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It had taken a few days to get over it…but he knew he never would.  It just wasn’t in him.


He’d attended the ceremony with his family and every military officer ranking Captain or above, wearing the formal robes of the Grand Duke Karinne, an elegantly simple affair of white brocade slashed through with blue goring, the crest of the house embroidered on both sides of the foldover chest, and tied in place with a wide blue sash.  Unlike any other Grand Duke or Duchess’s formal robes, however, Jason Karinne’s robes had sleeves of equal length, and both ended at the wrist.  And standing beside him in his first official capacity, wearing the blue and gold robes of the heir apparent, was Rann Thomas Fox Shaddale Karinne, looking both excited and nervous, doing his best to look serious, and with his youthful enthusiasm about being allowed to take part in the ceremony warring with the sense of sadness that permeated the air and hung on his father like a wet cloak.


It had been a simple ceremony, more of a funeral than a celebration, but there were reasons to celebrate.  That day, Kyva Karinne lost her status as the only member of the house who had been awarded the Dukal Medal of the Champion.  Jason Karinne had awarded the highest military honor the house could bestow on the 31 women who had sacrificed their lives in the interests of the house.  The cameras had followed him as he somberly walked down a line of empty suits of Crusader armor trimmed in gold and placed on stands, holographs of each woman visible behind and above them, placing the medal on the armor that represented the woman who had willingly died for the house.  Not in battle, not in the heat of the moment, but in a calculated decision to destroy their dropship by overloading its power plant, the resulting explosion killing two of the four Consortium breeding queens.


Those suits of armor were now a permanent fixture of the White House.  They stood in a double row in the entry hall, a stark reminder to any who entered that blood had been given for the house, and reminding him every day he came to work that his decisions cost people their lives.


Rann’s part of the ceremony was the only real happiness, since there was a 32nd medal awarded, and that was to Fleet Admiral Palla Karinne.  She too earned the Dukal Medal of the Champion for her critical decision to shield the palace using the Aegis and the task force, putting themselves in mortal danger and making the ship literally live up to its name as “shield,” and saved the lives of her Grand Duke, her Empress, and every ruling matron of the Siann except for Maeri Trillane.  Rann was given the honor of pinning the medal to Palla’s Class A jacket, a move he had practiced for hours, then he kissed her on each cheek.  Jason just settled for giving her a fond hug.


Of course, there were plenty of medals awarded that day, since Palla hadn’t been alone on her ship.  Every crewman in the task force was awarded the Ebony Cross, the third-highest honor.  The ten Wolf pilots that chased down the missiles that got past the fleet were awarded the Emblem of Valor, the second-highest medal.  Jason also awarded the Raptor and Dragonfly pilots in both the Imperial Navy and Infantry, the Imperium’s army, the Karinne Medal of Distinguished Service, the fifth-highest honor, though those pilots weren’t there to accept them.  They’d receive them in ceremonies within their own militaries, awarded to them by Saelle Karinne, the more-or-less ambassador to the Empress from House Karinne.

That was yesterday.  Today, there was nothing but the war, and his duty to protect his house…a house that was 31 women less than it was a week ago, but God help him, he couldn’t say he wouldn’t do the same thing if he had it to do over again.


And he hated himself for it.


Rann was a very empathic child, and he could sense his father’s melancholy a little more keenly than his brothers and sisters.  It could be that it was because he lived in the same house with his father, but Jason simply knew better.  Rann absolutely insisted on going with him to work, shirking off his lessons with the reasoning that if he was allowed to participate in the ceremony, then he should start learning about all those other things his father kept saying he was going to teach him.  It certainly wasn’t the first time Jason has brought Rann along in an official capacity.  Jason was amused at his attempt to be cunning about it, but he was happy that Rann wanted to stay with him.  Sometimes, a man’s child was better medicine over the raw wounds than all the good wishes and therapy in the world.


And so, Rann tagged along as Jason got the day’s schedule from Chirk, and Brall got his marching orders to go out and kick shins until things were going the way Jason wanted them to go.


The first order of business were reports from both Zaa and Yila.  Yila had managed to further track down the pirate organization that had launched the attack on Dracora using her criminal web, tracing materials through buyers and sellers to search for any other complicit parties and hunting down the other shadowy organizations that did business with them.  Zaa, on the other hand, had less to report.  She was still absolutely furious about the attack, and heads had rolled within the Kimdori spy ranks.  Zaa called every Gamemaster in the Imperium back to Kimdori Prime and dragged them before the Hearth itself, and she read them the riot act.  Kiaari had called him not long after, and she looked terrible, both mentally and physically shaken in the wake of Zaa’s wrath.  Zaa was almost like a deity to the Kimdori, the most revered Kimdori alive, and they took her displeasure very seriously.  Miaari had removed her Handmaiden’s mark in shame after returning to Karis, but after Zaa blistered her ear for doing so, it was right back on her the day after.  Two Kimdori Gamemasters had killed themselves in shame when it was tracked back that the majority of the enemy activity had been in their spheres of control, feeling that they had brought such shame to themselves and their clans that their lives were forfeit.


It disturbed Jason a little that Zaa showed almost no emotion over that fact.


But there was little moving Zaa now.  She had taken the attack on the Siann almost like it was personal, and she had the Kimdori within the Imperium racing around to find out just how the hell things got so far out of their control.  In a way, Jason could understand some of it.  The Kimdori had failed to prevent the Third Civil War, had failed to save the original Karinnes, and they did not take failure lightly.  Zaa was not going to let something like that happen again, and that was that. Until she felt that things were back under control, she would be a tornado of fury raging through the Kimdori ranks.

The Alliance wasn’t backing off, either.  Two more small fleets had jumped out of Alliance space, heading towards Terra.  The first had reached the edge of interdicted space just four hours ago, and they did the same thing the first fleet did.  They appeared, and as soon as they were challenged, they jumped right back out.  This puzzled just about everyone, and Zaa had retreated from her rage enough to send Kimdori to find out what Graith was up to, for that was curious behavior.


They’d see what the next fleet did in two days, when it was scheduled to arrive.


After he read through the reports, Rann sitting on his desk looking out the window behind his father, Jason sighed and pondered the day’s schedule.  A meeting with Dellin and Juma over the shipbuilding schedules.  A “come to 3D” tag on a routine report, but not a high priority one.  Someone over there just wanted to talk to him about something.  Attending the launching of the destroyer given the interim name Revara, the captain’s chair awarded to a human telepath, Lieutenant Commander Lisa Sheppard, who had already told him she intended to give her ship the name Patrick Henry solely for the famous line “give me liberty or give me death.”  That wasn’t a very cheerful thought.  Lunch with Rahne.  A scheduled briefing and meeting with Dahnai, Zaa, and Sk’Vrae just after lunch.  A briefing with the department secretaries after the meeting, their weekly meeting.  Symone had managed to worm her way onto his official calendar, which was nothing but a joke.  She’d had Chirk put her down for dinner.  Eh, he hadn’t gone out on a date with her in a while, he’d enjoy it. Maybe she could cheer him up a little, she was very good at things like that.  Symone was just too damn charismatic.  Then again, she’d been spending so much time piloting a Gladiator, he was starting to wonder if she loved him anymore.


But, that was how she coped, he supposed.  She often felt like a fifth wheel, dead weight, so she’d learned to pilot a Gladiator, taking quite a few lessons from Kyva and the KBB.  Jason had little doubt that she was nasty at the controls of a Gladiator now, given just who was training her, and Symone had fast reflexes and a lot of prior combat training.  He had little doubt she was more than a match for the average Gladiator pilot by now.


Dera handed Rann a cup of oye juice, smiling and patting him on the cheek, then she retreated back to the door.  Jason mused that he often forgot that Rann was the primary mission of the guards, not him.  Dahnai had sent quite a few to protect him and his entire family on top of Rann, given he was the amu dorai of the Empress, but their main mission was to protect the future husband of an Imperial Princess.  Jason leaned back in his chair and put his feet up on the desk beside his son, seeing that Symone was the last thing on his calendar, her block extending all the way into tomorrow morning.  Boy, she was just telegraphing what she had in mind.

He could use some of her specialized therapy about now.  Symone could make a man forget his own name when she was being militantly amorous.


Why does it make you so sad? Rann asked when he sighed again.


Jason blinked and looked at his son, with his beige-pink skin but Faey ears, his hair settling into a nice coppery red color after shifting through several shades of orange, blond, and red since he was born—Faey children’s hair often changed as they grew, and it was almost unheard of that an adult had the same color hair she had at birth—a red not too far from his mother’s hair, but with his father’s eyes.  Rann was going to be devastatingly handsome when he grew up.  Shya should count herself damn lucky she was already engaged to him, else there would have been a major war among the women of the Siann over who got him…and him being the heir wouldn’t have had anything to do with it.


A child of two worlds.  A child of two species, for that matter.  But with the best aspects of both rolled into one.


He knew what Rann meant.  And if he was old enough to ask, he was old enough to hear the answer.  Come walk with me, son, he sent, standing up.  He helped Rann down from the desk, and with Dera and Suri escorting them, he walked with his armored son down the halls of the White House in silence, then out the doors, then, much to the guards’ disapproval, right out the gates of the compound and onto the streets of Karsa.  Faey, humans, and Makati roamed the streets, with the occasional Kizzik visible in the distance; the Kizzik were more and more of a presence on Karis, and their numbers were steadily growing.  Very few of the citizens recognized them, and those that did didn’t approach, they simply bowed or waved.


“Look around, Rann,” he said aloud, motioning to the street.  A school class was on a field trip, walking behind their teacher.  Two Makati were bantering at each other in their language, wearing KMS duty uniforms.  A Faey mother was pushing her baby along in a floating stroller, heading for the Karinne House Bank, the main financial institution of the house and mainly controlled by Kumi…God help the house.  A human teenager in goth black and wearing a Blood Nugget tee shirt tapping on her interface, no doubt accessing its memory using command thought, its visual display projected in front of her eye in a way that only she could see the hologram, a one-sided hologram.  The faint shimmering in front of her eye gave that away.  The sense she gave off told them that she was one of the human telepaths, no doubt between classes over at the telepathic training academy.

It was another day in the life of the city of Karsa, which, when one looked upon it from a distance, almost seemed as a living thing itself.  The people were its red blood cells, traveling the arteries and veins of the city as the carried life to the cells, which were the buildings.  Wolf and Raptor fighters flying overhead were the antibodies, and the power and comm systems that ran it were like the nervous system that kept everything running.  Another day in the life of a city populated by 3,493,039 souls.

“What do you see?” he asked his son.


“Well,” he hummed, looking around.  “I see people, and hovercars, and buildings.  It looks like it always does.”


“That’s right.  And it’s our job to make sure that it stays this way, Rann,” he said calmly.  He stopped and knelt down to Rann’s level, his armor making a clacking sound on the plascrete sidewalk.  Like Dracora, Karsa had no roads, only sidewalks splitting grassy parks that connected the buildings for foot traffic and the underground subway system, with the wide pads at regular intervals where hovercars could land, take off, and park.  “Everyone you see here depends on us, son.  They’ve put their trust in us to protect them, to give them the chance to live their lives here.  It’s not a job you ever take lightly, because there may come a time when you make a decision that gets someone killed.  That’s what I had to do.  Because of my orders, thirty-one people died, the women who wore that armor that’s in the entry hall now.  I know it doesn’t sound all that big, but look, son,” he said, pointing  “It could have been her.  Or her.  Or him,” he continued, pointing at a ten year old boy who was running to catch up to the rest of his class.  “They’re not numbers, Rann.  They’re people.  Never, ever forget that, son, that there are people behind every decision you make, and there are people that might get hurt because of those decisions.  That’s what makes me so sad.  I wish I didn’t have to make the decision that got those women killed, but I had to.  It’s my duty to protect the members of the house, and I feel like I failed those women.  Failure is a terrible thing when people get hurt because of it.”


Rann was quiet a moment.  “If someone was going to get hurt, why did you have to?”


“Because sometimes, son, you have to make a decision that hurts the least number of people,” Jason sighed.  “Those women who died were trying to fix it so the bad people couldn’t get the ships we knocked out working again, and it was the only way we could do it.  They felt that if they died, it was worth it if they managed to finish the job, since it would have saved a lot more lives later on.  They volunteered for the mission, and they knew what might happen, but they did it anyway.  But despite that, I still feel like I failed them, and I failed my duties as the Grand Duke, because they died.  I failed my duty to them to protect them, and it makes me feel sad that I couldn’t find another way.  I had to let thirty one women risk their lives to protect the thousands and thousands and thousands here on Karis, and no matter what, I still feel like I failed in my duty.  I either failed my duty to the house, or I failed in my duty to those women who died, because I couldn’t find another way.  Can you understand that, son?”

“I, I guess so.”

“What’s the first thing I taught you about being the Grand Duke?”


“That the Grand Duke serves the house of Karinne.”


“And what is the house of Karinne?”


“The people who live on Karis.”


“That’s right, the people.  Remember that, Rann.  Always remember that.  You serve the house.  The house does not serve you.  Never forget that, son.  Never.  If there’s one thing I want you to learn, and understand what it means, it’s that simple saying.  It’s what being the Grand Duke truly means, deep in here,” he told him, placing a gauntleted hand over Rann’s chest, over his heart.

“I serve the house.  The house does not serve me,” Rann repeated, quite seriously.


“What does that mean, Rann?”


He was quiet a moment.  “That I should do what’s best for the house over what’s best for me.”


Jason nodded seriously, impressed by his reasoning.  “Always do your best, because the people are depending on you to do your duty as the Grand Duke.  And never forget, the decisions you make affect the people.  Not the house, not a column of numbers on a report, but the people.  And eventually, you’re going to run into a decision that can’t serve all the people.  You’ll have to choose which people your decision will help and which ones it may hurt.  And when that happens, you must make the decision that best serves the house, even if it makes you sad.  And it should make you sad, Rann.  When you have to make a decision that might hurt someone, it should make you sad, no matter how justified you were in making that decision.  When you can make a decision that will hurt someone and not feel sad because of it, then you no longer deserve to be the Grand Duke.  No Grand Duke that serves the people could make a decision that may hurt them and not feel sad because of it.  Can you understand that?”


“I…yeah.  Suddenly being Grand Duke doesn’t sound as much fun as it used to,” he said honestly.


Jason chuckled darkly.  “I came to that very same conclusion the first time I had to make one of those decisions, son,” he told him.  “But this isn’t a job you quit.  This job chose me, just as much as this job chose you, Rann Karinne.  Like it or not, you’re stuck with it just as much as I am.  So be the best Grand Duke you can be, and serve the people of the House of Karinne like every one of them was your own son or daughter.  That’s how I see them.  Every one out here is like your brother or sister, and I work as hard as I can to be a good father.”


“You’re the best father in the world,” Rann told him, looking up at him with a smile.


“Well, that’s quite a complement,” Jason chuckled warmly, lifting Rann up with his telekinetic power and then putting his arms around to hold him at his hip.  Rann wrapped his little armored arms around Jason’s shoulder and kissed him on the cheek.  “And that makes it all worth it, pippy,” he smiled.  “A father will move the world if it means he gets kisses.”


“I love you, father.”


“And I love you, Rann,” Jason returned, putting his forehead down against his son’s.  “Now let’s get back inside before Dera and Suri drag me behind the woodshed and spank me,” he grinned.


You’re getting very close to it, Dera warned.


“I thought you were the one in charge, father,” Rann said, giving him a sly little smile.  Clearly, he needed to keep his son away from Kumi.  Or the twins.  Or perhaps Miaari.  Or maybe all of them.

“They let me think that, son,” he chuckled, winking at Dera.  “You’ll find that in reality, you’re never as in charge as you ever think you are.”


Once they were back inside, however, Suri came up and kissed him on the cheek.  We think you’re the best father in the world too, Suri told him.


“And all this time, all I had to do to get kisses from you was teach Rann right and wrong,” he chuckled.


Suri smiled.  Jason, you’re the only man who’s ever made me think that some people are just too good to be in politics, she intoned seriously.


“Any self respecting person would steer clear of it,” Jason replied bluntly.


Rann tagged along with him most of the day, attending his meetings and being relatively good, keeping quiet and not drawing attention to himself, just watching and listening.  Juma and Dellin had to dote on him a little before and after their meeting, and Rahne didn’t mind him being there for lunch one little bit.  Rahne got along very well with his family, and they saw her something like an aunt, since she was the only other human Generation.  After lunch, he considered having Dera and Suri take Rann somewhere as he met with the others, but decided to let him sit in.  He had to learn how to be a Grand Duke, and one good way was to watch and see what a Grand Duke did behind the closed doors.  Rann could be trusted to keep anything he learned quiet.  He was actually very good at keeping secrets, no doubt an impulse introduced into him by that Kimdori DNA that helped make him a Generation.


It was a serious and enlightening meeting.  Zaa took immediate control just after they were all present, not even paying the fact that Rann was sitting on Jason’s desk and was in full view any mind as she got right to the point.  “We’ve picked up the first intelligence packets from our infiltrators,” she declared.  “They have achieved full immersion, and have managed to put themselves into positions where they have access to sensitive information.”


“How did they do that?” Dahnai asked curiously.


“By taking advantage of the confusion after the attack and identifying important targets and assassinating them,” she answered bluntly.  “All they had to do to take over their identities was take their brain implants.  They are how the insectoids both communicate and keep track of everything.  The implant is the identification.  And since my children can take them right out of the heads of the insects and put them into their own, they can assume another identity with relative ease. The Consortium’s internal security is quite lax once you penetrate their outer barriers,” she sniffed.  “But, to move on, it seems that the Consortium has a vast network of intelligence threaded through our entire sector,” she told them, bringing up a map of the sector and showing it shaded in red.  There were a few holes, but that shaded red indicated areas where the Consortium had up to date intelligence about the activities going on.  “I am not entirely sure about how it works,” she admitted.  “From what information my children are providing, they are receiving this intelligence in real time.  They know every move we make almost as if they have hacked into Civnet and taken control over it.”

“Which is basically impossible,” Jason countered.  “The Moridon are managing Civnet security, and I don’t think the people the Consortium hired are that good.”


“Unless they hired a different Moridon company to do the deed,” Dahnai offered.  “If you’re dealing with computers, you want the Moridon.”


“That’s possible,” Zaa admitted.  “But I considered that possibility myself, and after making a few discreet inquiries to a sympathetic member of the Mob, I am confident that the Consortium are not using the Moridon.”


“Why Zaa, you’ve broken one of the oldest rules in the sector,” Jason chuckled.  “The Moridon and the Kimdori aren’t supposed to cooperate.”


“I am sure that if our relationship were made public, he would be chained to the Traitor’s Column and gored to death by children,” Zaa said dryly.  “But this particular Moridon needed our help with something, and since then, we have maintained what you might call a distant friendship, much as the friendship between Handmaiden Miaari and Mahja Siyhaa.”  She touched her memory band, and the map zoomed down to the Imperium, showing its teardrop shape, with Terra on the point end and Karis at the rounded edge on the far side.  That was merely a two dimensional representation, which became more irregular when the map raised up and took on three dimensions.  Once it was viewed like that, it looked more like the hull of a Viking longship with Karis at the prow and Terra forming the stern.  Draconis was closer to Karis than Terra, and that Viking hull was bordered by the Alliance and the Skaa Empire near the prow, the Republic near the stern, and the Urumi on the far side at Terra and bordering the Alliance.  Alliance and Skaa Empire space extended out away from Karis, enclosing Imperium space, the two Skaa nations completely covered their side of Imperium space, and the space directly behind Terra was gray, unclaimed, if only because there really wasn’t anything out there for anyone to claim.  That space was bordered by the Urumi on one side and the Skaa Republic on the other, though those boundaries were very shaky.  The simple fact of the matter was, there just wasn’t anything around Terra but stars holding worthless planets or asteroids, so those lines on the map were just what each nation claimed, not what was actually controlled.

“This is what is most curious,” Zaa said, zooming in more and more, until three systems were highlighted.  Arctus, Vrada, and Imbria, the three more or less next to each other.  Arctus was the house seat of the Trillanes.  Vrada was a holding of House Trebanne, one of the minor houses, holding two inhabited planets and one inhabited moon.  Imbria had two inhabited worlds, one of them a Faey mining colony, and the other Imbria Prime, the homeworld of the Parri and the sole producer of the oye fruit that Faey would kill for.

Jason saw what Zaa was fishing for immediately.  The red shading did not cover Imbria.


“The Consortium seems to be completely blind about the happenings on Imbria,” she said.  “They had detailed intelligence about the movements of our fleets, our flag officers, which they have identified by name, and even logistical schedules such as goods transport and raw material harvesting schedules.  But when it comes to Imbria, they have no intelligence.  None.  This may be because the only goods that move from Imbria are copper, tungsten, and oye fruit, but it is a curious gap.”


“Given the Imperium’s absolute lust for oye, I’d think that would be something important to watch,” Dahnai chuckled ruefully.  “If there was a disruption in oye production, we might have a revolt on our hands.  I think the only thing that could come close was if Terran strawberry production were halted.”

Jason’s mind, however, wasn’t thinking about that.  All he was thinking about was the Parri shaman, and how he had felt…something.  He looked at the holograph, his eyes unfocused a moment, and for a second he considered the energy that produced them.


Energy…weren’t those other beings of the Consortium not corporeal?  Weren’t they just coherent energy?


Wouldn’t an energy being looking on with malicious intent be considered to be a dark spirit to someone that had that kind of sensitivity?


Something just clicked in his brain.

Jason blinked.  That was a wild conclusion, but in a strange way, it made sense.  What if…what if the Consortium’s energy beings could, could see across vast distances?  Like clairvoyance?  There had to be other kinds of psychic abilities, after all.  The Faey were racially telepathic, and had telekinetic traits.  The Colonists had a large number of empaths, beings able to sense emotional states, as well as telepaths and telekinetics.  Fully half of the Colonist race had some kind of psionic ability.  And since the Consortium’s energy beings were a radically different type of life form, well, who knew what they were capable of doing?

“Zaa,” Jason said quickly.  “Has your intelligence showed a loss of intelligence around Karsa?”


She gave him a curious yet intense look.  “Yes and no.  From what my children report, the Consortium has only recently managed to breach Karis, and I mean within the last fifteen days.  But now they are getting no intelligence from anywhere in the entire Karis system.  I believe that Miaari has found and destroyed their agents, and simply has not sent on the report yet.  There has also been a similar report of intelligence disruption at Dracora, which I attribute to Jinaami rooting out and crushing hidden agents.  She has found six since the sweep began, sleeper agents in menial tasks that avoided the initial sweep because they were in non-sensitive positions,  but they were all agents for local nations, not the Consortium.  I ponder that perhaps the Consortium has enlisted the aid of the other nations to spy.”


Jason, however, wasn’t quite so sure.  “It was the Parri,” he breathed.  “The Parri did it!” he called, then he laughed loudly, startling Rann.  “I’ll be a son of a bitch, the Parri actually did it!” 

“The Parri?” Dahnai asked, and Sk’Vrae scoffed while Zaa gave him a steady look.  “Jayce, love, the Parri are primitives.  Mystics.  They don’t even know how to use anything that’s not made of sticks and rope, and we’ve tried to teach them!  They just don’t want to know!”  She brushed her bronze hair from her face.  “I mean, I love the Parri, don’t get me wrong.  They’re very polite, and they’ve never been a problem.  But I think you’re reaching a little here.”


“I don’t think so,” Jason said.  “The commonality between the holes in Consortium intelligence are where the Parri are.  The Consortium can’t hide from the Parri!”

“Explain,” Zaa said, her expression intrigued.


“When the Parri shaman came here and performed her ritual, I felt…something.  I couldn’t explain it.  I asked her about it, and she told me that it was because my heart was filled with love or something like that.  A typical explanation from a mystic, something that was either way over my head or something my logical mind would reject out of course.  Now, speculate with me a little here,” he said, leaning on his elbow on his desk as Rann watched him.  “What if those energy beings in the Consortium aren’t just their spokesmen?  What if they have some psionic abilities of their own?  What if they can see into the Imperium?  I dunno, maybe astral projection or something?  Or maybe clairvoyance?”


“Clairvoyance?  We’ve had a few documented cases of it through history, but it’s exceptionally rare, and it never failed to drive the subject totally insane,” Dahnai said.


“Maybe it doesn’t drive them insane,” Jason said quickly.  “If they’re getting real-time intelligence out of us and they’re moving that information halfway across the galaxy, and we know they can’t possibly be using any standard comm—we have enough of their own technology to know what to look for—then maybe they’re using some non-scientific means of getting it?  Maybe their energy things can simply look over here using some power or ability we don’t have or have never encountered?”


“Theoretically?  Possible,” Zaa conceded.  “Even among the insects of the Consortium, the energy beings are mysterious and rare.  There are only four of them in this galaxy,” she relayed.  “And there is only one at the base holding the eggs.  The other three are at other bases.”


“There is a hole in that.  Dracora,” Dahnai said, a little victoriously.  “There are no Parri here.”


“No, but you are,” Jason retorted immediately, pointing at her.   “Remember what the shaman said?  That the light she called was shining on everyone at the ceremony?  You are there now, Dahnai, and that glow or whatever the hell it is is messing up their ability to see.  And it’s bright enough to scare them completely away from Dracora.  You are protecting Dracora.”


Zaa looked intrigued, Sk’Vrae looked skeptical, but Dahnai looked downright hostile.  “Love, you’re letting their mysticism get to your head,” she told him.  “They’re not capable of anything like that!”

“Oh really?  Why not?” Jason challenged.


“Well…they’re primitives!” she retorted, a bit lamely.


“There are many kinds of advancement, Dahnai Merrane,” Zaa said simply.  “Perhaps the Parri chose to advance themselves in a different way than your people.”


“But—“


“Remember when I broke those boards for you, love?” Jason interrupted her.  “Remember that?”


“Yeah.  It was pretty cool.”


“Remember how I said I did it?  After all, that’s something that most people just can’t do.  You couldn’t.  Neither could your guards.”


“You said it was mind over matter.  That’s such a weird Terran saying,” she mused.


“But what does that mean?” he pressed.


“It means that if you believe something hard enough, you can make it happen,” Rann supplied.


“Exactly,” Jason said, snapping his fingers and pointing at his son.  “The point is, love, just because you don’t think that something’s possible, that doesn’t mean that it can’t be.  I shouldn’t have been able to break those boards going on your thinking, yet I did.  The world is much larger than we realize,” he chuckled, thinking about what the shaman said.  “Just because we can’t see it or hear it, that doesn’t mean it’s not there.  Maybe that’s what we’re dealing with here.  Forces we can’t understand, yet the Parri can.  Maybe the dark spirits the shaman said were reaching out towards my house were Consortium spies using their abilities to snoop.  After all, if you want to know what’s going on here on Karis, my house is the best place to look, far over my office.”


“I don’t know,” Dahnai grunted.


“I think the easy way to test it is to simply summon a Parri and have it protect Draconis,” Sk’Vrae proposed.  “If Zaa’s spies report that our enemy no longer has intelligence at Draconis, then we know.”


“Yes.  If one Parri can protect the entirety of the Karis system, then one Parri should be able to do the same at Draconis.  I think you should make some inquiries, Dahnai,” Zaa told her.  “Have the Parri send a shaman to Draconis to effect protection around your palace.  And then we shall see if that protection blinds the Consortium.”


“More than that.  I think the reason they can’t see anywhere in Karis is because we have Parri here,” Jason said.  “They live here.  And the shaman told me that she decided it was time to take a firmer hand.  I think she is the one protecting all of Karis, that she decided they’d started getting too close and she’d better do something about it.  That was why they managed to get eyes in here, then bam,” he snapped his fingers, “they lost them just days later, just about the same time she told me she was taking a firmer hand about things.  She’s the one keeping them away from Karis.  She just placed an extra-strong protection around my house to give me and my loved ones a second layer of protection in case they sneak by her.  I think a shaman could protect the palace, but it would just be a stronger version of what Dahnai’s already doing.  Now, if we had the Parri defend all of our critical positions with the same protection they put around my house, like the war room, shipbuilding yards, and so on and so on…” he trailed off.


“Put enough bright lights out to make it hard for them to see anything,” Zaa surmised.  “Clever.”


“I think, despite my doubts about this, that there is enough evidence to at least pursue the matter,” Sk’Vrae said.  “Maybe it simply requires us to keep an open mind, and see how it goes.”


“I think it’s ridiculous, but it won’t really cost us anything to prove or disprove it,” Dahnai said, a bit annoyed.  “I’ll get in contact with the Parri and ask them to send a shaman here.”


“I think I’ll go have another talk with our shaman,” Jason mused, looking at Rann.  “Wanna go?”


“Sure!” he said with a grin.


The meeting went on without him as he flew to the north coast of Karga, where the Parri had colonized a nice tract of coastal foothills that had the perfect environment for their trees.  There were naturally occurring slightly higher nitrogen concentrations in the soil there, which attributed to their favor for this place. Their trees needed nitrogen like most any carbon-based plant, but the Parri breathed nitrogen rather than oxygen.  They were rather comfortable on both Terra and Karis, because both planets had extremely high nitrogen content in their atmospheres.  Jason landed on the edge of their village, and he saw them going about their business, moving about on all fours like animals but rising up on their hind legs to manipulate things with their prehensile front paws, which were more hand-like than paw-like.  He was greeted by the shaman and two of her apprentices, who had not yet earned their jaingi symbols, but instead had them drawn into their fur with some kind of white paste.  “Your Grace,” the shaman smiled.  He knew her name, but he just couldn’t pronounce it, since it was based on her language.  It sounded like a series of plaintive yowls from a cat.  He couldn’t even rationalize it enough to contract it into a comprehensible sound like he could with Kizzik names.

“We need to talk,” he told her.  “Could we sit and have tea?”


“Of course,” she said, stepping back and motioning towards the rude village, with its thatched huts.  “Welcome to our village.  Tea for our guests,” she said lightly to her apprentices, who scurried off on all fours like a pair of lanky bobcats.


After they were seated at the communal fire for the village, Jason and Rann enjoyed oye tea, following Parri custom so they didn’t offend their hosts, and then after he had taken the required four drinks from the cup, he got down to business.  “Shaman, those dark spirits you sensed.  Have you chased them away from this world?”


She smiled at him, toothy and knowing.  “Yes,” she answered.  “Their energies are harmful to our trees.  Something had to be done,” she explained.


“And you believe the Parri on your homeworld are doing the same?”


“Naturally.  They keep me informed.”


“You communicate with them?” he asked.


She nodded again.  “The talking box can send messages, but we have our own ways that have nothing to do with your science.”


“Then I think I’m talking to the right Parri,” he said.  “We think the dark spirits you’re sensing are our enemies in the Consortium, using some kind of ability to allow them to either see us or approach us in a way we can’t detect.  How many of them have you sensed?”


“Many,” she answered.  “Some are weak, some are strong.  The weak ones come close, while the strong ones lurk in the far shadows and reach their fingers towards us.”


Jason considered that.  “More than four?”


“Many more.”


“Hmm.  That doesn’t entirely fit in with our own intelligence, but we’ll come back to that.  Shaman, do you think it might be possible for the Parri of your homeworld to travel about the Imperium and cast a similar protection you placed on my house in certain places?  Important places our enemies have a great need to be able to look into?”

“It could be done, but it is not easy if it is not a place intimately connected with someone,” she answered.  “It would be no task for an apprentice.  Only a shaman long with his jaingi, an elder, could accomplish such a task.”  She noticed his curious and obviously confused look.  “Such places are sterile.  It is hard to bring love into a place that holds no love to begin with.”


“But it could be done?”


“It could be done,” she nodded.


“Would the Parri do this for us?”


“Of course,” she smiled.  “As we give our oye fruit gladly to your people, so would we grant you our services dealing with these dark spirits.  The dark spirits have no love in them, Jason.  Such things must be opposed by any who has love in her heart.”


“Then I think it’s time we made a call to Empress Dahnai,” he said.  “Would it offend you to use the talking box this one time?”


She chuckled.  “I would be glad to do so,” she answered.  “But after our tea,” she hedged.  She quite deliberately turned their conversation to mundane, even trivial matters, and spent most of that time talking with Rann, getting to know him.  Rann remembered all the lessons in etiquette Jason and the guards had taught him, so he didn’t do anything that would offend the Parri.  They had some rather peculiar customs and views, and while they were extremely hard to anger, they were easy to offend.  She even asked Rann to demonstrate his budding telekinetic powers, moving a small leaf on the ground about two feet, which caused the shaman to applaud and put her paw-like hand on his hair.  “Such a talented child,” she praised.  “And so polite!”

“Daddy makes me take lessons,” he blurted, then blushed a little.


She smiled.  “It is only proper.  We should all take the time to learn the ways of our neighbors, so we may be good neighbors ourselves.”


“Listen to her, Rann.  She’s very wise,” Jason chuckled.


After tea, they used the vidlink in his dropship to contact Dahnai.  They were all still talking about other matters, so when Jason conferenced in, he was looking at all three of them.  “Dahnai, ladies,” he nodded.  “Our Parri shaman assured me that they can do what we ask, but only their most experienced shaman are up to it.”


She nodded.  “Only the elders would be capable of invoking love into a loveless place,” she affirmed.


“Well, honored shaman, perhaps you should come and make the first attempt?” Zaa offered.  “As you know the situation and are more comfortable than other Parri in dealing with the outside world?”


She shook her head.  “I cannot leave Karis,” she replied.  “The wounded soul of this world needs me far more than you do.  I cannot leave him when he needs me.”


Dahnai gave Jason an I told you so look.


“But, there are many others with the skills to perform such a ritual,” she continued.  “I am sure if you ask around, you will find many elders willing to help you.  In this, the Parri will be willing partners.  The dark spirits have no love inside them, and they must be opposed.”


“Then we will make such a request,” Zaa said for Dahnai.


“Empress?” the shaman asked expectantly.


Dahnai flashed Jason an irritated look.  “Alright.  Alright!  I’ll send the word down and dispatch a transport to bring the Parri back.”


“Ensure the steel bird has grass and trees within,” the Parri intoned calmly.  “We find being surrounded by cold, dead metal to be very frightening.”


“I have ships that have gardens inside.  They can stay in them,” she said, then her image vanished from the monitor.


“Dahnai seems to have issue with this idea,” Sk’Vrae noted.


“She does not believe in what she cannot see,” the shaman said simply.  “And considers the possibility that there is more beyond her sight to be a challenge to her world view.  And since she rules, she does not like to be challenged in any manner.”


Jason blinked.  That pretty much well defined Dahnai.  This Parri was damn observant to figure that out.


“I will warn the elders of what is to come,” she continued.  “So they will be ready when the steel birds arrive.”


“That would be appreciated,” Zaa told her.


“Alright, we’ll let you ladies go,” Jason told them.  “I’ll call back later and tell you what’s going on.”


“Very well,” Sk’Vrae replied.  “Have a good day, Jason.”


“You too.”


Jason and Rann escorted the shaman back to the fire, where one of her apprentices brought her her staff.  She accepted and seated herself on the grass with the fire behind her, then placed it on her lap.  “I will send out the call, your Grace,” she assured him.  “This will take some time, so it would be best for you to return home.  Might you allow us to come visit you tomorrow so we may see your tree?”


“Of course,” he answered.  “I’ll send a ship for you a bit after sunrise, so you might have time to eat.”


“We will be waiting,” she said, then she closed her eyes and said not another word.  Her apprentices seated themselves to each side of her and also closed their eyes, and Jason actually felt it as her mind went totally blank, dead to the world, having the same psychic impression as a rock.  He wondered why she didn’t go straight to the vidlink they had in the village, which they kept in case they needed to contact someone in an emergency, but if she wanted to meditate first, well, that was her prerogative.


That is so creepy, Rann observed.  It’s like she’s dead.


I know.  I can’t even come close to entering a meditative state that profound.  It’s like she turned to stone.  Her apprentices aren’t anywhere close to it, he noted, assensing the two younger Parri, a male and a female.  He could still sense their thoughts; Parri were like humans in that they had no real defense against telepathy, though no telepath on Karis would dare invade their privacy on threat of severe criminal punishment.  Those things were not done on Karis.

No, Daddy.  It’s like there’s nothing inside her.

Nothing inside her.  Maybe that was a good literal description.  Maybe, maybe the Parri could astrally project, could separate their minds from their bodies and send them elsewhere.  Maybe she was talking with the elders on Imbria right now.


It was certainly possible.  Hell, when you got right down to it, almost anything was possible.


It was a long and interesting day, and it ended with Symone…sort of.  After Jason got all the Parri business sorted out, he went back to the White House and finished up his paperwork, then took Rann home and met Symone for dinner.  Tim was having a similar date with Jyslin across town, and it was a good decompression after the last few harrying days.  Symone quickly took his mind off everything with her banter and her jokes, and she got him to relax as they enjoyed Texas-grilled steaks at a steakhouse run by a pair of native Texans and who knew how to prepare a steak.  After dinner they went to a Faey opera by a local troupe, which was rather nice, then she took him on a long walk on the beach when they got home.  It was a warm, windy night, and he lost himself in walking hand in hand with one of the women he loved.

One of…sometimes that still both amused and surprised him.  He loved Symone, was as good as married to her due to their relationship as amu dozei.  He loved Dahnai, again, one step from marriage due to amu dorai.  He loved Jyslin deeply, their very souls entwined.  His heart had three women in it, and there were stirrings along the edges for Yana and Aura, friendships that were a tiny bit more than the usual friendship.  In Faey society, he was Yana’s boyfriend, and Aura was his girlfriend…and those were some pretty real distinctions.  And through it all, despite the fact he had sex with other women and had a real attraction to Yana and Aura—especially Aura—the three women in his life had absolutely no jealousy, thanks to telepathy.  They knew how he felt.  They knew he loved them.  They knew his interest in Yana was compassion, giving her something of himself because she loved him.  They knew his interest in Aura was purely physical, that he liked her quite a lot and she was a very good friend, but it was her body that lured him into her bed.  As Symone would rather crudely put it, his dick could chase any pussy it pleased as long as his heart belonged to them.

And this was one of those moments of amu, sharing an intimacy with Symone reserved only for those allowed to touch the edges of his telepathic pair-bond with Jyslin, a domain into which only Symone and Dahnai could step.  They shared their deepest thoughts with each other through their touching skin, at a level no listener could pick up unless she too was touching them, as Symone told him all about her feeling of purpose piloting a Gladiator, feeling like she was doing something at last, as Jason more or less dumped a lot of his problems in her lap, relating to her the crushing weight he felt on him due to that mission, the feeling that he failed, and mourning the loss of his house members all over again.  They both admitted they felt a little frazzled and out of touch, due to the very busy schedules they all had now.  They hadn’t joined together for a little foursome fun despite actively trying to arrange the time, things just kept coming up that pulled Tim back to work, or Jyslin back to 3D, or him back to the office.  But this was Symone’s time, Symone’s moment, and he tended to her gently, lovingly, tenderly, sharing with her, then making out with her on the beach with the surf lapping at their ankles.  Right about the time he was ready to suggest they retire back to the house, she pushed away enough to look at him, twirling her fingers in his hair.  My, you’re all revved up, she noted with a wink


What can I say, you’re just too sexy for me, he returned.  So, let’s go find an empty bed.


Oh, my bed’s already filled, she grinned at him.  Alright, he’s all yours.

He felt two pairs of hands grab him by the shoulders and under his arms, and he was literally dragged back and out of Symone’s embrace.  He looked up wildly and saw Meya on one side and Myra on the other, dragging him towards their house, which was quite conveniently right in front of them.


Symone!  You set me up! he accused.


Hook line and sinker, as the Terrans say, she grinned back at him.  Have fun with the twins, lover.  I’m gonna go stick my face between Jyslin’s legs and show her how much I love her.


Bitch!


And you love it, she winked, then sauntered away like she’d won an argument.

Meya and Myra literally dragged him up the beach, his heels leaving trails in the sand.  And you two are soooo dead, he warned.


No, we’re about to make you forget all about Symone, Myra winked down at him.  She got you ready for us.  That bulge in your pants tells us more than your words do, Jayce.

To his intense pique, he blushed.


You lose again, Jason, Meya teased.  You know we own you.


And we’re about to own you in an entirely new way, Myra added, licking her lips sensually.


He had to laugh.  Once again, the twins had gotten the better of him…but he had the feeling he was going to enjoy what they had in mind.


He woke up almost in a haze, in an unfamiliar room, and with unfamiliar women on either side of him.  It took him a moment to get his brain engaged, and when it did, he almost had to shudder a little.


Oh.  God.


And he thought that Symone could be wild in bed.  Meya and Myra made her look like a fucking nun.  They had taken complete possession of him and did all kinds of—


He almost got an erection just thinking about it.


He had the feeling that half of that was just show, bravado, proving that they could make him forget his own name, proving that his trysts with Kumi were a pale shadow of what they could do to him.  In some ways, they were wrong, since Kumi was an absolute slut and was utterly depraved, which meant she’d do things that would make the twins blush furiously and enter a convent at the mere thought of doing it themselves.  But where the twins lost that battle, the fact that there were two of them, they were twins, and they had a guy in the same bed with them let them do things Kumi couldn’t, let them win the war.  Meya and Myra wouldn’t touch each other—they weren’t those kind of sisters—but they’d do a hell of lot of other things without crossing that line.  And last night, they’d done them all.

They said they could rock his world.  He had to admit, they were right.


Twins 117, Jason 0.


What was it about them that always let them get the best of him?  Ever since their very first meeting, they’d always had the upper hand, always one step ahead, always able to take him down a peg.  And in a way, he was glad for it.  The twins kept him humble, kept him honest, reminded him that he was Jason Karinne before he was the Grand Duke.  And damn, did they remind him last night that he was a man, and they were women, and men and women could do all kinds of very, very interesting things together.


He caressed Meya’s bare butt lightly, which made her stir.  He’d never be able to look at either of them again without remembering last night, and he guessed that was just one more way they were showing him just who owned Jason Karinne.  Meya rolled up on her side and opened her eyes, then she grinned at him.  Mooorninnnng, she trilled.


You are an absolute bitch, you know that?


I love you too, she winked.


He stifled a laugh so they didn’t wake Myra.  I swear, woman, I’m not sure I can walk.  Ever again.


Then I’d say we owned you, she teased.


Bitch.


Keep calling me that, Jayce, it just makes me happier and happier.

He did laugh that time, which made Myra stir.  She threw an arm over him and pulled him against her, and he felt her breasts against his back in a very lucid way.  Morning, Jayce, she sent lightly, kissing him just under his ear.  Did I hear something about you never walking again?

It’s a common side effect of a Zoyanne Special, Meya intoned seriously, which made Jason burst out laughing.


You two are absolutely terrible!


You weren’t saying that last night, Myra retorted, kissing him again in a way that made a thrill go down his side, like a pair of hair clippers held next to his ear.  Last night you were calling us god.


I was not!


Really?  Oh god!  Oh god!  Oh god! she broadcast, a memory of his voice in the throes of passion.  Well, there was just us in bed with you, babes, so clearly you think we’re right up there with Trelle.


Jason tried to come back with a witty retort, but his brain failed him.  Besides, Myra’s lips on the skin under his ear was scattering his thoughts to the winds.  I don’t care how long it takes.  I will find a way, and I will get you, he promised.


There aren’t that many years in a cycle, baby, Meya teased.  Besides, you’ll be too busy fending off a furious Kumi.


What?  Why?


Look over there.

Jason’s eyes followed her gaze, and then he saw it.  Sitting on a shelf over their dresser, there was a small camera.


You didn’t! he gasped.


Oh yes we did.  And right now, there’s a little something for Kumi to watch sitting in the inbox of her panel, Myra replied sweetly, sliding her hand up his chest, then cupping her fingers around his neck.  We told you you’d never forget it.  We’ll send you a copy so you can get a good look of it from outside the bed.

He was completely at a loss.  He just worked his jaw as if to speak for a moment, then collapsed back against Myra in helpless laughter.  I hate you two!


Oooh, that means we can get in a little angry sex before breakfast, Myra cooed, pulling him down onto his back.  I get him first, she told Meya.


Just don’t use him up, I want a turn.

The twins finally let him go about two hours after breakfast, which absolutely murdered his schedule for the day given that the Parri were due to arrive any minute.  But, as he wobbled back home along the walkway, the infuriated shriek that blasted out of Kumi’s house told him that the twins really had recorded their night, and sent Kumi a little taunting proof of it.  Kumi and the twins had been doing things like that to each other since they came to Karis, but this was the ultimate dig on Kumi, and Jason knew it.  She’d tried to get a viddy of him for a while, and the twins managed to beat her to the punch…and in true twins flair, they sent her a copy of it so she could stew in her own rage.


Jyslin was gone when he got home, off to work, as was Tim, and all the kids were at lessons.  Symone had hung around to see him, however, meeting him at the kitchen table as Ayama served him some pancakes with a naughty little smile on her face.  “Not a word!” he barked, pointing at her, which just made her grin at him as she put the syrup on the table.  Symone burst out laughing, flopping down in the chair facing his, and he noticed for the first time she was wearing her flimsy little thigh-length robe that was belted so loosely in front that her left breast was hanging completely out of it.  Not that it wasn’t anything he hadn’t seen a thousand times before, but often it was the presentation that made it appealing.  She wouldn’t have seemed half as sexy if she was sitting there nude.  Symone looked where his eyes were and just smiled at  him.


I’m surprised you have enough left to get horny looking at my tit, baby, she told him.


Hey, the day my amu can’t get me in the mood is the day I divorce you, he retorted with a wink.


She laughed.  As if, she teased.  So, how was it?


You know damn well how it was, he answered.  I’m sure you heard me all the way over here.


Yeah.  Jys really had a headfull of you, she grinned.  That made our sex that much hotter, she purred mentally.  Nothing gets Jys hotter than when you’re getting some.  It just bleeds through to her and makes her go totally nuts.  I  love doing her when you’re between some other girl’s legs feeding her pussy that big cock of yours.


Don’t be nasty, he chided, though he had to admit, she had the same effect on him.  When she was having sex with Tim, if he was similarly engaged, it just amplified the sensation since he was getting pleasure from both his body and through Jyslin.


You love it when I’m nasty, she retorted as he started eating.  And from the feel of it, the twins are way nastier than I thought they were.


I’ll tell you about it later.  Right now, I’m sure Chirk has people searching for me.  Besides, someone needs to be punished for her part in that little game, he warned, looking over at her.


She shivered a little.  Oh baby, you know I love to be punished! she replied, which made him laugh.


Well, tell Tim to take Jys out again, because tonight, you will pay for your treachery, he warned, pointing at her.


Oooohhhhh, I’d better wear a maxipad today or I’ll make a mess in my armor, she replied, which made him throw a pancake at her.  The syrup-drenched disc splatted flat against her face, making her flinch so violently she fell backwards out of her chair.


He managed to finish just in time to greet the Parri, a procession of six of them, two tattooed shaman and four apprentices.  They viewed his tree and complemented him on his success, they shared a cup of tea with him, talked of minor affairs for about fifteen minutes,  then they got right back on the dropship and went home.


But that was the Parri.  The were very social, but they were also very considerate.  They could probably see that he was fairly busy, so they cut their visit short.

He got to work right after seeing the Parri off.  It was a very short day, basically just him catching up on the reports, but everywhere he went, he got snickers and sly looks.  After a half hour, he found out that the twins told everyone about their little ambush, further grinding their heels in Kumi’s face and taunting him with their superiority, and about an hour after he got there, a suspiciously large video file appeared on his panel’s inbox, from Myra.  He made sure Chirk and Brall were out of his office, then opened it.  Ten seconds of viewing told him that beyond any shadow of a doubt that they really had recorded it.  And he was going to murder them if this got anywhere beyond Kumi and him.  If he ever saw this recording anywhere but on his own panel, they were going to die.

What he should have expected was the little visit from Kumi just after lunch.  She barged into his office looking about ready to breathe fire, slamming his door and pointing at him like her finger was a pulse rifle barrel.  If you did that on purpose—


They didn’t tell me they did it until afterward, he cut her off.  I told you I don’t want anything like that out there, and if I ever see it somewhere it better not be, heads will roll.

She looked slightly mollified, but not much.  I’m going to kill them! she exploded.  That was my idea!


You’re just jealous, he replied, digging just a tiny bit himself.


The look she gave him could have shattered the window behind him if it weren’t armored glass.


Jason had to laugh.  C’mere, he called, motioning her over.  She stalked up to him, then squeaked in surprise when he dipped her down and kissed her on the lips.  She clung to him, then hummed and started kissing him back just as he finished up.  You watched the whole thing, he noted.  Kissing her brought them in skin to skin contact, and her intense arousal was all but screaming at him.  That was most of the reason she came in here.  She’d seen that viddy, and she’d spent all morning with her legs crossed.


Five times, she admitted.


Self punishment is the worst kind, Jason chuckled, sitting back down.  She sat in his lap, probably uncomfortable for he since he was in his armor, and looped her arms around his neck.


Oh, come on, she begged.  Just fifteen minutes out of your armor!


Any other time, I’d be all over that, Kumi girl, he answered.  But I have a date with Symone tonight, and if I show up bandy-legged, you’re gonna be answering to her.  Just go grab some random lucky guy and give him fifteen minutes he’ll never forget.

She gave him a hot look, then laughed brightly.  That’s not a bad idea, she purred, kissing him on the lips, hot and dirty.  But you owe me, Jayce, she warned.  And I’m gonna collect!


We’ll talk about it tomorrow.  The twins have to pay for recording that, and I have something of an idea.

She grinned maliciously.  We’ll fix their little garden, she sent with a savage undertone.  Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to go find some handsome guy and give him a permanent limp.

Jason watched her sidle out, and he almost felt sorry for the first handsome man that crossed her path.  Or the first man, for that matter.


By the end of the day, he saw that the Parri operation was under way.  Parri shaman had already arrived at the palace and the command center and the war room, and they were starting their preparations for what his shaman said would be a difficult task.  The viddy he’d seen of them certainly hinted at that fact, for all of them were elderly Parri, old and wise, and looked quite formidable.  He put that out of his mind, though, for he had other things to do, and other fish to fry.
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It took the Parri about five days to complete all of their protections.


Jason got reports and watched viddy of it from time to time, elderly Parri shaman hobbling about large command buildings and chanting, pouring that powder in shapes on floors or around entire buildings, shaking those oye wood staves at things that only they could see.  They visited every important position or location; command centers, shipyards, critical strategic locations for fleet assembly, and naturally, the Academy and the United Nations.  The Parri probably did more work on Terra than anywhere else, since it was the only place where foreign powers had any civilians or agents left, so it was very important to completely blind the Consortium to the entire planet.


There was also the twins.  Jason and Kumi had a score to settle with them, each for their own reasons, and Jason knew exactly how to go about doing it.  He sent them back to Exile to check on the Exiled that had returned, see how they were doing settling back into their city on the island by the sea, and let them catch up on some friendships they’d made with those that returned.  He didn’t feel it important to mention to them that he’d made some…modifications to their dropship, and that he’d managed to get his hands on their armor.


The twins landed and spent the night at Exile, but when they went to return home, they found out that their dropship had a mind of its own.  It veered off course and flew out over the main continent, and by the time the twins managed to do anything to get back control, it landed in the middle of the vast grassland that dominated the equatorial belt of the planet.  The dropship went completely dead when it landed, and after a few attempts to get it started or call someone, they decided to strike out using the engines in their armor to coast the 60 miles or so to New Karsa.  For the engines, that was about a ten minute cruise about a foot above the flat ground, since the tropical savannah was so flat it’d let them go very fast.  But, as soon as they exited the dropship, their armor, quite literally, flew apart on them.  All the seals ruptured and the armor just dropped off anywhere it didn’t surround them, leaving them literally only in their boots, codpieces, and gauntlets.


Right about then, they started getting suspicious that this wasn’t entirely accidental.  It was more or less confirmed when a Wolf’s spinner descended down and hovered an exact 200 feet over their heads, just watching them.  Jason got to hear quite a lot of cursing and threats and saw the shaking of fists at it, but the twins knew they’d been had, and there was nothing for them to do but strike out for New Karsa on foot.  Jason watched them raid the dropship’s emergency supplies, finding it had been cleaned out of everything but food and water, and that food and water wasn’t in any containers.  No backpacks, no tents, no weapons, no emergency radios, nothing but food and water.  And if they wanted to carry the food and water, they’d have to come up with some way to carry it.

Jason had made it clear; the twins would have to think their way out of this one.


He was impressed with their ingenuity.  They fashioned sleds out of their armor’s breast and back plates, piling their armor on one and the food and water on the other, then yanking some flexible conduit out of the dropship to serve as rope.  Then they lashed it down, tied handles to them, and started pulling them along the flat grassland, which would let the sleds slide along without much resistance.


At 60 miles, it’d take them about three days or so to reach New Karsa, but they’d probably get spotted and picked up when they reached the edge of the farm plots, which should only take them about a day to reach.  Jason let them start out, then, after they were about ten minutes out, they saw a large Stick drop down and pick up the dropship, then carry it off.  They shook their fists at the spinner again, calling him out and promising revenge, but Jason just activated a holo of him and Kumi, which had them tell the twins to enjoy their walk, and that there would be oh so much more for them to be angry about by the time they got home.


It wasn’t entirely a cakewalk for the twins.  It took them a full day to get back, and during that time they had to cross two rivers without losing their sleds, got involved with a cloud of stinging insects they’d accidentally rousted from a nest, leaving them covered in red welts, and had an encounter with a native mammal, a black-furred cat-like creature the size of a german shepherd that had velociraptor-like middle claws on its back legs, oversized claws that were kept cocked back to snap forward and down and rip prey apart when the animal got hold of them and raked with its back claws.  The little animal scared the life out of them when it investigated their sleds after they stopped for the night, but after the initial scare on both sides, the little animal actually followed them for a while, which made them nervous.  It eventually lost interest, however, going off to chase a rabbit-like mammal the size of a pit bull, and they didn’t see it again.


And so, the twins were gotten back.  By the time they reached a planter and got someone from New Karsa to come get them, they’d walked over a day in tropical heat, and they were exhausted, naked, muddy, covered in sting welts, and looked absolutely miserable.  Jason had a recording of the whole thing, which he played back to dramatic music on a holo monitor in their dropship once they were picked up, putting a caption under it reading Meya and Myra’s Survival Adventure.


When they got home, they each slapped him on the shoulder, then they each kissed him on the cheek, then they announced in unison that he was on the list.  He replied by remarking that the geo surveys had found a sizable deposit of Vanadite on Exile, the ore of Vanidrium, under the polar ice pack, and he might need someone to go investigate and get more detailed sensor scans.  That made the twins flinch, then laugh and kiss him again.

Jason made his point, though.  Don’t mess with the guy that can tell you where to go and what to do.


Thing hadn’t had a chance to settle much when Zaa arrived unannounced.  She met him literally as he got out of bed, opening the door just after his alarm went off.  Jyslin gave her a cool look, but couldn’t hold it long as the tall Kimdori strode into the room.  “Good morning,” she called, which surprised Jason a little and made Jyslin chuckle.


“Denmother!  When did you get here?” he asked.


“Minutes ago,” she answered.  “Put on a robe and meet me in your study,” she declared, sweeping past and through the door leading to his private study, which opened to both the hallway and his bedroom.


Sounds important, Jyslin noted seriously.


I think you’re right.  Have Ayama bring me some coffee?


Why are you asking, you weakling?  Command! she grinned.

Alright, bitch, you go get me some coffee.  Now!


You can’t order me around, I’m your wife, she retorted cheekily.  I order you around!


Oh really? he asked archly.  I think someone else needs her own survival special.


You wouldn’t dare!  Besides, I can fix anything you sabotage, she challenged.  We both know I’m the better engineer, she added loftily.


Alright, that’s it, he barked mentally, grabbing hold of her, making her gasp and giggle, then he kissed her quite seriously.

“Now, Jason,” Denmother Zaa called from his study.  “I do not want to have to come in there and break you two up in a compromising position.”


They both laughed, since that was where things had been headed.  He gave Jyslin one more kiss, then watched as she climbed out of bed and headed for the bathroom, that cute but wiggling all the way.  He sighed and again thanked God for the luck he’d been given to marry that woman, then he put on a robe and joined Zaa in the study.  She immediately locked the place down, then she motioned for him to sit.  “I’ve received more missives from our agents within the enemy base,” she declared.


“And they must be serious.”


“Yes.  They are grim,” she answered, touching her memory band.  “Cybi, would you join us, please?”
The hologram that represented Cybi formed in front of them, solidifying into that nude yet formless body with Sora Karinne’s face and hair.  She nodded to Zaa, then turned and stepped around Jason’s hair, putting a hand on his shoulder, a hand that made contact since she was utilizing the solid-matter holograph projectors, which added simulated substance to the holograms in the form of coherent energy skin that could be touched.  “What is it, Denmother?” she asked.

Zaa seated herself across the desk, her fingers still on her memory band.  She used it to access his desk’s vidlink, which wasn’t secure and was more or less there just for things like this, and an image of the base appeared in a hologram that formed over the desk between them, just under Zaa’s eyes.  “Firstly, the Parri have had an effect,” she told them.  “Everywhere they have done their work, the Consortium is now blind.  And we have come to learn how and why, thanks to the daring and valor of my children.


“There are four of those energy beings in this galaxy,” she began.  “It seems that you were right about them, Jason, but only partially.  One of them, and only one, had the ability to send parts of its collective consciousness far from its core.”


“Parts of?” Jason asked.


She nodded.  “The beings are not like you or I,” she said, as an image of one appeared in place of the base.  “See how it is made up of swirling lights?  Each of those lights is what you might call a cell that makes up the entirety.  But unlike other beings, each of those individual cells is sentient.  These beings are more of a symbiotic assembly of smaller beings, all working together, but capable of independent action in a limited scope.  They cannot physically separate from the symbiote construct, but they can utilize any psionic powers they possess independently.”


“Intriguing,” Cybi noted.  “They are quite unique creatures, are they not?”

“Yes, they are.  It seems that of the four, only one of them has this ability, and it arrived with the fleet we attacked.  It took it some time to acclimate and begin its work to keep watch over us, and it also seems that it had a lot of trouble looking into Karis, mainly because of a resistance it encountered here.”


“Probably the shaman,” Jason mused.


“No.  Cybi,” Zaa replied.  “Cybi has an effect on that creature that made it hard for it to see Karis.  It managed to penetrate the interference, and that was when the shaman took matters into her own hands and banished it from the planet.”

“What kind of effect could I have?” Cybi asked.


“I do not know,” she answered.  “But something about you interfered with the symbiote’s abilities.”


“Curious,” she mused, no doubt pondering the matter with her vast, computerized mind.


“Yes, but it’s a matter for another time.  To make this brief, the Consortium is now backed into a corner.  They were absolutely depending on their ally’s ability to watch us, and now we have blinded them.  They were planning to take their time and attempt to minimize the potential for damage to the nations in the sector, because they intend to conquer this galaxy and they wanted to keep things intact.”


“But now they don’t care.”


“They have received orders from Andromeda,” she nodded.  “They are to capture Karis as quickly as possible, and neither casualties nor the Consortium’s own laws are an issue.  They must take Karis, no matter the cost, no matter what they must do.  Something has happened in Andromeda to change things.  We do not know what this is, but it has changed the Consortium’s plans.  They have decided to break their own laws and customs, and they are conscripting the peoples of the empire they conquered to replace the insectoids on the ships.  This is something that is quite remarkable for them.”


“How so?”


“It is against both their empire’s law and thousands of years of traditions to allow civilians to fight in battle,” she answered.  “The only beings permitted to make war in the Consortium are the energy beings and the insectoids.  For them to break this law and force a subject race to fight, well, it says a great deal.  Whatever is happening in Andromeda, it must be quite grave for them to make such a drastic decision.”


“Well, didn’t they do that to the Urumi?”


“No, they did not,” she replied.  “Remember, Jason, they did not conquer the Urumi.  They used them.  If they would have brought the Urumi into their empire, they would have been forbidden to fight. That was why they abandoned the Urumi at the end, to walk well clear of that law.  They simply set the Urumi up, forced them to commit to the battle, then severed all ties with them and allowed them to attack to create a diversion for their own forces.”


“Well, that does explain a couple of things,” Jason grunted, thinking it over.  “I couldn’t figure out why they just abandoned the Urumi like that.”


“When you understand some of their law and custom, it makes sense,” Zaa answered.  “For us, it means this.  They are desperate now.  As soon as they train those subject beings to crew the ships, they are going to come, and they are going to come all at once.”

“We’ll have a year to deal with them,” Jason grunted, thinking it over.


“Maybe not.  The reason I am here is because my children intercepted a communication back to Andromeda.  It will take it 79 days to get there, and the reply will take 79 days to return, but the short of it is that the forces here are requesting information and plans to be transmitted back concerning some kind of faster than light technology.  They intend to run the interdiction blockade using it.”


“Faster than light?  Like warp drive from the old Star Trek shows?”


She nodded.  “My children don’t know how efficient it is, or how fast it would allow them to go, but if they can get the plans for it and build it, then Karis is no longer safe.”


“Then we have to make sure they don’t get an answer,” Jason said immediately.  “We need to find a way to jam their long distance communications.  If we keep them from getting what they need, it keeps them out.”


“I have some theories about that,” Cybi told them.  “I’ll discuss them with Myleena.”

“Alright, I’ll leave that in your hands, Cybi,” Jason said, patting her holographic hand.


“With this order to take us no matter what combined with the blinding of their most effective intelligence gathering, it backs them into the corner,” Zaa grunted.  “We have to be careful now.  Even a mouse can be dangerous when it has nothing left to lose.”


“Damn right,” Jason agreed.  “It also makes the attack we made on them even more meaningless, if they’re not going to need more insectoids.  Yet another reason my girls died for nothing,” he sighed wearily.

“Jason, do not dishonor their memory so,” Zaa told him, a bit sternly.  “It does help.  Remember, those ships are designed around the insectoids.  The other race will not be as effective.”

“I guess,” he sighed.


“What we must do is begin to prepare,” she told them.  “Soon, the Consortium will attack.  They have no choice now.  And with them so critically short on ships and personnel—“


“They’ll invade the other nations,” Jason cut her off.  “They’ll take them over both for bases close to us and to conscript them into their navy to fight against us.”  Zaa nodded grimly.


“I believe the war room considers the Nine Colonies the most likely target for the initial invasion,” she stated.  “They are the least militarized of the nations abutting Confederate space.”  Zaa’s eyes went distant a moment, and Jason could almost hear the communication between her memory band and the comm network, relayed at biogenic level akin to communion.  “It has begun,” she said grimly.  “I just received word from our sensor watchers.  A force of Consortium ships have jumped in our direction.”

“How many?”


“Six thousand, nearly a third of their available fleet,” she answered.  “They’re working the trajectory as we speak to get a destination.”


“Cybi, alert Myri and have Myli warm up 3D for rapid deployment,” Jason ordered.  “And send word to the war room.”


“I am doing so as we speak,” she nodded.  “I am also calling Dahnai and Sk’Vrae to warn them.”

“Wise,” he agreed.


“Let us wait for Dahnai and Sk’Vrae before making any plans,” Zaa offered.  “And we need to get the others here.”


“I’ll summon Miaari and Myleena at once,” Cybi answered.


By the time everyone was assembled, the astrocartographers had a destination.  It wasn’t the Nine Colonies as Jason thought, but it was the Shio, the entire force was jumping to attack the closest Shio system to them, Reglen.  Dahnai made an emergency call to Grayhawk as Jason ordered the KMS to mobilize.  The Shio were bristling with Torsion weaponry, but they were outnumbered some 100 to 1 even if they had their entire fleet at one system.  Zaa brought up the status of Reglen, and Jason saw that they’d be overwhelmed in mere minutes, given it only had an orbital station and 14 ships there in defense.  Even if the KMS and the Confederate forces attacked to intervene, they’d still be heavily outnumbered.


Grayhawk’s green-skinned face appeared on another holographic monitor, pale and shaken.  “Is this true, your Majesty?” he asked in a sick voice.


“It is true, High Prince,” Zaa said gravely.  “Some six thousand Consortium ships are currently en route to Reglen.  They will arrive in a little less than two thousand Shio dekka.”


He looked about ready to throw up.  “We can’t fight that many!” he said in a strangled tone.  “Minister, how long would it take for our forces at Bregali to reach Reglen?”


“Two days, your Highness,” came a voice off screen.


“I, this is, my poor people!” he wailed.


“Grayhawk, now is the time to do what you can,” Zaa told him.  “Send the warning.  Evacuate what you can from Reglen.  Save as many as you can.”


“Send them to Terra.  We will give them sanctuary,” Jason told him.


“We will recall them to homeworld!” Grayhawk snapped.


“And what happens after they finish at Reglen, your Highness?” Dahnai asked simply.  “Do you think they’re going to stop there?”


He looked absolutely stricken.  “She speaks the truth, young Emra,” that same voice said from off the screen.  “They would not send so many against our tiny nation unless they meant to crush us beneath their heels.  They will not stop at Reglen.”

“I won’t blame you if you fight, Grayhawk,” Jason told him.  “But for God’s sake, evacuate your civilians.  They’ll find safety on Terra, and they’ll be welcome there until they can go back home.”


He looked at them with haunted eyes, then slowly nodded.  “I’ll do what I can,” he said.  “As you know, I don’t make the decisions.  I can only warn in the most serious way possible.”


“Good luck, Grayhawk,” Sk’Vrae intoned grimly.


“I think we will all need it,” he answered, then his image vanished.


The Confederate military went on full alert, and their conference included the other rulers of the local nations after only ten minutes.  Zaa explained what was going on, using blunt terms, and then she finished things up.  “The Consortium will consolidate its hold on Shio territory, then it will move on,” she told them.


“We warned you that this was going to happen,” Jason said in a weary voice.  “For God’s sake, I all but got down on my knees and begged you to listen, but you were too interested in what you could get out of it for yourselves,” he added, looking right at Graith.  “Well, now the Consortium is on the move.  Do you think they’re going to stop at the Shio?  Do you think they’re going to really just conquer one nation and not move against the others?”


“I think they will do exactly that,” Graith said stubbornly.  “This only fits our own projections.  The Consortium will need a forward base, and the Shio are the most logical choice.  Their four systems are relatively close to Terra, and the Shio are the smallest and most easily conquered.  They won’t risk their military forces trying to attack any other nation.”

“So, you admit you thought they were lying the entire time,” Jason snapped back at him.


“Since when does a politician tell the truth?” he shrugged.


“The Council is torn at the moment,” Magran, speaker for the rulers of the Nine Colonies, announced.  “It is the right of any sovereign state to defend itself, but against such overwhelming numbers,” he sighed.  “Some want to fight, some want to do nothing and hope that our neutrality is honored.  But the Consortium did not honor the Shio’s neutrality, so I have little hope they will honor ours.  We represent a strategic position for the Consortium, as we abut Confederate space.  Personally, I believe they will attack us, and because an attack is inevitable, then we should fight.  I am trying to sway my brothers and sisters on the matter, and will redouble my efforts when this conference is concluded.”


“I intend to see what the Consortium says about this aggression,” the Prime Minister of the Skaa Republic declared.  “The Parliament is close to declaring war, and would most certainly declare war if the Nine Colonies were attacked.  It would put the Consortium on our border, a hostile force that would have attacked two nations that declared neutrality in the matter.”


“We will not wait that long,” the Emperor of the Skaa added.  “If the Shio are attacked, then the Empire will declare war on the Consortium.  If the neutrality of one nation is not honored, then the neutrality of no nation will be honored.  Unlike our smaller neighbors, we carry enough military force to do battle with the Consortium, and we will not hide behind our borders and wait for them to conquer our smaller neighbors before they come for us.  We will take the fight to them.”

“And all that is going to come about because of what you’re doing!” Graith complained.  “If you just maintain your neutrality, you’ll be passed over!  Look at the situation rationally!”

“There’s an old saying on my world, Graith, dating back to when one nation state on the planet named Germany tried to conquer the world.  Forgive me for not remembering it exactly, but it goes a little something like this,” Jason said in a blunt voice.  “When they came for the seditionists and the traitors, I said good, let them be taken.  When they came for the journalists and the reporters, I said good, they were stirring up trouble.  When they came for the Jews and the homosexuals, I was troubled, but I said nothing.  When they came for those I knew to be innocent, I was too afraid to say anything.  And when they came for me, there was nobody left to speak.  It means that those who do nothing, those who allow tyrants to rule and don’t oppose them, are only empowering the tyrants and delaying the inevitable.  They will come for you, Graith.  Make no mistake about it.  They’ve shown themselves to be the liars you knew they were.  And when they come for you, Graith, will there be anyone to say anything, or will you simply be the only ones left?”


Graith said nothing, but he looked troubled.


“So, it just comes down to what happens in the next two hours,” Dahnai said grimly.


Jason wasn’t the only one that watched the feeds from Kimdori spy probes.  He saw it all, and it was everything he feared.  The Consortium ships, primarily battleships, dropped out of hyperspace and launched missiles almost before they had time to raise shields.  Those missiles were similar to the ones that attacked the palace, equipped with gravometric engines and accelerating with relativistic speed in the vacuum of space.  The missiles had to be pre-programmed with targets, for they ignored the civilian transports fleeing Reglen III and struck the orbital platforms Jason and Dahnai had sold them, the few Shio  warships in orbit that were staying to buy time for the fleeing transports, and their orbital station.  The station and Shio warships were destroyed, but the majority of the platforms had managed to survive the attack, shooting down the missiles.  The platforms surrounding Reglen came around the planet and concentrated in the path of the advancing horde of ships as it advanced into the planet’s gravity well, moving at high speed to close distance on the platforms.  And when they came in range, the platforms opened up on them.


But the outcome was inevitable.  The 218 surviving platforms destroyed four ships and damaged 31 others, but they were wiped out in under two minutes in an absolute blitz of Torsion beams that were fired back at them.  The Consortium ships then fanned out and started capturing the fleeing ships, tractoring them back towards the planet, some of them exploding as the pilots overloaded the engines trying to escape.  It was a horrible scene, seeing those black, spiky ships spreading out and capturing transports and freighters, literally anything with jump engines the Shio could get in the air in the two hours they had to evacuate, then they surrounded the temperate, green planet and secured their prize.


In just under 17 minutes, Reglen III fell to the Consortium.  There were 317 Shio transports and freighters jumping towards Terra from Reglen, which would arrive in about three days, and after that, the other three systems in the Shio nation had an exodus of ships away from their planets, moons, and populated stations, as the Shio tried to evacuate as many civilians as possible in the face of inevitable Consortium attack.  The Shio Senate had even ordered their warships to abandon Shio space, using them to carry civilians away from Shio Prime, their homeworld, all but surrendering their tiny nation to the Consortium in exchange for getting just a few thousand more people safely away.


And as he promised, the Emperor of the Skaa declared war on the Consortium in a prepared statement broadcast through the sector.


This was it.  This was the moment he knew was coming, but had dreaded.


This was now a real war, a war that would involve fleets and battles, and the deaths of untold thousands.  Because now the Consortium had invaded their sector and made its first conquest, which spurred at least the Skaa and the Colonists to admit that Dahnai had been right, and they could not sit and be neutral in the face of naked aggression.

But, the question nagged at him a little as he listened to Dahnai and the two Skaa rulers negotiate them sending military advisors to Terra…why?  Why?  Why attack the Shio?  Why invade, if their goal was to take Karis or die trying, no matter what it took?  They’d only managed to whip up the nations of their sector in response to the attack on the Shio and they’d lose more ships, more resources, in the ensuing war to reclaim Shio systems from the Consortium.  It just didn’t make any sense!  They should have pulled back, trained their troops, and sent absolutely everything at Karis in one massive attack.  But instead they had divided their forces, were going to lose resources, and getting nations they did not want to stir up getting into the war.  The Confederacy was a major threat, but when one stacked both Skaa empires on top of that, it was just insane.

What did taking the Shio provide to the Consortium?  He pondered that.  It gave them a foothold in the sector, for one, a safe haven very close to Karis to which they could withdraw damaged ships for repair and resupply.  It gave them the natural resources present in the four Shio systems.  It gave them a much closer base from which to try to analyze the interdiction effect to try to breach it without having to wait for that faster than light information to return from Andromeda.  It gave them an intimidating presence very close to Karis, to worry at the Confederacy.  It gave them access to the Shio themselves, to use as conscripted soldiers, making them fight their own people as the dispossessed Shio refugees reorganized to fight back, much like the French back in World War II.


And, he realized, it gave the nations of their sector something very close to concentrate on, to draw attention away from what was going on back over on the other side of the galaxy.


Well, that would work against the Skaa, but not against them.  But, it still forced them to deal with the Consortium right in front of them, and in that respect, it was a success for them.

Still, the invasion of the Shio had to give them some kind of advantage, else they’d never have done it.  In time, he knew, he’d either figure it out or it would become apparent.


But, the one thing it did do was give the Confederacy three new allies, and one of them was powerful.  The Skaa Empire had truly insane numbers of soldiers and thousands of warships, and now they would throw those numbers at the Consortium.


Two hours later, he got the answer to that question.  The Consortium sent out a broadcast through all gravband and other energy frequencies used by every nation in the sector.  In it, one of their energy beings addressed the sector.  “The Shio Federation of Planets have been legally annexed into the Consortium of Aligned Worlds,” the being declared.  “The reasoning for this is that we have determined that we require a forward base for our operations, and the Shio systems meet our requirements.  The Consortium has no interest in any other nation or system in this sector aside from our rightful jihad against the evil of the Karinnes and those they have tricked into protecting them from our righteous crusade.  All Shio are required to submit to the rightful authority of the Consortium, as they are now legal Consortium citizens.  But despite the hasty actions of the Skaa Empire, the Consortium has no interest in any other empire or system in this sector of space.  Should the Revered Emperor rescind his declaration, then the Consortium will not consider itself at war with the Skaa Empire.  Should he not, however, the Consortium will consider the Skaa a threat too grave to leave unresolved, and would be forced to declare war against the Skaa out of the interests of protecting Shio citizens and territory from unlawful invasion.”

The Emperor wasn’t buying it, Jason found out.  He ordered a full mobilization of all Imperial forces…and those were a lot of forces.


Jason was glad that at least one ruler in the neighborhood saw the truth.  What the Consortium was doing was a page right out of old Germany’s playbook, annexing one nation at a time while using fear to hold the others in check, until they had enough territory and resources to simply declare war on everyone else.  The Emperor wasn’t going to let the Nine Colonies be next, as they would most certainly have been.  The Emperor finally saw the light, and he intended to fight.  And while the Republic and the Colonies hadn’t made any declarations either way, Jason knew they were spooked, they were very, very spooked.  The Consortium might have made a big mistake by invading the Shio, they may not have, but one thing was for sure.  They’d just got the one empire in the sector outside of the Confederation they did not want against them to declare war on them.  Even without Torsion weaponry, the Skaa had their uncountable hordes to throw at an enemy, and that would beat down the Consortium through sheer attrition if nothing else.

Now things were going to get interesting.
