, you know how busy I’m going to be.”


“You can manage overnight,” she protested.  “Bring Jys and your amu dozei, and naturally you need to bring Rann.  Shya really misses him.”


“I think we could manage an overnight visit,” he ventured, pondering it.  It would take a little juggling, but a day or two of relaxation would do wonders for his mood…almost as much as a chance to get Dahnai in bed with him.  That always made him happy.  “But it’ll be in a few days.  There’s just too much going on around here right now.”


“That’s fine.  Call me with the details when you know.  Now, send us some telemetry of the attack so our analysts can go over it.”


“Right here,” 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.  “What is it, Miaari?” he asked.  “You found something already?”


“Yes,” 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.  “Watch,” 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.  “There,” 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.  “It is a distress beacon,” she answered.  “It 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.”

“You have someone going after that thing?”


She nodded.  “We had one squadron of Kimdori ships turn around to find it and bring it back.  It might have useful data, if it’s carrying the station’s logs.  Many beacons do just that, so whoever finds it knows what happened.”


“Well, they were going to find out anyway,” he grunted, glancing up at her.  “Are your ships safe enough?”

She nodded.  “They will scoop the beacon from hyperspace in a pass, they never have to drop into normal space,” she assured him.


“That must be a neat trick,” he noted.


“It’s not easy, but our ship computers are very good at it,” she agreed.  “Making 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.”


“True,” he agreed, looking up at her again.


“Jason, stop staring at my breasts.  That’s why you have Jyslin and Symone.”


He laughed.  “I was not, I was thinking,” he retorted.  “Besides, I’ll bet they’re nothing but for show anyway,” he teased.  “You know, look more like a Faey.  They’d never believe you’re female if you weren’t sporting a rack.”

“Wrong,” she winked at him.  “We are mammals, Jason.  They work just like Jyslin’s does when I have a baby.”


“So, you don’t give them a little extra padding to draw attention to them?”


She looked away from him primly.


“Ha!  I knew it!”


“I’m going back to my office,” 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.


“You are busted, woman!” he taunted, pointing at her as she reached the door.


She made a rude gesture before going through the door.  To her credit, she didn’t 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 wasn’t 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 toys…which, 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 they’d 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 wouldn’t 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 didn’t 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 they’d 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 device’s PPG reached critical mass from the Torsion generator overloading from sustained use, and the entire thing exploded…deep 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.

“I’d say the buzzsaws are a success,” Miaari murmured as they watched.


“Fuck, that wife of mine is one brilliant bitch,” 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 wasn’t 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.

Don’t 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 ships…and 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 Satan’s Marbles for them to salvage and bring aboard their ships, but they didn’t 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.  Jyslin’s clever buzzsaws were not just going to be a weapon of the Legion.  Those weren’t 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.  “I’ll add this to the analysis,” she told him.

“Get the report to me as soon as you can, even if you have to wake me up,” he called as she started towards the door.


“Just remember you asked for that when you bite my tail off for calling you at three in the morning,” she answered as the door opened of its own volition for her.


“You’d just grow a new one,” 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 they’d hoped.  They’d 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 be…because they sure as hell hadn’t broadcast it yet.  But when they did, they’d 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.  “Hello Rann,” he called with a smile.  “Did you have a good day?”


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 and—

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 couldn’t sit down afterward.


If that’s 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 you’re 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.  We’ll try a little after dinner.


I already ate dinner.


Well, I haven’t, he declared, hefting him a little bit in his arm.  I’ve 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 isn’t home yet.

Let’s 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?


I’m on the way now, she answered.  Be there in five, and please tell me Ayama made something for us.


She said she did.  I’ll 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 wasn’t because of my looks.  That’s 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.


I’ll watch something else when I get home.  I just need to make sure Kumi’s home first, though.

Jyslin’s reply was amusingly insulted.  Keep digging, Jayce, you’re almost to the mantle.


It keeps you from getting bored, he answered dryly, then broke contact.  “Alright, little man, I need to go get this armor off,” he told his son, setting him down.  “Go finish what you were doing.”


I wasn’t 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.  “It’s a lot like sending, son,” he began, holding the ring out so he could see it.  “You know how you gather up your thought and push it out?  Well, using TK is much the same, except you don’t focus your concentration on your thought.  You focus it on what you want to move, and then push.”


“What if I want to bring it to me?  Wouldn’t that be pull?”


Jason laughed.  “I didn’t mean literally,” 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.  “Ow!” he cried.


“That wasn’t bad, little man,” Jason told him, his voice filled with pride.  “You almost had it!”


“I feel like I sprained my head.”


“I told you it’s not easy, kidlet,” he chuckled.  “I 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.”


“I did?”


“You surely did,” he nodded when Rann looked at him.  “With a little practice, I think you’ll manage to pull it out of my hand very soon.”

“Wow, I did it!” he cried happily.  Kyri, Kyri, I did TK!  I made Daddy’s ring move!

It’s about time you managed to do something so easy! she answered, a touch snobbily.


That’ll do, little miss, Jason warned, sending privately.


Well congratulations, my little man! Jyslin sent, from downstairs.  I’m 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 hadn’t 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 Rann’s 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 didn’t realize how tired I was til I got in the tub.


Yeah, it doesn’t 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.  There’s 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 wouldn’t 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 don’t 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 Karinne’s 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.  “I’m sorry to disturb you, cousin,” she said, “but this is important.”


“I understand,” he said with a yawn, sitting at his desk.  “What’s going on?”


“I just received a report, cousin.  The Alliance is about to move.”


“And what do they have planned?”


“They intend to instigate war,” she answered.  “The children that keep eyes on them reported to me that they have decided to repeat history.”  She gave him a level look.  “They intend to try to destroy the Academy.”

“Are they insane?” Jason gasped.


“To 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.”


He leaned heavily back in his chair.  “Fuck,” he growled.  “As if the Consortium wasn’t enough, we have this to deal with.  That fucking bastard!” he raged, throwing a paperweight on his desk across the room.  “Does he really think the Consortium is just going to withdraw from this sector?  Is he that fucking stupid?”


“What do you propose we do about it?” Zaa asked.


“I’m sure you already have an idea, but mine’s a little more direct,” 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.  “Stay,” he told her as he pointed at the monitor.  A handsome redheaded Faey male answered the query.  “Trefani manor,” he said in a mellow tone.  “How may I direct your call?”

“Get me Yila.  Now,” 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.

“The Trefanis?” Zaa asked curiously.


“Trust me,” 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 didn’t 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.  “What do you want, Jason?” she asked in a sharp voice.


“How would you like to cut High Staff Graith’s radioactive nuts off and use them for a nightlight?” he asked immediately.


She barked in surprised laughter.  “My, are we testy today, Jason?” she asked.


“You better fucking believe I’m 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.  You’re coming to pay me a little visit, Yila.  We have something to talk about.”


“And why am I doing this?”


“Because it’ll cover every credit you’ve lost to the interdictors.”


She raised an elegant eyebrow.  “I’ll be there.  When?”


“Let’s call it twenty standard hours.  I know that means it’ll be damn early in the morning, but we don’t have much time and I really need to get some sleep, I had a very long day.  I’ll authorize you through the Stargate to Karis.”


“Done.  Now go back to bed,” she said with a slight smile.


“In a bit.  I have a little more to do.”


“Alright.  See you then,” she nodded, then she cut the transmission.


“Just what are you planning, cousin?” Zaa asked curiously.


“The Alliance is a major player in the interstellar trade game,” he said, tapping his fingertips together.  “They’re also quite involved with the Trefanis with smuggling and some other illegal activities.”


“Yes, I know.  We keep an eye on them.”


“Well, 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.”


“Yes, they’re quite adept at setting them up.”


“The High Staff is about to find out that the Trefanis have their claws in the Alliance’s financial system much deeper than they expect,” he answered.  “With you and Yila working together, we can give Graith whatever a Jakkan considers to be heartburn.”  He closed his fist and wrapped his other hand around it, giving Zaa a cool look.  “If he’s 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.”

“And just how will we do that?”


“Zaa, my magnificent friend, the Alliance is about to find out that you don’t piss off a partner in crime,” he said smoothly.  “What 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 she’s been helping them.  If we don’t even look at the illegal contraband they’ve been pushing, the unpaid taxes and tariffs on the smuggled goods that aren’t patently illegal could reach the hundreds of millions,” he trailed off with a slight, evil smile.  “And I’ll see to it they pay Yila for ratting Graith out, even as the legal Trefani businesses remain behind like a cancer in Graith’s eyes.  He’ll know they’re there, but he won’t be able to touch them, since they’re legal.  We’ll 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 she’ll keep earning her profits.  That’s a win-win in my book.”

She gave him a look, then laughed richly.  “Have I told you today that I love you, cousin?”


“Coming from you, cousin, a guy can’t hear it often enough.”


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 didn’t have the fleets and firepower of the Highborn houses, but there was not a single woman in the Siann that wouldn’t 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 wasn’t the only one to come, however.  Dahnai and Sk’Vrae both had been warned of the Alliance’s 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 Jason’s delight, Saelle had also come with them.  Not an hour later, Zaa arrived from Kimdori, and an hour after that, Sk’Vrae 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 didn’t mind, for though Sk’Vrae was large and intimidating looking with her bony plates and her big Alien​s 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 house’s 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 couldn’t openly declare war on the Alliance, and they also couldn’t 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 them…and every other empire in the sector, for that matter.


“Alright, so, the best way to do this is to show the Skaa and the Republic both what the Alliance is up to,” Jason surmised for the rulers and Yila.  “We let them go after Graith, and we make sure both of them reward Yila and her house for showing them how much money they’ve been losing to Alliance-sanctioned smuggling and freebooters.”


“I knew you were dangerous, Yila, but damn,” Dahnai grinned at her.  “I didn’t realize just how long your claws are.”


“I’m a businesswoman, your Majesty.  No more, no less,” she said with a shrug.  “I can provide Denmother with a detailed list and schedule of everything the Skaa and the Republic should be looking for and when it’ll be there.  I’m sure you’ll hear Graith screaming from here when the two Skaa empires figure it out.”


“I can live with his discomfort,” Sk’Vrae said shortly, her crest lifting up a little from its usual resting position behind her head.  Sk’Vrae 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.  “He is a backbiting zhraa.”


“I have no idea what a zhraa is, but I don’t think it’s good,” Dahnai said with a laugh.  “So, that’s our unofficial response.  What will we do officially?”

“Start drawing up battle plans for a possible campaign against the Alliance,” Sk’Vrae said immediately.  “It’s becoming clear that the Alliance is going to become our enemy before this is over.”


“They already are,” Zaa stated.  “But 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.”


“All the fighting among ourselves makes us good at war,” Dahnai shrugged shamelessly.


“Not all of us use an MPAC to settle our differences,” Yila smiled.


“No, you just use a garrote,” Dahnai winked in reply.  “I’ll leave it up to Sk’Vrae to decide which is more honorable.”


“If a warrior dies with a garrote around his neck, he deserved it for his lack of attention,” the Urumi leader said simply.


“The Brood Queen does speak a truth, however,” Zaa declared.  “I 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.”


“We already have about five of them for each empire,” Dahnai answered.  “I’ll have them sent to the war room.”


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 they’d managed to integrate the tactics and abilities of the three empires’ ships fairly well.  The Imperium’s 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 weaponry—well, Torsion and dark matter weaponry now—and 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 ship’s 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 field’s 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 battleship’s 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 didn’t 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 Sk’Vrae:  we know what you’re doing, and if you want to fight dirty, bring it, bitch.


But it wasn’t the High Staff Jason was thinking about.  He realized that with Yila’s connections, Zaa’s 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.


“What’s clear, though, is that the High Staff has proved that he will sink to almost any depth of cowardice to achieve his goals,” Sk’Vrae growled.


“I just wonder if the Parliament knows what he’s up to,” Yila murmured.


“Oh, they do, and they’re turning a blind eye,” Zaa answered.  “The 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.”


“I’d bet we’re not the only ones they have plots against,” Jason agreed.  “There’s probably similar little plans they’ve 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, I’d bet they’d be at war.”


“And oh joy, where do their borders meet at the edge of Imperium territory?  Karis,” Dahnai grunted.  “If they do go to war, we’ll see their fleets jumping hyperspace just outside of Karisian territory, which will make it harder to see any Consortium fleet coming.”


“Harder, but not impossible,” Zaa stated calmly.  “I 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.”

“It’s the Republic I’d worry about,” Dahnai grunted, looking at Sk’Vrae, who nodded in agreement.  “They may not be the Empire, but they’re still Skaa.”

“I’m sure they say the same thing about the Faey, Empress,” Zaa said lightly.


“Well, they’re right, I suppose,” she admitted.


“Aren’t we selling weapons to the Nine Colonies?” Yila asked.


Dahnai nodded.  “And the Shio,” she added.  “Arming them up to keep the Alliance and the Skaa from getting any ideas.”


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.  “Yila, I think it’s time we had a long talk with a few friends of mine,” he told her.

“Oh?  Who?”


“The Dirty Deeds Department, or what we call 3D,” he answered.  “They’re the reformed Legion, and now we’re back to doing what we do best.”


She laughed.  “I think Maeri is wetting herself at the thought of that.”


“Well, we have a new target, and I think you can help.”


“Me?  How?”


“You have the knowledge and the connections, we have the toys, and we’re 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.”


She gave him a look, then laughed lightly.  “Alright, I see where you’re going.  But you can say it, Jason.  I’m a bitch.”


“You’re an evil bitch and a pirate, but that’s why I like you,” he told her evenly, which made her giggle and preen just a little bit.  “I’m happily married to an evil bitch, and some of my best friends are black-hearted scoundrels.  You’ll fit right in with us.”


“Oh really?” she asked with a smile.


“Really,” 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.  “You were born into the wrong house, Yila.  You’d have been an awesome Karinne.”

“What a thing to say,” she murmured, taking his arm as they started out.
