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Pathrana II hadn’t been a complete genocide…such were small favors.

There were 4,920 survivors on the planet once the fires died after four hours, as the induced planet-wide chemical reaction ran its course and caused the water vapor, nitrogen and oxygen present in the atmosphere to recombine back into natural molecules.  The survivors had been in a deep core mine, and as such had been shielded from heat.  It was a miracle they survived, but survive they did, and they were already being hailed as heroes.


At least this time, there wasn’t three days of shock.  After what happened to Raxxad, Jason was at least able to cope this time after he woke up.  This was the second instance of wholesale murder the Consortium had committed, and while he didn’t react as extremely as he had with Raxxad, there was still a nearly crushing guilt that came with knowing that, in his own way, he was directly responsible for the deaths of four billion souls.  After Raxxad, he was able to at least digest this and focus back on the business of stopping this madness from continuing, but he knew that he was going to have nightmares for a long time…probably for the rest of his life.


There was Jason’s reaction, and then there was Zaa’s reaction.  She was grimly furious that her infiltrators on Pathrana hadn’t stopped the atrocity, hadn’t gotten into the planet killer in time, but the fact that the Kimdori had been killed along with the rest of the population at least told Jason that they would have done so if there had been any way for them to accomplish the mission.  Kimdori were almost impossible to kill, but a hellish inferno seemed to be one of the few ways to do it.

The disaster had put a dark pall over what was supposed to be Miaari’s special day.  She abandoned the tour and the celebrations and went right back to work after word of it leaked out, as much as Jason did after we woke up on the floor of the office moments later, before Myri could get a medical team there.

Myleena disturbed him a little bit by studying the way the planet killer had ignited the atmosphere.  It was a catalyst effect, causing the nitrogen, oxygen, water vapor, and carbon dioxide in the atmosphere to chemically combine in a way that unleashed intense heat, literally setting fire to the atmosphere itself.  The process spread from the planet killer like a wildfire through dry brush as the effect consumed all the gasses in the atmosphere, but it was a catalyst effect in that at the end of it, the oxygen, nitrogen, water, and carbon dioxide recombined back to their original states.  The effect was dramatic and almost evil in how it left the planet a scarred, ash-choked wasteland, but did nothing to destroy the planet’s ability to support life…at least after the atmosphere cooled down.  After the fires finally faded, the planet’s ambient air temperature more or less held steady at 587 degrees Fahrenheit, hot enough to spontaneously ignite paper and wood.  That cooling process would take about two years, according to Myleena’s projections, during which time the temperature would slowly cool, until it got cool enough for all the water suspended in the atmosphere to start returning to the planet in the form of rain.  It would rain for months, and the continuous cycle of water falling on the heated surface, evaporating back into the atmosphere and falling back to earth would cool the planet.  In two years, the Alliance could return to Pathrana if they so desired.

But everything that had been there had been eradicated by the hellstorm.  There were some ruins left, twisted metal frames of buildings that hadn’t melted, shattered plascrete that hadn’t melted but had cracked and broken from the intense heat.  But that was all there was.  All the life, all the people, the entire society of Pathrana II, it was all gone.  It was all ash suspended in the atmosphere, which would be settled back to the ground once the rain began, which would ironically serve to enrich the baked ground with the remains of the life that had once thrived there.  With a little basic terraforming, mainly breaking up the hundreds of square miles of volcanic-appearing glass that had been the desert belts at the equatorial regions, the planet could be reclaimed, life growing out of soil seeded by the ashes of four billion sentient beings.


That was a disturbing thought, that someday he might eat food nurtured by such ghastly genocide.


What it did do was completely enrage the entire Confederation.  Overnight, the volunteers for military service skyrocketed in every Confederate nation, and in the mother of all shocks, the Moridon released a statement that they would do no business with the Consortium, and would offer virtually zero interest loans to Confederation governments to fund their war efforts if they were so required.  The Moridon never took sides, but that…holy shit, that was as good as saying that the Moridon considered the Consortium to be their enemy.  And the Moridon didn’t fight with guns and ships, they fought with money.  The formidable banking and economic institutions of Moridon were going to bankroll the Confederation against the Consortium.

The entire sector must think that the world was ending.  First the Karinnes, then the Kimdori, and now the Moridon were taking sides, three of the most universally neutral factions in galactic history.


In a way, Jason saw that the Consortium had just made a huge mistake.  By so baldly displaying their absolute ruthlessness, they had galvanized the entire sector against them, and now the Consortium was going to fight like rabid wolverines to keep that from happening again.  It was one thing to prepare to do something that horrid, but when you actually did it, you left no doubt in anyone’s mind and silenced all naysayers.  Even the most rabid anti-war activist could no longer deny that the Consortium intended to commit galactic genocide.

Jason and Zaa sat in his office and discussed the matter for long hours after he got over his indisposition, with Miaari, Kraal, Kiaari, and Tim in attendance.  Mainly, they discussed how they were going to stop it from happening again.  Ultimately, they called in Myleena and got the status of her idea to use nanomachines to invade the planet killers and disable them from the inside.


“I’ve got a working prototype,” she told them, sitting down wearily in the chair in front of Jason’s desk.  “I haven’t quite got them fully operational yet.  They work, but I’m having a bit of a problem getting them programmed to do the job fast and efficiently.”


“How soon can you have them in production?”


“If I focus on it, maybe two days,” she answered.


“Then do so.  As soon as they are ready, we’ll seed them into every atmosphere in the Alliance, and let them stall and delay the completion of those evil machines as much as possible.”


“I can do that, Denmother,” Myleena said soberly.  She then nodded to them all and hurried out to get on the job.

“God,” Jason grunted, rubbing his eyes.  “I wish this headache would go away.”


“Perhaps you should go to the infirmary, Jason,” Zaa said gently. 

“No, I’m alright.  There’s nothing they can do about this, it’s stress.”


“At this moment, we all have reason to be stressed,” Kiaari grunted.


“Will this alter the attack plans of the military?” Kraal asked.


“They already pushed up the timeline,” Jason answered him.  “They’ll be jumping out of Bregali in about six hours to attack Grevalt.  Ba’mra’ei wants us to attack Faroll with KMS and Kimdori ships at the same time, the way we pincered them at Ravarra and Reglen.”


“She has a point.  If they destroy Faroll, it would permanently cripple the Alliance,” Zaa nodded.  “Faroll has been their capitol system for over two thousand years.”


“I’ll talk to Myri and have her forward it to the war room,” Jason promised.  “But that’s gonna be one hell of a nasty fight, and we won’t be able to get an interdictor there beforehand, it’s literally in the heart of Alliance territory and it’s too risky to try to send in an interdictor beforehand, not with the Consortium using the Alliance sensor network.”


“I would have to agree,” Zaa nodded.  “Even our sensor jammers would be hard pressed given how close we will be to the heart of the Alliance sensor net.”


“If they see it coming, they’ll destroy Faroll before we can hit it, so this has to be completely by surprise and with absolutely no risk of tipping our hand beforehand.  If we attack Faroll, we’ll have to hold it against waves of Consortium reinforcements until the interdictor we take with us gets enough of a field up to make jumping attackers into the system impractical, and that’ll get very nasty very fast.”


“This entire business has just become nasty,” Tim grunted.  “Call me a dreamer, but I honestly didn’t think they’d actually do it.  I thought it was a bluff.”

“I don’t think a lot of people did, but they know better now,”  Jason told his friend.  “So, that’s the danger of attacking Faroll.”


“It is risky, but it must be done,” Zaa said simply.  “We jump an attack force to Faroll and have it take an interdictor with it.  They turn it on as soon as they get there, and simply hold out until it expands logarithmically.”


“We’ll need some major backup from the Kimdori,” Jason told her.  “Even with every refitted ship I have jumping to Faroll and using every automated weapon we have available, they won’t be able to repel the Consortium if they jump that fleet they have at Trieste to counterattack.”


“You will have it,” she answered.  “Recapturing Faroll is critical to the retaking of Alliance territory.  As you stated, cousin, Faroll is the heart of their territory.  Our other allies will be able to jump to any system in the Alliance in two days if they do so from Faroll.  For that reason alone, taking Faroll is a strategic necessity.”


They discussed it for an hour more, then Jason went to go see Myri with it.  “It’s gonna get ugly, hon,” Jason told her as his generals stood at the main tactical table in the command center.  “It means jumping in and facing the possibility of counterattack even as we secure the system.  And you know how many ships they have sitting at Trieste.”


“That’s the risks of war, Jason,” she said sagely, patting him on the shoulder.  “I’ll send this on to the war room, but no matter what they decide, I’ll get things moving.”


“I’ll design a battle plan,” Juma declared.


“I’ll prepare an invasion plan of the surface,” Sioa added.


After that, they took Jason home.  Jyslin more or less dragged him to the couch and just sat with him, sitting on his lap and cuddled up against him, using the contact to push herself into his mind and make absolutely sure he was alright.  He’d suffered from depression after the attack on Raxxad, blaming himself for the tragedy, but she was somewhat relieved that while Jason felt guilt for what happened at Pathrana, he didn’t blame himself directly.  Yes, there was guilt.  Yes, there was a feeling of responsibility.  His fainting spell was just something of being overwhelmed by the moment.  But there wasn’t that feeling that it was directly his fault.  And this time, instead of black melancholy, there was a growing, seething anger.  Jason was more outraged than guilty, and while the enormity of it had momentarily overwhelmed him, the reaction after the fact was different this time.


I hope they don’t leak that I fainted this time, Jason grunted to Jyslin.


Don’t worry about such silly things, you stubborn man, she replied gently.  I’d be more worried if you didn’t faint.


People instead of numbers, he sighed.  Sometimes I envy Zaa and Dahnai.


You say it yourself, love.  The day you see the numbers instead of the people, you’re not worthy of the title of Grand Duke.  I agree.  Your compassion is one of your most admirable traits, and if you lost it, you wouldn’t be the man I fell in love with.  Every member of this house knows you care about them, Jason.  Each and every one.  If you lost that, if you turned into just another house ruler, it might undermine the very foundation upon which this house has been built.  It can work against you, but in the bigger picture, it is far more your greatest strength than your greatest liability.

I love you, Jyslin, he told her simply, honestly.


I’m glad you do, because I’m never letting you go, she answered with a light smile, her eyes dancing.  Usually I’d take you upstairs and make you forget all about it, but right now just the thought of that makes my teeth grind, she complained with a frown.  It’s terrible that I can’t even rock your world right now.


I fully understand, and I appreciate that if you weren’t in that phase right now, you’d make me forget my own name, he replied with a weary smile.


I wonder what causes it.


I’m sure Songa could explain it medically.


Please, the explanation would leave me more confused than the question, she retorted, which made Jason chuckle.


It’s just the Faey female’s version of morning sickness.  Human women throw up, Faey women become frigid.  It’ll pass.  It did with Rann, after all.


Three takirs of hell, she mused.  And I almost broke your back after I got my mood back.


That was a wild night, he agreed with a laugh.  But, all things considered, a little snuggling is almost as good.


Well, let’s talk about that a little, then, she winked, snuggling against him.


Please, keep right on talking, Jason sighed, wrapping his arms around her and letting her wonderful presence make him feel better.


Jyslin made him feel somewhat better, but instead of snuggling all the way to sleep with her, he instead sent her on to bed and sat in his study, quietly pondering, maybe brooding a little bit.  He had to stop it.  He just couldn’t let them do it again.  They’d killed millions at Raxxad, and now billions at Pathrana.  He just couldn’t let them do it again.

He’d had his girlish reaction of fainting, now he had to man up and do something about it.  And for Jason, doing something about it meant it was time to play dirty pool.


So.  How do you stop genocidal maniacs?


Simple. You kill them before they kill you.  If Jason didn’t want to see another planet turned into a raging inferno, he had to be ready—even willing—to commit genocide right back.  He’d worry about the moral implications of it for when he and his allies were still alive to lament the things they had to do to survive.

Jason spent the entire 13.16 hours of darkness in communion with Cybi, and the two of them analyzed all their data they had on the Consortium, its species, its tactics, and its planet killers.  In the manner of a true engineer, he studied the data, isolated potential things to exploit, studied them, developed a theory, ran some sims, got a working model, and then designed a prototype. 


What was delivered to his house by courier just before dawn was a small, rather innocuous looking device that looked like a large metal frisbee, or a small manhole cover.  But this was a piece of hardware, a subsonic inducer, and it was one of several hundred thousand he had ordered.  These inducers had been specifically designed to attack the insectoids.  They’d already designed ones to harass them, incapacitate the subject races and make them incapable of action, but Jason had built on that data and Songa’s exhaustive medical investigation of the corpses they had, and he had designed this inducer to try to kill by rupturing their exoskeletal carapaces, like how an opera singer could shatter a glass with nothing but her voice.  They’d also blow out quite a few windows themselves and would probably give any non-insectoids in the area of effect hearing damage, but those people could always get their ears fixed after the fact.  The inducers had to project their fields at a sound equivalent of 137 Decibels in order to kill the insectoids, but that was so loud that it was going to damage the eardrums of anyone that could hear it, and could conceivably kill people who were too close to it when it activated.  If they were that close, it could shatter their bones.  They were a combination of both basic designs, which was why they were so large.  They could attach to the hull of a ship and use its hull as a speaker to broadcast its subsonic field just like conduit smashers or his original subsonic itcher, which was how it would attack Consortium ships in space, or it could hover in midair and generate a field on its own just as the inducers he’d used against Washington D.C. had, which was how it would attack the Consortium on planets.  Because of their limited factory space, making one design that could do both jobs had been mandatory, and this dual design certainly fit the bill.

And that was why they hadn’t tried this approach before, because they had wanted to design something that wouldn’t hurt the innocent civilians.  Well, better to make a few million people deaf than see them burned to ashes.


After they delivered it, he got his armor on and went to 3D, escorted by Hara and Yae, two of the night watch.  He then sat down in the empty warehouse and pulled a standard hyperspace missile up onto a work table and got to work, the guards helping as best they could.  He separated the warhead and then emptied out the warhead cavity of the frames meant to hold Satan’s Marbles.  He started building a dispersing system to unleash the inducers as soon as he had the warhead cleared out.


Jenny came in, yawning, and gave him a surprised look.  “You’re here early,” she noted.


“No doubt I’m pissing off Zaa and quite a few others, but I had to do something,” he grunted.  “Make yourself useful and build the frame on that schematic,” he ordered, pointing at a hologram of a diagram hovering just at the end of the table.


“Yeah, we heard.  I haven’t seen the pictures of it.  I don’t really want to.”


“I knew you were a smart girl, Jen,” he told her grimly, even as he used his gestalt to order 157 hyperspace missiles to be converted over to CMS.  “How many marbles do we have stockpiled?”


“Tons,” she answered.  “The military doesn’t like to use them.  I guess they’re not flashy enough.”

“Good, whoever shows up next gets to prep them.  We’re gonna be using them.”


“What’s up?”


“Well, if we attack any planet killer, they’ll know we’re going to attack that planet.  So, we’re going to attack all of them, all at once, using borer missiles carrying Satan’s Marbles.  The marbles will destroy the units from the inside, and while they will do some collateral damage to the cities, eventually most of them will escape into space before they cause wholesale destruction outside of the planet killer.  At the same time, we’re also going to launch marble missiles at the ships defending the planets.  These are going to be launched at the ships in orbit and also at the cities holding the planet killers, to try to stop them from crashing their ships into the planet.  The Kimdori stream weapons gave me the idea.  If there’s nobody alive on the ship to pilot it, it’s not gonna be doing any suicide runs.  We don’t have the manpower or ships to attack every system in the Alliance at the same time, and now we know that relying on the Kimdori infiltrators to prevent the planet killers from getting finished isn’t going to work.”


“I’m sure they tried.”


“I don’t doubt it either, but we can’t let this happen again.  I have a lot of faith in the Kimdori, but now we know we can’t rely solely on them.”

“Well, that’s what the spiders were for.”


“The spiders are going in as well, as soon as Myli finishes them,” he nodded.  “They’ll be the passive defense that stops them from rebuilding, them and the Kimdori.  The marbles and these inducers are an immediate response to make sure that if they have any other planet killers close to being finished, that they don’t get the chance to use them before the spiders can take over.  This is a stopgap, and a visible one they’ll expect to see.  That means that the spiders will be able to get in without as much scrutiny.”


“Ah.  Yeah, that makes sense,” Jenny agreed.


The next person in was Leamon, so he was put to work on the marble warheads.  The three of them worked in weighty silence as Jason built the deployment frame, looking like a long carousel for storing frisbees, then tested to make sure it would deploy correctly.  He and Jenny loaded it with a few dozen replicated dummy slugs, put it in the warhead, and after they put it back on the missile, he ordered up a courier to take the missile over to the test range.  If the missile deployed the dummy slugs as predicted, he’d send the specs out and order them built.

Zaa did track him down, using the fact that she’d been cleared to enter 3D yesterday to get back in, with Denfather Grun, Miaari, and Kiaari in tow.  “We’ve been looking for you, Jason,” she told him.


“I’ve been working on something,” he said as the missile was put out in the cargo hatch, an airlock-style room with two sets of doors where workers would remove it without entering the main warehouse.  “You realize we have to hit every planet killer now,” he declared.


“It might provoke a response,” Zaa warned.


“I took that into account as well,” he said with a dark smile.  “They won’t be able to crash ships into the planet if the crews on the ships are dead.”


“It has potential,” Kiaari mused.


“Let’s go into your office, cousin,” Zaa told him.


He glanced over at Jenny, then nodded.  “Alright.”


Jason’s office at 3D was rather cramped and cluttered, filled with small prototype replicas, hard paper printouts, drawings, and tools and components laying on most horizontal surfaces.  There was just barely enough room for the four Kimdori to sit down as Jason flopped down in his chair behind the desk.  “So, what bad news is there now?” he asked.


She gave a slight chuckle.  “I do seem to be the bearer of grim tidings,” she admitted.  “I’ve gotten some missives from my infiltrators on the other side of the galaxy.  The enemy is undertaking major construction projects at sixteen of the systems they have under their control, and the effort is massive.”  She touched her memory band, and as Cybi formed her image behind Jason’s chair, she used the holographic emitters in his office to show him holo after holo of massive construction projects surrounding planets.

“Any word on what they’re for yet?”


“Yes.  They have two separate projects going.  One is still a mystery, but the other is known to us.  These,” she said, pointing at the smaller arced sections.  “This is their answer to the interdictor.”


“The ones with Eretrium cores?  What’s it supposed to do?”


“It’s a form of faster than light travel,” Zaa asked.  “This they got from the race they subjugated, not from Andromeda.  They will build this device that will catapult ships using it into what you might call a hyperphased state, which will reduce mass within the effect to a mean zero value, thus allowing an object of mass to exceed the speed of light.”


“The old warp drive theory from Star Trek,” Jason grunted.


“A viable theory, but this is a quantum effect.  That means that as soon as they phase the ship into a quantum alternative, it behaves as a singular quantum microstate.”


“Meaning only phase matched energy, pulse weapons, MPACs, and plasma torpedoes will hit it,” Jason growled.  “A defense on top of a means of travel.”


“A rather clever solution to their problem,” Zaa nodded.  “The effect decays over time, so if calculated correctly, they decay out of the microstate and return to real space where they intend to be.  They’ll still lose a lot of ships during transit from our ambushes along the way, but they’ll get some to Karis using this system.”


“How fast can they go using this?”


“They could traverse the two light years of interdicted space surrounding Karis in about ten hours,” she replied.  “But, they would have to bring the device to the edge of interdicted space to use it, which would be insane to even attempt.  I believe that their fortification of Trieste means that they intend to build it there.  From Trieste, it is 87 light years to Karis.  That means it would take them approximately 14 days to travel to Karis.  The subject race there abandoned use of this technology when they developed hyperspace travel.  It is much faster.”

“Can our sensors detect any ships coming at us in this quantum state?”


“My sensor officers are certain that they can.  They can also be detected by standard hyperspace sensors.”


“Good, at least we’ll see them coming if they manage to get one built.  How far are they from finishing it?”


“I don’t have that information yet.  My children are already starting to dig.”


“Alright.  So, what about the other device?”


“As I said, we don’t know yet.  My children are trying to get that information.”


“Sorry, I was talking to myself, Denmother.  I didn’t mean for you to answer,” he motioned towards her.  “Strange that they’d do it at Trieste.  Aruda is the closest Alliance system to Karis.”

“They must have a reason,” she agreed.  “Perhaps they feel Trieste is easier to defend.”


“A subject we should investigate,” Miaari noted.


Zaa nodded.  “Knowing why they do what they do is often as important as knowing what,” she declared.


“Well, at least we know what to look for,” Jason grunted.  “That’s something.”


“Just so,” Zaa agreed, glancing at Grun.  “So, we will leave you now, cousin.  Grun wishes to view more of Karis before we leave.”


“I really should go with you,” he said.


Grun shook his head.  “We will be fine, and this is where you need to be right now,” he assured Jason.


“Actually, I’m done with what I was doing here, I have some free time,” he returned.


“Then perhaps you should get some sleep.  You have been here all night, haven’t you?” Miaari accused.


He chuckled.  “I guess I have.  I just had to do something,” he sighed.


“And you have.  Now go rest, spend some time with your children, and we will see you at dinner.  Ayama is making us pizza,” Zaa said with enthusiasm.


“I guess I can do that.  There’s nothing left for me to do here but wait for the test results to come back anyway.”


Zaa made sure to see him to his corvette, and Hara and Yae took him back home.  He did as Zaa suggested, took off his armor and tried to relax, spending time in the jacuzzi and letting the hot water massage the knots and tension out of his muscles.  Rann was with Dahnai’s kids, who were all with Jyslin over at the boardwalk, fulfilling their promise to his son to take them, but he wasn’t alone for long.  Temika wandered over and sat at the picnic table.  “That looks relaxin’,” she declared.

“I guess I needed it.”


“Ah should jump in, Ah could use some of that mahself.”


“Just be warned, I’m not wearing any trunks,” he told her.


She chuckled, and to his surprise, started undressing.  “Why Mika, you’re getting naked,” he teased as she took off her bra.  “Usually you’ll only strip for me when Songa browbeats you into it.”

“Pft, Ah’ve been here long enough ta’ be able to handle it,” she told him as she unbuckled her belt.  “Ah just don’t like paradin’ up and down the beach bare-ass naked, that’s all.  And you know Ah’ll punch you in the nose if you get grabby, so Ah ain’t got no problem sharin’ a jacuzzi with ya,” she declared, which made him laugh.  He did make a catcall when she unzipped her jeans, showing her white panties, and she flipped him off.

She shed her clothes and climbed in, leaning back facing Jason, with those rather formidable breasts visible just over the bubbling surface of the water.  “Why aren’t you at work?” he asked.


“We are working,” Kumi called as she came up the stairs from the walkway.  Kumi was stark naked, and to Jason’s surprise, Rahne was as well.  “We just finished up a proposal for the Moridon, so I decided to take a break and go relax on the beach a bit.”


“I dinna’ have a suit, so Kumi talked me inta’ goin’ bare ta’ the world,” Rahne chuckled.


“This is a Faey planet, Rahne,” Jason told her.  “And I know Cybi taught you Faey customs.”


“Well, does this answer yuir question, Jayce?” she asked, motioning at her pale, freckled form.


“She was so easy to subvert,” Kumi laughed as she climbed into the jacuzzi without asking.  Rahne too climbed in, and Surin wordlessly came out with oye juice for them.  “Alright, tell us what’s going on.”

He filled them in on recent events, including his all night work trying to come up with a way to stop it from happening again.  “I’m dead tired, but I’m not sleepy,” he told them.  “Now, what proposal were you working on?”


“Just a few business ventures they might be interested in backing,” she answered.  “You know, expanding the house’s economic base.”


“My, that’s vague and evasive.”


She grinned at him.  “Pirates keep their secrets, babes,” she teased.


“So, how much is she skimming off the top?” he asked Rahne, which made Kumi burst out laughing.


“Just a little, nothing ta’ get her arrested or anythin’,” Rahne smiled in reply.


“You’re not supposed to tell him that!” Kumi protested.


“I canna’ lie to my Grand Duke, Kumi,” Rahne protested innocently.


“You’re going into business!  If you can’t lie in your own husband’s face and make him believe it, you have no business in business!”


“Ah, business, where the best liar wins,” Jason teased.


Fuckin’ right, Kumi sent in complete agreement as she drank some of the juice Surin gave her.


“So, has being pregnant sunk in yet?”


“Nope, I still can’t really believe it,” Kumi chuckled, putting her hand under the frothing water to pat her belly.  “I’ve already ordered the nursery furniture.”


“Never hurts to be prepared,” Temika said.  “Ah had Latoiya’s set picked out two days after Ah found out Ah was pregnant.”


“I thought I heard you guys,” Vell called as he came up the stairs as well.  “Might I join you?”


“Get naked, baby,” Kumi leered at him, which made him chuckle and reach for the belt of his robe.  He disrobed and climbed into the tub as well, sitting beside Jason.


Are you alright, Jayce?


Fine, he replied.  Or at least as fine as you can be given the circumstances.  You have the kids today?


Maya took them to the boardwalk with Rann and the others, he answered, leaning back and sighing.  I wasn’t feeling up to chasing them around, so I stayed here today.

“You not feeling well, sugah?” Temika asked.


I’m fine, Mika, thank you for asking.  I just didn’t get much sleep last night.  I was preparing my thesis for my comparative literature class.


Ah thought you graduated.


I’m taking the extension, he answered.  It gives me something to fill some of my free time.  A house husband has little to do when there’s a maid to do the cleaning.


Clearly you’re not being creative, Vell, Kumi purred.


“Think with the big brain, Kumi.  The big brain,” Jason chided, which made Temika and Rahne burst out laughing.


Clearly you haven’t seen her at her office, Rahne sent slyly.


I’ve been there before.  I’m sure there’s a reason her desk is padded.

Kumi gave him a wolfish smile.  Prevents bruising, she informed him.  I may as well be comfortable when I’m having my secretary bang me on my desk.


That’s what couches are for, Vell told her.


We use that too, she winked.  I really need a new secretary.  Giren is good at his job, but he’s got such a great dick, all I wanna do at work is sit on it.

Get some ugly, dried up old prune, that’ll keep your mind on your job, Jason told her.


She is such a nympho, Temika accused.


You bet I am, baby, Kumi replied immediately and without a hint of shame.  I’m a proper Faey noble.


Sometimes I wonder how they ever get anything done, Rahne teased lightly.


That’s because the only thing that really competes with a good orgasm is making money, Kumi answered.  I get a little thrill in my pussy every time I swindle some clueless moron.


Orgasms off business deals, now I know you’re completely hopeless, Jason teased.


Be glad I chase that high, babes, that’s what keeps this house in the black, she retorted. I just hope I don’t suffer from the phase.  It hits half of us women.  I’d go nuts not wanting to fuck.


As horny as you are?  No chance, Temika accused.


Good, she grinned in reply, sliding over to sit beside Jason.  Under the water, she reached down and took hold of him.  See, now, all this talk is getting me frisky.  Want me to make you sleepy on top of tired, baby? she purred.

Why Kumi, I never knew you cared, he deflected artfully.


Let me sit on you and you’ll see how much I do care, she invited with a sultry smile. 

No way would she ever do that in public, Temika protested privately to Jason.


This is Kumi here, Mika, Jason replied lightly, her fingers stimulating him to erection.  No straight sane man could last long with Kumi’s hand on him before he responded.  And in a way, he could appreciate her attempts to distract him, try to make him feel better, in her own rather unique way.


Kumi girl, I’m honored you’re interested, but this might not be the best time and place, he sent delicately.


Then let’s go somewhere private, since you’re such a prude about public sex, she retorted.


He considered rebuffing her, but the Neanderthal part of his brain took over.  Alright, he agreed.  Rahne grinned when he stood up with an erection, Vell chuckled, and Temika gave him a look like he was surrendering to temptation.  Jason took her over to the poolhouse, and while Vell, Temika, and Rahne continued to chat, Jason got a pretty intense half hour in the bedroom with Kumi.  She did indeed make him sleepy as well as tired by the time they were done.  And after they were done, Kumi panting on top of him as she recovered herself, he couldn’t deny that it hadn’t done what Kumi intended.  Strangely enough, he felt better after their little tryst, a little sleepy, but also like life would go on.  Life had to go on, and here on the strip, one of those little facts of life was that when Kumi was militant, no man was going to dare say no to her.


Rahne laughed as they came back out of the pool house, the three of them now sitting at the picnic table, Temika again dressed and Vell back in his robe.  I think she wore you out there, Jason, Rahne observed, looking right at his genitals.

He’s always a fun lay, Kumi sent shamelessly as she smacked him on the butt as she came out behind him, strutting a little in her victory.  You get that big dick of his hard and it makes you feel all kinds of awesome when he sticks it in you.

Something Ah’d better not find out, Temika grunted, mainly to herself.


Pft, your monogamy is ridiculous, Kumi told her.  Sex has nothing to do with love.


Let’s not start a cultural war here, Jason headed that off, because that was an argument Temika had had with more than one woman on the strip.


We made you see the truth, now we just have to work on Mika, Mike, and Luke, Kumi grinned.  At least Tim’s been with it since we moved here.

Men are easy to seduce, Vell admitted.  We have the same impulses that women do, after all, despite what men make women think.

Human men even more so, Kumi grinned, brazenly reaching over and grabbing Jason’s penis, waggling it at them.  There’s a whole lot of horny in this sexy man-meat.  I bet Mike’s just as slutty once you get him hard and willing.

You even think about coming after Mike, and I’ll rip your ears off, Temika threatened.


Jason yawned.  Well, I think I need a nap now, he stated, which made Rahne burst out laughing and Kumi grin victoriously.


He excused himself and went up to the bedroom to nap, silently thankful for Kumi and her little romp.  It did make him feel better, and it again grounded him back in the familiar routines and feeling of home, where the girls flirted, and from time to time, did a little more than that.  And ever since he met Rahne, he didn’t mind that one little bit.  As long as Jyslin gave him her blessing, he was happy to honor their interest in him.

And as always, Kumi was, well, Kumi.


Zaa and her retinue did come over for dinner, which was almost an informal state dinner, given that Kellin and Dahnai’s kids were also attending, with all Jason’s kids and their mothers also invited, as well as Danelle, who was staying overnight as Myleena focused on finishing the spiders.  Ayama made homemade pizza for everyone, which took her most of the day given she was feeding about 19 people.  But, she had promised Zaa pizza, so she honored that promise despite the number of people that were present.  Zaa spent most of the time visiting with the kids, charming Maer, Sirri, and Shya as she renewed bonds with Rann and the others, with a child in her lap almost at all times, each of them taking their turn.  Jason had woke up in time to help Ayama with the pizzas, and he did indeed feel much better, both physically and emotionally.  No matter what chaos or insanity happened outside that door, at least inside his house, he could feel normal.  And for him, normal was his wife, amu, his kids, and his friends up and down the strip.

Jason spent most of the dinner talking with Grun, Faar, and Haari, as their mates harassed Ayama to teach them how to make pizza, and Kiaari and Kraal seemed to strike up a friendship.  Both Faar and Raali’s clans were highly respected—the fact that Handservants were in both of them was just one reason—so they had positions of great power and influence within Kimdori society.  Jason got to know them, and found that he rather liked them, for they were both wise and intelligent, miniature versions of Zaa.


Work did intrude more than once.  Myri kept sending him updates on fleet preparation as they organized for the dangerous attack on Faroll, as Navii and Juma prepared attack plans and Sioa got her ground troops ready for the surface attack.  They again had no intention of capturing the planet killer, they would destroy it from orbit, but they would need to send ground troops to wipe out any Consortium forces on the planet’s surface.  He also got word that his subsonic inducer warhead was viable, so he put a factory to work building them as Satan’s Marbles missiles were prepared with CMS technology to let them get to their targets before they were detected.  He also got word that the brain implant experiment’s scientists had arrived on Karis, and had already been put to work with Olan as they worked to militarize the concept, to give his human non-telepathic pilots a means to match Generations in capability.


After eating, he found himself lounging out on the beach with Yana, Zora, Symone, Tim, and Kiaari.  Kiaari didn’t get to visit often, so he always made sure to put time aside for her when she could manage it.  Being Gamekeeper of Terra was a very demanding job, since she had to deal with all the spies and intrigue that stormed back and forth through the Academy on any given day.  It was her job to know everything that was going on, which also gave her quite a bit of insight into the operations of the governments which sent all those orders down to their ambassadors and workers at the Academy.  Terra was the true nexus of all covert shenanigans going on in the sector, and Kiaari navigated those shifting waters like a salty sailor.  Zaa was immensely impressed with how good a job Kiaari had done, and it gave her clan even more prestige because Kiaari was the youngest Gamekeeper ever among the Kimdori, and a Gamekeeper in one of the most important positions at that.  That Faar had produced a Handmaiden and the youngest Gamekeeper in Kimdori history were matters of extreme prestige for him, and also for the Thresxt clan.


“Man, I can’t eat another bite,” Tim groaned as he laid back in the sand.


“I’m the one that’s supposed to eat like a starving brail, not you,” Symone teased.


“I don’t see how Ayama does it,” Kiaari chuckled.  “Everything she makes is fantastic.”


“She is a good cook,” Jason agreed as Aran ambled down from the deck.  “Hey kidlet,” he greeted.


“Whatcha doin’, Daddy?” he asked.


“Just enjoying the moonrise,” he said, motioning at the half-risen Kosigi as it came over the horizon.


“Hard to believe that’s the same moon I’ve been inside,” Aran noted.


“Looks a lot different from here, doesn’t it?” Symone agreed.


Aran climbed into Jason’s lap and looked at the moon.  “You just keep getting bigger and bigger every time I see you, cub,” Kiaari grinned at him.  “I need to visit more so I won’t be so surprised!”


“Yes, you do,” Zora agreed.  “I haven’t had the chance to crash you for over a year.”


“I’m gonna get you for that, Zora!” she laughed.


“Pft, I pilot battleships now, Kee, you sure you wanna play chicken with me now?” she teased.


“I’ll just get my own battleship,” she replied loftily.  “I just don’t have much time for play anymore.”


“I know that feeling,” Tim agreed.  “There’s always more to do than you can ever fit in a day.”


“I’ll almost be afraid to look at my in-box when I get back,” Kiaari chuckled ruefully.  “Now why are you over there, you silly cub?  C’mere!”


Aran moved over to Kiaari’s lap, and she laughed and wrapped him up in her arms, hugging him.  She slurped her tongue up his face, which made him burst out laughing, and he squealed and struggled in her grasp as she continued to lick his face.  “Oh no, you’re all mine, you tasty morsel!” she called.  “I’m gonna eat you all up!”


“Nu-uh!” he protested, squirming even more, then he laughed again.  He managed to wriggle free of her, and he took off down the beach as Kiaari quite sinuously slithered up onto all fours, and then bounded after him like an enthusiastic dog.  Aran barely managed to make it twenty feet before Kiaari pounced on him, and he fell squealing in laughter, covering his head with his arms as she nipped and licked at his head and neck, her tail wagging enthusiastically behind her.

She’s certainly a lot more playful than most Kimdori, Yana chuckled.


In some ways, Kiaari’s still a little kid at heart, Jason agreed.  I like her that way.

Aran continued to squeal and laugh as Kiaari kept him squarely under her, licking his face whenever she got the chance, at least until she missed and got a tongue full of sand.  “Blech!” she called and spitting a few times, which gave Yana the giggles and made Jason laugh himself.  “Sand does not taste good!”


“Then stop eating it, silly!” Aran teased from under her.


“Oh, so my dinner is getting sassy, is he?” she said in a playful voice.  “I need to do something about that!”


There’s one universal truth about kids, and that is if there’s a game going on somewhere, they will find it.  Kyri took note of what was going on and rushed to Aran’s rescue, bolting down from the deck and jumping on Kiaari’s back.  “Ha!  An entrée to go with my appetizer!” Kiaari declared, dislodging his giggling daughter and putting her right down beside her half-brother.  The two of them squirmed and shimmied and tried to get away, but she kept both of them between her hands and under her, licking at their faces, heads, and necks mercilessly.  She licked them into submission, as they just balled themselves up in surrender and covered as much of their heads as they could with their arms.  “Well, now that you’re all tenderized and ready, who should I eat first?” she called, looking at each of them as they giggled.  She reared up as if to ponder her decision, and they used that opportunity to jump up and run away, laughing.  Kiaari bounded after them for a few steps, then intentionally let them outpace her.  “Run as fast you can, tasty morsels, because I’ll just hunt you down later!” she warned as they rushed up the steps and onto the boardwalk, then ran up towards Dahnai’s vacation house, laughing the entire time.  She watched them go, then stood up and walked back to them and sat back down beside Jason.


“Well, that’s true enough,” she said, pinching her tongue between two furry fingers, then spitting again.  “Karis’ sand doesn’t taste very good.”


“Then don’t eat it,” Jason winked.  He laughed when she balled up her fist and threatened to backhand him.

[Jason, Jinaami just got back to the palace with some news.  I’ll relay it as soon as we get to Dahnai,] Myri told him.

[Alright.  Thanks hon.]

“Jinaami got some information,” he told Kiaari.


“Not a surprise, she’s very good,” Kiaari nodded.


“Sounds like work is about to intrude,” Symone chuckled.


“Doesn’t it always?” Tim told her.  “Oh, by the way love, I’m gonna spend the night over at Min’s.”


“No sweat baby,” Symone nodded.  “Give Min a good time.”


“I’ll try,” he grinned wolfishly.


“So hopeless,” Kiaari laughed.


“I’m used to having sex, at least once a day,” Tim shrugged.  “Now that my wife and amu are in their phases, I have to find it somewhere.”


“Men get bitchy if they’re not getting laid,” Zora declared.  “Some need more than others to keep them from getting whiny.” 


“That’s me alright, the strip’s sex machine,” Tim declared shamelessly.  “There’s not a girl inside the fence I haven’t had at least ten times.”


Kiaari looked at Zora and Yana, who just smiled.


“Faey are such sluts.  And human men aren’t much better!” she accused.


“Ouch.  The truth, it’s hurting me,” Zora said dryly, her hand over her chest, which made Yana laugh.


Speaking of sleeping over, come over tonight, Yana sent to him coquettishly.


Sure, hon.   Though I might have to leave early if things start getting busy.


No problem.

Saelle got back in touch with him, relaying the conversation as she heard it, so it was Jinaami’s voice he heard through communion.  [I just tracked down where the virus came from,] she declared.  [There are only five biotech labs on Draconis capable of engineering that thing, and I was fairly sure it had to be made here, it would never get through the cargo scans if it was shipped.  That was a correct assumption.  It was made at Meyalle Microbiology, and whoever ordered it made was clever enough to kill the technicians that did the actual work.  After it was made, it was delivered to a mercenary who was paid ten thousand credits to leave the virus container near the fence, a container mocked up to look like a datastick carrying case.  She had no idea what it was.  After she left it, the container opened on its own and released the virus.]
[Fuck, Jin, that was fast work,] Dahnai complemented her.  [So who ordered it made?]


[I’m still working on that, but I felt this was important information to pass along.  Right now, my agents are combing through Meyalle’s computer and security logs, searching for the instigator.  Either she or her direct agents had to be there, because the technicians were killed on site.  Their throats were cut.]


[Good work.  Keep me up to date.]


[Alright, that’s it, Jinaami’s leaving,] Saelle told him.


[Thanks for the eavesdrop, cousin.]


[Any time, Jayce.]

“Jinaami tracked the virus back to its lab,” Jason told Kiaari.  “Whoever ordered it done killed the people who did the actual work, then hid it in a fake datastick case and had someone drop it off near the palace.”


“Efficient,” Kiaari noted clinically.  “But a dead body leaves a trail that often leads in the same direction as the information that person held before death.  Find out who killed them, you find what you seek.”


“And Jinaami’s working from those dead bodies to hunt down whoever killed them,” Jason added.


“Then she’ll probably have all the answers by tomorrow,” Kiaari stated confidently.


“I’m glad you guys have patience for that cloak and dagger bullshit,” Zora chuckled.  “Give me a nice ship to pilot any day.”


“To each her own, Zora,” Tim told her.  “I happen to like my job.”


“And I’m glad you do.  It’s just not for me.”


Yana yawned.  “Well, I think I’m gonna go home, I have to be at work at six,” she said, giving Jason a direct look.  “Don’t be too long,” she told him, patting him on the knee before she stood up and started towards her house.


“There’s more than one slut here,” Kiaari grinned, looking at Jason.


“Keep looking if you’re hunting for some shame, Kiaari,” he said blandly, which made Zora laugh.  “I’m in the same boat Tim is.  I’m used to getting some every night, and now both my wife and amu are in their frigid phases.”


“Gotta keep them happy or they’re impossible to live with,” Zora grinned at Kiaari.  “And since you’re

 basically available, Jayce, I get you tomorrow night.  I want to relive that night you got me pregnant,” she winked.


“I should just put up a calendar and let you guys put your names down,” he drawled, which made Kiaari laugh.


He did get up, said his goodbyes, and headed towards Yana’s house.  I’m gonna stay over with Yana tonight, love, he told Jyslin.


Want me to keep Kyri tonight?


Only if she wants to stay, he answered.

Jason was enough of a regular visitor to Yana’s house that he had his own drawer of clothes in her dresser, and she kept an extra armor stand in the closet for when he arrived while armored up.  Yana didn’t love him romantically, but she did love him in her own special way, and that combined with her feeling of trust and comfort with him to make him the man she invited back to her house most often.   She’d had her little trysts with Tim, but those were a example of the Faey concept of buddy sex.  Tim and Yana were friends, and when Yana was needful, Tim was more than happy to satisfy her itch.  But, she never invited Tim over to her bedroom to do it, she had sex with him in the guest room.  Only Jason was allowed in her bedroom.

In more than that way, Yana was a little closer to him than the other girls, even Aura, and he was a little closer to her than other men.  There was a bond of trust between them that was just a little deeper, but not so deep that Yana crossed into amu territory.  He liked her, she liked him.  When he first met her, he was one of the few men willing to allow Yana to use her telepathy during casual sex, letting her go as he’d let Dahnai go before she became his amu dorai, but now that wasn’t as much an issue because the other Generation men weren’t quite so intimidated by Yana when they were wearing their gestalts.  She had more options now, but the simple fact of the matter was, Yana was the type that didn’t veer away from something when she found that it worked.  She was the kind that would use an outdated piece of technology because she was used to it, she was comfortable with it, and she was slow to change.  Jason also fit into that concept of her personality.  He and her worked, and she saw no reason to look for anything different until she decided she wanted to find a husband.


Because they were just a bit closer than the norm, but not too close, Yana was privy to a couple of things that the other girls weren’t, such as his nightmares.  He’d woken up twice during the night with those nameless terrors, unable to remember them after he woke up, and his agitated mental state had roused Yana from her sleep.  The fact that they were touching gave her a window into his mind that neither of them could really close.  She’d known beforehand that he’d been suffering from it since Raxxad, something he’d tell her and Myleena, but wouldn’t tell any of the others, since it was a very personal issue.  But, just like Jyslin, she quickly soothed him with gentle, reassuring sending of pure comfort, using a broad, rich sending that few even among the Generations could manage, and she settled him down almost as fast as Jyslin and Symone could.

He woke up just at dawn to find Yana already awake, in the bathroom.  He picked up his interface and put it on, and after seeing that he had no urgent messages, just the standard reports they sent him to keep him up to speed, he laid back down and pondered the work waiting for him.  The interdiction team would be jumping out in a few hours for the attack on Grevalt, and there was the attack on Faroll that had to be finalized and put on the board.  Jason wasn’t looking forward to seeing that, because it was going to be ugly.  The Consortium were going to throw the kitchen sink at his girls when they realized they’d jumped in without interdictor support, and they’d have to really face down an angry bull trying to hold out long enough for the interdictor they brought with them put the system too far out of reach for the Consortium to continue reinforcing the system.  Even if they had no interest in holding Faroll, so many KMS ships sitting not far from their huge feet would incite a reaction, for the chance to destroy the most dangerous ships to their plans if for no other reason.

He felt a little weary, thanks to his sleep being disrupted by the dreams.  At least they hadn’t seem to have gotten worse since Pathrana.  Maybe the difference between six million and four billion wasn’t all that much to his conscious, since either number was just too staggering to really comprehend.  To his surprise, he’d managed this shock much better than he had the Raxxad massacre, and in a way, that concerned him a little bit.  Was he getting too callous?  Or was he just trying to protect himself from his own conscious?  Either way, he was just happy that he wasn’t seeing Pathrana burning every time he closed his eyes.


Yana padded back into the bedroom, gloriously naked, smiling when she saw he was awake.  Morning, love, she called, sliding back into bed and cuddling up atop him, kissing him lightly.  Did I wake you?


Nah.  So, are you gonna buy new furniture or just reuse Kyri’s old nursery set?


She grinned at him.  He deserves his own set, she replied, her sending gloriously content.  I’m so happy I’m pregnant again.  Carrying Kyri and giving you a daughter was the greatest experience of my life.  I’m so much looking forward to giving you a son.


I already have three, you know, he smiled.


Well, we need to keep their numbers even so they always have even teams when they play, she replied with a wink, which made him chuckle and squeeze her a little bit.  Besides, my son will be much better than your others sons, she added loftily.  Look at how much better Kyri is than Sora.

Such a competitive bitch, he accused with a laugh.


I’m a Faey, love.  If I’m not competing, I’m dead.


Someday you girls are going to realize that I love all my children equally.


Of course we know that.  This is about us, not you, she told him.  How much better our kids are than the other kids is how we keep score.  And naturally, I’m winning, she sent shamelessly.

Jason laughed helplessly.  Mean, mean, mean.


So I’m mean, she grinned.


And you’re a cheater, he accused.  You were supposed to have a child by a different Generation.


Next time, she sent with a shrug.  Given a choice between fathering a child with another Generation and you, I’ll take you every time.  We take our vow seriously, you know.

What vow?


That you have at least one child for each of us, and you have fifteen children by 4410, she winked.  And you certainly live up to your side of the bargain.  Faey men aren’t half as virile as you are.  You can get a girl pregnant after just one try, she told him, poking him lightly on the side.


Well now, this vow thing is new to me, he pressed.  And just when did you guys enter this pact?


Oh, I’m not gonna tell, she grinned mischievously.


Guess I’ll have to drag it out of you, he threatened, grabbing two healthy handfuls of Yana’s sexy posterior.


Well, you can try.  And I’ll enjoy it, she murmured mentally as she gave him a serious kiss.  Mmm, try a little harder, she ordered as he squeezed her butt.


Give you what you want?  That’s not how you drag something out of a girl, Jason countered, letting go of her rear.


Either put them back where they were or you lose a lip, she warned, which made him burst out laughing against her lips.  He snickered when she took his bottom lip threateningly between her teeth, applying just enough pressure for him to feel it


Yes ma’am, he sent cheekily as he again got a grip on her shapely posterior.  Mean, mean, mean.

You like it when I’m mean, she replied slyly as she kissed him again.


Yana didn’t let him out of her house without some morning glory, and instead of getting dressed and heading home to armor up and head in, he instead just padded home naked, as there was little reason for him to dress just to walk two houses over and jump in the shower, then get in his armor.  When he got to the deck, he had to laugh when he saw a professionally made schedule tacked up by his deck door, with the heading [Jason’s nights, C25 each!] printed across the top and at the bottom it read [One night per customer, so no hogging!].  And Zora had already written her name in the block for today.


“Alright, who put up that calendar?” he demanded to Ayama when he came in, still chuckling.


“Symone did,” she replied with a slight smile.  “I take it it’s some kind of inside joke?”


“Yeah.  And if she thinks she’s getting a single credit, she’s got another thing coming!”


Ayama tittered in laughter as she handed him a cup of coffee.  Out of curiosity, he looked out the deck door, and laughed brightly when he saw a similar calendar hung up by Tim and Symone’s deck door with Tim’s name on it.  He squinted a bit when he saw that one block had already been filled in, and made out Ilia’s name done in a rough scrawl.

Myleena appeared on the deck just as he turned, and he made room for her to come in.  She was wearing a pair of panties with no bra, which was a bit unusual for her.  She was usually either fully dressed or completely naked, not merely topless and in panties, as if she didn’t have the energy or motivation to finish dressing after she got her panties on.  That was just one indication that she was very tired.  “Morning, evening, whatever it is,” she grunted wearily.


“Have you slept at all?” he asked.


“I just got a couple of hours,” she replied, following him into the kitchen.  “I’m almost done with the spiders.  I’d have them done already, but I just had to sleep.  Thanks Ayama,” she nodded when she handed Myleena a cup of coffee, then she took a long drink and then shivered in a way that made her unbound breasts jiggle.

“No worries, Myli, you have to sleep sometime, you know.”


“Here’s an important safety tip.  Don’t wear armor with experimental gel backing that hasn’t been broken in for thirty straight hours, it makes your nipples sore.”


“Well, that explains why you’re showing them to me,” he noted, looking at her chest.  Now that she mentioned it, her nipples did look a bit red and irritated.

She chuckled.  “Look all you want.  Touch them and you die,” she warned.


“Touch you?  Eww,” he teased.


“Yeah, yeah,” she winked.  “You’re not as eww as you used to be, Jayce.  I’ll be totally honest here.  I’m thinking about it.  Not us having buddy sex, but us having a baby.”


 “That’d be creepy,” he said honestly.  “I’d feel like I was sleeping with my sister.”

“True enough.  But, the simple fact of the matter is, you’re my best friend, Jason.  I’d be a real piss poor best friend if I didn’t at least offer to give you the opportunity to be one of the fathers, even if we’re not really into each other.  Have children by virtual strangers, but not my own best friend?  It’s almost a scandal.”


“It’d still be creepy.”


“Well, yeah, but we can both just close our eyes and pretend it’s someone else.  As good as you seem to be at knocking up Faey girls, it wouldn’t take long for you to get me preggers.”

“Yeah, let’s talk about something else,” he said as she followed him out of the kitchen.  [Where are you with the spiders?]


[Just have to debug the last software version, should take about two hours,] she answered.  [I finally got them behaving the way I want them to.  It was trickier than I expected.]


[Well, if anyone could figure it out, you could, Myli,] he complemented her.  [Did you look over the killing inducers I made?]

[Yeah, I checked them out while taking a break.  They look solid. I think they’ll work.  They won’t make anyone in range of them very happy, but they’ll work.]


[Good.  Always pays to have a second opinion.]

Myleena followed him all the way up to the bathroom, then sat on the stool as he got into the shower, scratching her breast delicately.  [Fuck, this is annoying.  I might stop by the clinic and have them do something about it.]


[That’s what it’s there for, though they might not be used to treating raw nipples.]


[That’s what I get for testing out a new gel backing formula.  It set, and then my nipples got hard and it didn’t give to allow for it, which rubbed my nips raw.  That’s a flaw in the formula, so it’s back to the drawing board.]

[And just why did you get hard nipples?]


[Thinking with the little brain,] she admitted, poking herself just under the waistband of her panties, which made him laugh.  [Damn, I stink.  I may as well join you,] Myleena noted after sniffing at her upper arm.  She stood up and pulled her panties off, then stepped in with him.  [Hand me the shampoo, will ya?]  He passed it over to her, and she wet her hair down.  [When are they deploying the interdiction team?]


[Four hours,] he answered.  [I’m more worried about Faroll.]  He conveyed the entire plan to her via communion in about half a second, which made her frown.


[Fuck, that’s gonna be ugly,] she communed with an audible grunt.  [But it’s both the right thing to do and the only way to do it.  With sensors behind where we’d put an interdictor, it means they’d see the hole, no matter how many SCM ships Zaa sends with the team.  Alliance sensors are too good to fool from that close.  Just jumping in and holding the system until the interdictor builds up is the only way.]


[I know.  I don’t like it, but it has to be done.]


[That just about sums up the entirety of war, Jayce.]  She lathered up her hair and used her telekinesis to put the bottle back on the shelf.  [Is Zaa still here?]


[They’re leaving today,] he answered.  [I’m supposed to meet them to see them off at 0930.]

[I’ll have to see if I can make it.  I might not, depends on how busy I get.]


[If you show up on that landing pad without finishing the spiders, Zaa will box your ears.]


[That’s the truth,] she chuckled audibly.


Jyslin opened the door, already armored up, and looked in, then chuckled and stepped inside.  I thought I heard the shower going, she called.  Morning love, morning Myleena.


Morning love, Jason replied.

Morning Jys, she nodded in reply.  Hope you don’t mind me borrowing the shower, but I needed one.


No problem.  You finish the spiders?


Almost.  Just a debug and they’re ready, but I just had to take a nap and get out of that fucking armor for a while.


I just got Rann off to school, I was about to head in to work.


Well, don’t wait for me, I’ll be along as soon as I get cleaned up and get something to eat.


Alright, I’ll tell anyone who asks that you’ll be in when you’re ready.  What am I doing today?


It’s on your work panel, she answered.

But don’t get involved, remember, Zaa leaves at 0930, Jason warned.  You have to be there.

Alright. See you then, love.  See you at work, Myli.


Be there when I can.


Jyslin blew Jason a kiss and left.  [She’s done with the gravity beam?]

[Jenny can handle it from there.  I’ve put her on something new.]


[What?]


[Cybi put down some specs for the long range modulated string jammer to cut the Consortium off from communicating with Andromeda.  I put her on it, along with Luke and Gerann.]


[Good choices,] Jason nodded in approval.  [So it’s up to prototype stage?]


[Yah.  From the look of it, we’ll have to deploy it close to Exile, put it between the Consortium and Andromeda.]


[Makes sense to me,] Jason shrugged.  [I’ll have to look over what Cybi came up with.]


[Typical for her, it’s bloody fucking perfect and brilliant,] she laughed.


[She is a computer, you know.]


[It’s easy to forget that.]


[Yeah, it is,] he agreed.  [If you’re gonna share the shower, you’re sharing the work.  Wash my back for me?]


[Long as you wash mine first.]

[Just don’t turn around.  I don’t want to die today.]

She laughed.  [That’s not going to be a problem.  I’m not into pain.]

It was probably Symone’s sense of knowing just when to come in that she opened the door as Jason had his hands high on Myleena’s back as she leaned over slightly for him to give him room, scrubbing her back with soapy hands.  “Oh baby,” she called rudely.  “Bend over more, Myli, he might give you a handjob!”


Myleena laughed as Jason gave her a cool look.  “Yeah, like I haven’t shared a shower with Myli before,” he told her accusingly.


“Hush, woman, you’re making my washboy lose his place,” Myleena retorted.


“He just has to put his hands where you’re not soapy, Myli,” Symone winked.

“Did you have a reason to come in here, or are you just being annoying?” Jason asked directly.


“Just being annoying,” she said with a naughty smile that made Myleena laugh again.  Jason threw the soap at her, which made her retreat back out and close the door.


[She loves being a bitch,] Jason chuckled as he got back to work.


[It’s part of her charm,] Myleena agreed, fetching the soap back with her power.  Jason was comfortable enough with Myleena to put his hands in places that would get him slapped if it was Temika.  He washed all the way down to the backs of her thighs, even dared to push his hand into the cleft of her buttocks, lathering all the way down to her labia, then tapped her on the hip to have her rinse off.  She thought nothing of it, and neither did he.  In Faey society, friends as close as they were would be having buddy sex, but since they weren’t interested in each other that way, it didn’t mean that they weren’t intimately comfortable with each other in other ways.  They wouldn’t be afraid to lay hands on the places usually kept inside underwear, and wouldn’t assign any importance to it when they did.  He didn’t bat an eye when she washed his back and did the same thing, then she patted him gently on the backside to have him rinse off.  After he finished, he turned off the water and the airskin, since they couldn’t really go through it while dripping wet, it wasn’t entirely pleasant.  Alright, now the painful part, she sent as she stepped out and picked up a towel, patting it gingerly to her chest.


You’ll live, he promised as he stepped out himself and picked up another towel from the rack.  You got the gel out of your armor already?

Hell yes, already got my old gel back in it, she nodded, finishing the painful part and scrubbing her belly and waist.  Getting it aligned is a bitch, but I got it back in.

Well, if you don’t want another run of pain, you’d better take the starch out of those nipples.


She laughed, glancing down at her erect nipples.  I’m not thinking with the little brain, she assured him with a wink.  Guess it’s just the air, or maybe the pat down.


Maybe you are into pain.


She snapped him with her towel.  Was that good for you, baby? She asked mockingly.


Oh baby, you know what I like, he retorted playfully, which made her laugh despite herself.

Jason handed her her panties once she finished drying off, and she snuggled back into them as he finished drying off.  I’ll be over as soon as I see Zaa off, he told her.


Alright.  I’ll have the specs for the comm jammer sent to your panel so you can look it over.


Sounds good.  See you later, Myli.


Later Jayce, she answered, padding out of the door.


Symone did swing by his room as he went in, coming in behind him and wrapping him up from behind.  Hey lover, she sent lightly.


Well, we’re perky, he noted.


Maybe a little, she laughed.   Oh, Jason, lover, baby, amu dozei, future father of my next child, she sent huskily, can I ask a favor?

No, he replied immediately, which made her burst out in helpless laughter.


Let me ask first!


When you try to butter me up that much, then the answer is an automatic no, he replied dryly.


Bullshit!  Lemme ask first!


Alright, ask.


Can I go on a drill exercise with the army?


As long as it doesn’t involve leaving the planet, yes.


Oh, come on!


You think I’m the only one that’ll tell you no, silly woman? he asked pointedly.  If you think Aya will let you do something like that, you’re just plain fucking crazy.  Like it or not, you’re part of the Dukal family, and she won’t let you leave Karis.


Damn right she wouldn’t, Dera confirmed privately to him.


Well, shit! Symone complained, then she started sliding her hand up and down his chest sensually.  How about I give you some good head, just the way you like it, baby, and maybe you can talk her into letting me go, she purred to him, layering her sending with all kinds of sexual innuendo, but unable to get much oomph into it because she wasn’t really in that kind of a mood.


Wow, offering me something I can get any time I want, however can I say no, he sent blandly, which made her laugh despite herself.


Well, you’re not getting it now.  And if you don’t let me go, you may never get it again, she threatened.


You are such a bad liar, he retorted playfully.


Oh come on!  I wanna go!


Out of my hands, hon, he sent honestly.  If Aya can hold me hostage, then you don’t stand a chance.  I’m way harder to control than you are.


Well shit, she fumed.


Welcome to adulthood, baby, he teased.

Jason dear, fuck you, she replied sweetly, which made him laugh.


As soon as you’re over your phase, I’m holding you to that promise.


I’ll be here with my legs spread and wearing nothing but a smile, baby, she sent crudely.


He got out to see Zaa off more or less right on time, but where just about everyone was there for her arrival, only Jason and his immediate family were there for her departure.  Given the attack on Pathrana, Zaa herself scoffed at an official departure.  Everyone now had much more important things to do than see her get in a transport.  Zaa was very earthy as a ruler, and that was one reason why Jason liked her so much.  She knew what was important, and didn’t feed her ego like the other rulers did.  Jason, Jyslin, and Rann met them at the landing pad and said their farewells to the Kimdori as his five guards hovered in the background, Jason greeted Faar and Raali first, then Haari and her mate, then greeted Grun as Miaari and Kraal shared a private moment off to the side, their hands on each other’s necks.  “I hope you had a good visit, Denfather,” he said as Haari picked up Rann and licked him lightly on the cheek, making him giggle.


“It was quite enjoyable, at least given the weighty circumstances,” he replied with a gentle smile.  “I do hope you’ll invite me back soon?”


“Any time Denmother lets you out of the Hearth, you’re welcome on Karis,” he answered, giving Zaa a slight smile.


“You really should visit Kimdori Prime, Jason.  From what I understand, you can tolerate our radiation.”


“For a short time,” Zaa corrected.  “But, after all this fighting has ended, I think a visit to the Hearth would be proper,” she stated.


“I’d be honored to come visit your home, Denmother,” he said honestly.

“Send me reports about your coming blessing, Jyslin,” Zaa told her as she embraced his wife.  “I am so looking forward to seeing your daughters born.”


“I will, Denmother,” she replied.  “Now, you don’t be a stranger, Denfather,” she told Grun, embracing him.  “It was so nice to meet you!”

“As it was for me, Jyslin.  You are a fascinating young female, and I see why Jason is so attached to you.”


“Now, you be a good boy, Rann,” Zaa told him gently, taking him from Faar and hugging him.  “I very much enjoyed our visit.”


“I did too, Denmother!” he said happily as he hugged her around her neck.  “Come again real soon!”


“I’ll try my hardest, cubling,” she promised.  “But it may not be for a while.  As you know, things are very, very busy right now.”


“I know.”


Grun took him from Zaa and bounced him a little.  “It was an honor to finally meet you, young Rann,” he said with a toothy smile.  “Such a fine young man!  You will make your parents proud.”


“Aww, thanks, Denfather,” he said modestly.

“You going back with them, fuzzybutt?” Jason asked as he put his arm around Kiaari.


“Just back up to the ship.  I’ll head back to Terra on my own,” she answered, licking his cheek.  “I’m not going alone either,” she grinned.


“Denmother has tasked me to spend a few days on Terra so I might study Kiaari’s organization,” Kraal announced.  “She has some unique concepts that work, so there is something to learn there.”

“Good for you, Kee,” Jyslin chuckled.  “You show the old curmudgeons how it’s done.”


Kraal gave Jyslin a cool yet playful look, which made Jason laugh.

“Don’t give her any idea that she’s so important, she’s already insufferable,” Miaari laughed as well.  “Such pomposity from such a young Kimdori!”


“It’s my revenge for all those times you told me what to do, sister Miaari,” Kiaari stated.  “See, my way works!”

“I never said you were doing everything wrong,” Miaari murmured in a voice that made Jason burst out laughing..

They watched the transport take off and ascend into the blue sky, then Jason sighed and patted Rann on the shoulder.  “Alright, kidlet, back to school with you,” he told him.


They’re gone, Daddy, we can send again, Rann replied seriously.


He chuckled.  So they are, but then we’d be very rude to Miaari.  “But still, you’ve played hooky enough the last few days.  Aya, take him back please.”

Certainly.  Ryn, Suri, if you’d escort him back to class?


Yes, Captain.  Come, Ranny, let’s get you back in school, Ryn called, holding her hand out to him.


Dera, Shen, our problem child is your burden today, she added, glancing at Jason.


Just for that, I’m gonna make things extra annoying for you, Aya, he threatened.  “Coming to 3D, Miaari?” he asked.

She nodded.  “I heard that you designed a new subsonic inducer that kills.”


He nodded.  “Kills the insectoids, but also gives everyone else hearing damage.  But the time to look for humane solutions is long gone.  They’ll hate what I do, but as long as they’re alive to hate me, that’s just fine with me.”


“A justifiable outlook,” she agreed.  “So, let us go look at your newest gadget, my friend.”


Jason was busy at 3D all day, but Myri kept him up to date on the military maneuvers.  The interdiction team that would set up for the attack on Grevalt deployed right on schedule, an interdictor, two destroyers, and ten Kimdori SCM ships to hide the effect from Alliance and Consortium sensors using the deadspace sensor jamming behind the interdictor as a blanket to conceal the interdiction effect.


The plans to attack Faroll had been finalized, sent up to the war room, and approved.  Juma started mustering the fleet, and Jason had to admit that it was quite grand to see his KMS forming up into squadrons outside of Kosigi…and right in the middle of them was the Prophet, preparing for its first combat mission.  It no longer commanded its small task force of other shakedown ships, those were disbursed through the fleet so no squadron commander had more than one new ship under her command.  Jason was proud of their bravery, for they were going to be jumping into the jaws of Cerberus, forced to fight against large numbers of highly aggressive enemies, but they wouldn’t be going alone.  Simply put, they were going to strip Karis to its underwear as far as defenses were concerned and rely on the interdictor, shifting those resources to the Faroll attack.  Much to his own chagrin, he had also decided to change plans and deploy most of their Legion stockpiles to Faroll rather than attack the construction efforts on the other side of the galaxy, as well as pulling 1750 tactical pulse weapon platforms and 550 of the big planetary defense weapon platforms from the planet to assign to the fleet for additional protection.  They were going to need those weapons as backup, and even Myri had to admit that after she tried to overrule Jason’s decision.  The planetary defense platforms weren’t drones used by the KMS, the smaller pulse weapon platforms they could mass produce, or the Torsion platforms they sold to the Shio and other nations, or the slapdash platforms used by the Consortium or the Skaa, these were the top-line ones, big, tough, highly mobile, very powerful platforms with powerful  Teryon shields and compressed Neutronium carapace armor for defense and bristling with both particle beam and pulse weaponry, while a variant was armed with pulse weapons and plasma torpedoes.  A single platform was capable of taking out a Consortium ship, but because they were armed with particle beams and plasma torpedoes and were never intended to be used in an attack situation, that meant they had to take great care that the Consortium didn’t capture one to reverse engineer the particle beam or plasma torpedo, both weapons high on their list of things to take back to Andromeda.  Platforms would be carefully monitored, and would be destroyed by the Karinnes themselves if there was a chance that the enemy would get their hands on one.  The intent was to attack and get the platforms in orbit around Faroll, there they would automatically assume orbit and take up a defensive formation to protect the planet, as they were programmed to do.  The KMS would just back up behind the platforms and let them be both shields and swords, and hold back the Consortium as the interdictor powered up.  The platforms were usually directed from the command center, but for this attack, they’d be controlled from the task force flagship, the Trelle’s Gift.  Jaiya had rank over the other battleship captains, so she would have the flag in any attack until the Aegis was back in service.

The stripping of Karis wasn’t restricted to the platforms.  Just about every army and Marine Wolf fighter had been pulled from their usual duties and sent up to the fleet, where reserve and civilian pilots, basically the Civilian Air Patrol, would be flying old Raptors if there was any attack on Karis that managed to breach the planetary shield.  Just about any civilian with a Class 3 had been trained to fly a Raptor in the last few months, and while they were nowhere near fighter pilots, those were still butts in cockpit seats that could help out in the event of a disaster.  Every Gladiator rigger that had zero G flight pod combat training was also pulled for the attack, which included Kyva and the KBB.  The Gladiators would be acting like fighters out there, but their primary job was going to be defense, not offense.  They expected the Consortium to deploy their own slapdash drones, and the Gladiators would be tasked with defending the ships and weapon platforms from drone attacks, though the KBB would probably be in an attack posture.  Kyva and her girls were far too good and were much better trained for space combat to keep them in reserve.

They didn’t need the heavy defenses they had at Karis at the moment, and they would need them at Faroll, so they were going.  Karis would rely on its interdictor, its shield, the GRAF cannon on Kosigi, 400 tactical pulse and 172 planetary defense weapon platforms that Myri absolutely refused to pull from the planet, and the skeleton force left behind in case the Consortium somehow found a way to hit them.

Miaari looked over Jason’s inducer idea, and was suitably impressed by it.  His original subsonic inducer had been adapted to use to kill insect larva, so it wasn’t a stretch that Jason could redesign it to go after much larger adult insects.  They and the Satan’s Marbles had also been included into the attack plan on Faroll, since a CMS converted corvette was going to jump ahead of the fleet and launch a salvo of the CMS stealth missiles just in front of the fleet, which would attack Consortium ships in defense and also drop the inducers down to the planet to try to kill any insectoids on the surface, concentrating mainly on the planet killer and the city in which it was being built.

Jason was even more impressed by Cybi’s solution to the jammer.  The string jammer she created was brilliant, for it would totally destroy any attempt to communicate using the modulated string communications the Consortium used over a massive area.  What it did was break down the modulated strings by destabilizing them, in effect disrupting the carrier of the information rather than the information itself, and it did absolutely nothing to interfere with hyperspace sensors, Teryon communications, or ships moving in hyperspace.  It attacked one thing and one thing only, and because of that, it was absolutely brilliant and just perfect.  Its only drawback was that it was fairly large and they wouldn’t be able to crank out a boatload of them in a short time.  They’d be able to build about one every nine days by the time they had the construction mainstreamed, but once they got the second one built, it would be immediately deployed.  By placing one at Exile, it would choke off all communications between the Consortium here and Andromeda, due to the angular direction of all communications.  Exile was in the perfect place to act like a chokepoint, for all string communications would pass through that edge of the galaxy on their way to or from Andromeda.  The only way they’d be able to receive comm from Andromeda would be to jump two hours out of the galaxy and put a picket ship out there to receive the transmission, then jump it back.  They would force the Consortium to have to rely on a messenger ship to move information back and forth from the Milky Way to Andromeda.


However, the first of those jammers was going to be placed at Faroll.  From that central location, it would completely disrupt all string communications the enemy used in all of their occupied territory.  That, at the moment, was far more important than cutting them off from Andromeda.


And if they got those string jammers built and placed those jammers at strategic locations throughout the galaxy, put behind interdictors, well…they could completely kill the Consortium’s long range communications.  Jason liked that idea so much he put it down on his schedule in the near future to look at the solar systems on the other side of the galaxy, with the intent of planning where to place them to provide maximum coverage and cause maximum disruption.

Jason ordered the jammer built immediately, ordering the immediate freeing up of a dock up in Kosigi.  It was so large that it had to be done up there.  It would take them about 16 days to build that first one, and then, once they had parts being produced and a good building method, they’d be able to build one about every nine days.


Jason had to move on to his other, more boring duties after lunch, going to the White House and sifting through all the paperwork Chirk had for him, then attending the daily conference with the rulers.  Zaa was in attendance, back at home on Kimdori Prime, and it was all about the attack on Dahnai and the incoming attack on Grevalt.  Dahnai gave the rulers the information she felt willing to reveal, but not too much, so that they might glean just how her Imperial Guards operated behind the scenes.  The important part, though, was that she was safe.

He did have a private conference with her afterwards, where she told him what she wouldn’t tell the others.  “Jinaami is still hunting down who ordered that virus made, so nothing new in that department,” she told him as he leaned back in his reinforced chair, the one designed for him to use while armored.  His comfortable leather padded chair was in the corner, waiting its turn patiently.  “Anyway, if you don’t mind, send my family back home tomorrow morning your time.”


“I’m not sure I’ll be able to do it,” he warned her.  “Just about our entire fleet is tied up with the attack on Faroll.  Aya may not allow them to move if she doesn’t feel there’s enough ships here to protect them in transit.”


She frowned.  “Well, step on her toes.”


“You do it, then send me the viddy of her doing that soundless laugh in your face.”


She laughed.  “I’m not that brave,” she winked.  “So, get them home when you can, love.”

“I can do that.  Hold on a second, let me get in touch with Aya and see about it.”  Aya was a strong enough telepath for him to contact at his house from his office, but it did require him to completely focus on it.  Aya, he called.


What is it, your Grace? she responded, her sending weak from the distance but still understandable.


Dahnai wants us to send her family home.  Is it possible?


Absolutely not! she retorted immediately.  Not unless you can get the ships from Juma and let them do it.  But I don’t know if she’ll allow them to break drills to chauffer Prince Kellin and the children home.


Alright, I’ll ask.  He shifted his concentration, mainly toning it way down since Juma was just one building over.  Juma, Dahnai wants Kellin and the kids to come home, but Aya won’t allow it unless she can get ships.  So, it’s up to you.


No, she replied bluntly.  They have more important things to do right now.  If Dahnai wants them, she has to send her own ships to get them.

“Okay, that’s that,” he chuckled.  “Unless you can send enough ships to get them to appease Aya, they stay.”


“I don’t have that many here,” she fretted.


“Then I guess they’re stuck here for a while,” Jason shrugged.  “At least you know they’ll be safe.”


“Well, I don’t like it, but I can live with it,” she grunted.  “Alright then, love, I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”


“Have a good night, love,” he replied.


When he got home, he saw that no Faey could resist piling on when it came to a good joke.  The little schedules that Symone had put up on his and her doors had been filled in, rather quickly.  He had to laugh when he saw it, saw every block filled all the way through the end of the month, and with a full takir filled in Demaa, which would be way past when Jyslin came out of her phase.  And in typical Marine one-upsmanship, they’d taken to scratching out bets on the margin, bets on just how many girls Jason got pregnant during his period of free roaming.  That was a bit crude and uncalled for, but Faey were Faey, and they were willing to take a joke as far as they could manage.


Zora had been quick enough to get her name down first, and he saw that Sheleese had managed to get her name down for tomorrow.  After that it was Lyn and Bryn, but that was no shock, since they did absolutely everything together anyway.  They even lived in the same house.  The next name startled him quite a bit.  “Ayama!” he called in surprise.


She opened the door and peeked out.  “Yes, Jason?”


He pointed accusingly at the calendar.


“Hey, at twenty five credits, how could I resist such a bargain?” she winked.


“Get back in the house and cook my dinner, you traitor!” he barked, pointing at her, which made her laugh in delight and close the deck door.


That damn woman and her quirky sense of humor.  He had no idea if she was joking of if she was serious, and in typical Ayama fashion, she left things murky enough for him dare not to ask.  He’d either make her laugh or mortally offend her.


She wasn’t the only one that decided to be cute.  Aya put her name down for 35 Miraa, but just under it she had a list of chores she intended to make him do rather than spend the night with him, and 1 Dumaa just said [Lottery]…he had no idea what that meant.  Every girl in the squad had put her name down, Kumi had put her name down, Songa had put her name down, Meya and Myra had put their names down on different days, and some joker had written Temika’s name, though it wasn’t Temika’s handwriting.  Even Myleena got in on the game, putting her name down for 27 Miraa, with the blurb [this is one hell of a way to get you to come to work], a dig on all the times he had to go to the White House.


A glance over to the other side of the deck showed that Tim’s calendar was also completely filled, and much to Jason’s amusement, most of the slots on his calendar were taken up by the guards.  Tonight, Dera had laid claim over Tim.  Well, even the Imperial Guards occasionally got in the mood, and hell, Tim was a handsome man to Faey women.


Some may have thought it was a joke, but Zora most certainly did not.  She came calling about an hour after Jason got home, as he was helping Rann and Shya do some math homework; Shya had decided to go to Rann’s classes, if only to stay close to him.  Hey guys, she called, looking at Jason and grinning.  You eat yet?


No, but you’re welcome to stay for dinner, he told her.


Nah, I’m already cooking.  I just came to get you.


Get me for what?


I’m getting my whole twenty-five credit’s worth.


From the kitchen, Ayama spluttered, then started laughing.


“Oh, shut up, you traitor!” Jason called, which made Rann giggle.  He was a bit surprised when she came over and grabbed him by the ear.  “Ow!  Zora!” he protested as she dragged him to his feet.


“I’ll bring him back tomorrow morning,” she told Rann with a wink.


She literally led him out of his own house by his ear, then she laughed and let him go once they got outside.  “Now, we’re having steak and lobster,” she told him seriously.  “And Sora’s waiting for us, so come on.”


“Well, if you’re going to mention steak, I might be tempted.  I have no doubt that,” he raised his voice, “Ayama might try to poison me tonight as a joke!”


Well, that’s one to file away for future reference, she sent teasingly.


So, Zora dragged him back to her house and fed him steak and lobster.  He actually had a good time, because afterwards they played games with Sora, then she literally took his interface and refused to give it back, ordering him to relax for a while.  He decided to do just that, and spent an evening vegging out on her couch with his daughter, watching viddy comedy shows.  Sora really liked having him over.  She certainly had no want from attention from her father, and he often came over to spend time with her, but he’d never spent the night over at her house before, so it was something new and exciting.  Usually, she was the one that came over to his house to spend the night.


But, Zora did expect a few things out of him, and when it came time to get ready for bed, she made it abundantly clear they were going to be doing more than just sleeping.  And Jason had no problem with that.  They had to bathe first, and in typical Faey custom, it was a family affair, him and Zora and Sora…for in a weird way, he was part of Zora and Sora’s family as Sora’s father, and was always welcome within their private domain.  Zora’s bathroom wasn’t as large as his own, but it was a pattern Faey bathroom, with the shallow basin for washing and showering and the tub for soaking.  Jason helped Sora get clean, then carried her over to the tub and spent a nice time just soaking in the hot water and talking.  Sora wasn’t a very talkative child, more serious than his other kids, but he more than suspected that she was probably one of his smartest, almost as smart as Aran, who was pretty damn close to being a genius.  She was a watcher, an observer, studying everyone and everything around her, almost the same way Aran did, but since she was the most beautiful of all his children, she was usually in the center of things.  However, almost as if it was passed to her genetically from her mother, Sora had a fascination for her mother’s profession, piloting ships.  Sora too owned a little airsled, which Temika had bought for her for her passing party, and she was very good on it, that genetic piloting ability breeding true.  Where Jason and Jyslin kept an eye on Rann when he rode his, Zora didn’t do the same, because Sora wasn’t in any real danger when she rode it.  She was very good on it, and knew not to go far.  Ilia was the most authoritarian of the mothers of his kids, believing in a firm hand and discipline, but Sora was very well behaved, just as well behaved as Zachary but without the stern rules.

He sometimes didn’t feel he deserved the wonderful kids he had.  Rann was bright and sincere, compassionate and clever, already starting to understand the basics of the job that would someday become his.  Jason had no doubt that Rann would be a better Grand Duke than he’d been, if only because he was being prepared for a task that had literally been thrown in Jason’s lap.  Kyri was the most powerful talent alive, hands down, and while she had a few superiority issues, she was a loving child that loved to laugh and was very sociable, definitely one of the central figures of the strip kid society, a position she and Yuri held jointly.  Aran was brilliant, an actual genius, and might someday be a scientist that would even make Myleena take notice if that was the path he chose.  Until then, he was a somewhat happy-go-lucky child that just went with the flow, and was very popular on the strip with both kids and parents for his affable nature.  Sora was going to be an absolute heartbreaker when she grew up, already a darling cutie of a child, but with the promise to be one of the most beautiful women on Karis once that promise was realized.  She was very smart and attentive, seeing and understanding more than her siblings, but she had a fascination with her mother’s job that hinted to him that flying was her future career.  Zachary was a very serious, sober young man, much quieter than the others, and already instilled with a highly refined sense of right and wrong thanks to Ilia’s teachings.  Jason wasn’t sure what path Zachary would take, but he was smart enough to exceed in any field he chose, and had the determination to become one of the best in what he did, because he already had a powerful work ethic even at his very young age.  Everything Zachary did was approached as if it was the most important thing, even something as simple as making his bed.  And he couldn’t forget about Danelle.  Though she wasn’t his, she all but considered him to be her father, spent nearly as much time in his house as she did in her own, and he had a very special place in his heart for her.  A highly intelligent little girl who was intensely curious, about anything and everything, and often asked questions that were surprisingly insightful…and sometimes awkwardly embarrassing in their direct nature. Danelle was nearly as smart as Aran, but where Aran didn’t apply his intelligence in a focused manner, Danelle did.  It wasn’t that Aran was lazy, he was just too carefree to think about the why of things, too busy being a little boy to think so seriously.  For Danelle, the why was the most important thing, and what she always strove to discover.  He had no doubt at all that Danelle would follow her mother’s footsteps and get involved in the sciences, be it engineering or some other field.

His children and a little girl as good as his own, and if the Consortium came to Karis, they would be locked in cages and dragged back to Andromeda to live out what little time they’d have as prisoners…as slaves.  To become either living weapons or to be killed and disassembled so the Consortium could unravel their DNA to produce an army of Generations to do their fighting for them.


Sora took notice of his grim expression and climbed up onto his lap, her knees digging into his thighs a little.  You alright, Daddy? she asked.


He blinked.  Just thinking about how important you are to me, dove, he answered tenderly, touching her face.  And how much I love you.


You didn’t look very happy about it.


That’s because I was thinking about the bad people that are trying to hurt our friends, and if they could manage it, they’d take you away from me, he told her honestly.  I’ll do everything I possibly can to make sure that never happens.


It’s okay, Daddy, I know you will.  You can do anything, she told him with an earnest smile, then she hugged him.


Well, that’s certainly a high opinion of me you have there, my little dove, he chuckled as he put his arm around her.  Sometimes I wish I could do anything, because then I could make our enemies just go away and never bother us again.  She kissed him on the cheek, then he gasped in pain.  Dove, dove, move your knee, he sent, pain bleeding into his thought when Sora’s knee slipped and pushed into his crotch.

Sorry.


No worries, dove, we all have accidents from time to time, he assured her as she settled to a pain-free seat on his lap.


Zora steered them back to innocuous, harmless conversation, and he enjoyed a good half hour of soaking in the tub with his daughter and her mother, talking about nothing important at all, time spent in relaxation.  They then got Sora dried and dressed for bed, and Jason made sure to tuck her in and read her a story.  She fell asleep before he finished, so he kissed her on the forehead and crept out without disturbing her.  Zora smiled and kissed him on the cheek when he came to her bedroom.  I love watching you with her, she told him with a smile.  Sometimes I’m amazed that a man with so many things going on can manage to make everyone feel like they’re at the top of his list.

It’s a practiced skill, he told her as she took his hands.  Wow, it’s been quite a while since we’ve been in this situation, he mused.


Six years, and you were quite reluctant, she teased.


You just can’t take the human out of me.


No, but we did a good job making him bow to the Faey in you, she winked.


I’m going to feel like a piece of meat in a few days.  I’m still not entirely sure how serious the girls are taking that calendar gag.  It is just a joke.


Of course it is, but it’s also an excuse, Zora grinned.  But don’t worry, no girl would ever make you do something you don’t want to do.  Well, except Aya, she laughed audibly.  That’s quite a list of chores she tacked onto the calendar.


I’ve been working her nerves lately, it’s one way she’s showing her irritation at me, he chuckled.  I’ll humor her.  It’s one of the ways we keep the peace in the house.  I do appreciate that I must be a nightmare for Aya to manage from time to time.

Nah, just a handful, Zora laughed.  But hard to control men are the most fun, she added with a subtle undercurrent in her thought.  Now, time to relive some fun old memories.


I think we can manage that.

Zora didn’t wake up when he did, gasping and sitting up as that nameless nightmare shocked him awake, and was immediately forgotten, leaving him a bit scattered and with a cold feeling in his stomach.  But then again, Zora was rather tired at the moment.  Jason was rather proud of the fact that he’d worn her out, that he’d been much more enthusiastic than he’d been when Sora was conceived.  Zora had honest attraction to him, she was a sexy woman, so they went with it and had some damn good sex.  She was not disappointed in the slightest when she fell asleep.


Jason grunted wearily and saw that it was 0317, and he had enough going to need to check his reports.  He reached over Zora and beckoned to his gestalt, picking it up off her night table with his telekinetic power, pulling it to his waiting hand.  He closed his eyes as he put it in place, undergoing that somewhat unpleasant sensation as it turned on and laced itself through his thoughts, then he accessed it and started reading the reports.  He laid back down and started with the most important one, and that was the report that the CMS missiles were complete, and were being armed with both Satan’s Marbles and inducer warheads.  Ten were also being armed with antimatter warheads, on loan from the Skaa, who were the best when it came to antimatter bomb technology.  Those missiles were going to be paying a little visit to the far side of the galaxy.


Antimatter was a volatile technology, but when it came to making things blow up, it was the best technology available that could fit onto a missile warhead.  Gram for gram, an antimatter core bomb had more destructive power than just about any other explosive technology except particle inversion technology.  The Skaa had miniaturized an antimatter bomb to where it would fit on a hyperspace missile, which was slightly larger than the old Tomahawk cruise missiles the United States employed before the subjugation.  The Imperium used a hybrid fusion technology, basically a PPG designed to overload and trigger a fusion explosion, and the Collective used a chemical reflex bomb called a RSB which had only slightly less yield than a fusion bomb.

The Karinnes had also developed an explosives technology, but it was so destructive that the original Karinnes had outright banned any work in the field and had buried the data so nobody could access it except the Grand Duchess…or the Grand Duke, in his case.  It used the spatial warping principle to the utmost, creating a spatial bomb.  It compressed space around a core of expanded space, expanded to such a degree that it caused space within the core to take on properties almost like mass, what the synopsis called phantom mass, a psuedomass-like state like a singularity core, but on a much larger scale.  When the effect was ruptured intentionally, the expanded core was exponentially collapsed by the compression around it and created a backlash rift, and that caused an explosive release of the phantom mass within the core as it converted into energy and was released into real space with such power that it made an atomic bomb look like a firecracker.  It was an effect somewhat similar to the experiments Miaari had once described that attempted to stop time.  The explosive power was caused by literally ripping space, and the tear collapsed into a permanent spatial rift, destabilizing gravity and spatial technologies in a volume measured in light years, which included a vast majority of Karinne technology.  The problem with the technology was that it was so destructive that it was impossible to reduce to a tactical level, and it left behind a permanent scar that could cause more problems than it solved. There was no way to alter the power of the explosion.  There was only one size bomb, and that bomb could devastate an entire planet even if exploded from a million miles away, blast its atmosphere out into space and render it dead, or it could even cause a star to explode as a nova if it was detonated within 325,450 kathra of the coronal edge directly over its strongest magnetic pole.  The resulting spatial rift would then destabilize space for light years in every direction, making it impossible to enter or exit hyperspace or use gravometric engines.  Not even PPGs would function stably within the effect of a spatial rift.  It was the Karinne version of a planet killer, and for obvious reasons, Jason had sealed that research and denied it even to Myleena.

At first glance, the spatial bomb looked like it might be useful, such as exploding a spatial bomb over on the far side of the galaxy and trapping Consortium vessels permanently wherever they were when the bomb went off, as they’d be unable to use their Karinne-based engines as propulsion, and spatial flux would be too great to enter hyperspace.  However, there were a few long-term ramifications that made it way too dangerous to consider, since a spatial rift lasted for eternity, and it could also move.   There was the possibility that a rift created way over there may someday drift into their sector, which would create absolute chaos.  And if a spatial rift ever crossed paths with a black hole, especially the huge one at the center of the galaxy…well, the Karinnes were so terrified of that possibility that they forbade the device from ever being built.

He was sure they’d see the light of the exploding Milky Way Galaxy all the way on the other side of the universe eventually.


There was only one viable use for the device.  Build it and send it to Andromeda, aiming it at the black hole at the center of their galaxy.  But, the morality of such an action was extreme.  Did a species have the right to assure its own survival by destroying all life in an entire galaxy?  The easy answer was no, but thinking of his precious children…well, morality was comparative.  And since both controlling powers in Andromeda had proved or were documented to be willing to commit genocide to further their own interests, was it morally wrong to turn the tables on them and use their own genocidal tactic against them?

If it came down to genocide occurring on either one side or the other, Jason was damn sure going to make sure the genocide happened to the other guys.


And if he had tap shoes, he could be a dancer.


He looked over the status reports.  The tactical battle plans had been finalized, and there were now 5,850 Kimdori ships slated for the attack on Faroll, combined with 262 Karinne ships, every single refitted ship they had, and an onslaught of fighters and automated weapon platforms of various sizes.  The equivalent firepower heading to Faroll was like sending a fleet of 9,000 ships according to Myri’s tactical projections, and now they were just waiting for the proper time to deploy.  They intended to time their attack with the attack on Grevalt, but before that happened, every single Alliance planet would be attacked with CMS missiles.  Each of the 67 inhabited planets or moons in Alliance territory would be attacked by two different missiles, one carrying a Satan’s Marbles warhead that would assault the planet killer, and a secondary missile that would deploy very small “flying guns,” Torsion guns mounted on small grav pods that would fly around and shoot at any Consortium insectoid their sensors could detect.  Jason didn’t want to use the inducers in that attack because it would give them a chance to counter them, he was saving them for the follow-up attack.  That attack would come very soon after the attacks on Grevalt and Faroll, in a similar wide-ranging attack that would try to hit as many Consortium positions as possible, including that Goddamned base they had in that nebula on the other side of the galaxy.

Legion tactics.  Hit them, then hit them again before they had a chance to figure out what the fuck was going on.  Then hit them again.  Then hit them again.  Then change tactics and hit them again before they could adapt.  Death by a thousand little cuts.  Since they couldn’t detect CMS-converted missiles, they could arm them with warhead after warhead of deadly little toys then load them onto a CMS converted army missile gunboat.  The gunboat would jump to proper range, launch its missiles, then jump out, and the Consortium would never see it coming since CMS could operate in hyperspace.


The string jammer was ahead of schedule thanks to Kosigi’s growing confidence in building initial devices, and was projected to that it would be complete in 12 days.  On a similar note, the Aegis was also pushed up, and was now projected to be ready in two days.  They were having an easier time reconfiguring the power network to accommodate the GRAF cannon than they initially projected, and the installation of the additional singularity plant to help power the cannon had gone without a hitch.


He’d be relieved when the Aegis was back in service.  Once that beast showed up at a theater with that fucking evil gun, it would make the Karinnes much more bold in their attacks.  Having a capital ship too big to easily kill and sporting a weapon that could eradicate any enemy ship in one shot, even kill multiple ships if they were in a straight line, made one all kinds of brave.  With a 28 second firing cycle, a bit longer due to it not having the same access to power as the Kosigi cannon, that would let the Aegis kill two ships a minute.  While that may not seem like much, the fact that the Aegis could take out the enemy flagship right out of the gate made all the difference.  It could then kill off any other large ships to eradicate the chain of command, then power down the GRAF and revert to its onslaught of particle beams and plasma torpedo launchers for dealing with the smaller ships.

On a different note, the Aravalo was right on schedule for repairs and was projected to be back in service in 9 days.  Ten more ships were slated to be commissioned over the next four days, six destroyers and four cruisers, and the factories had produced another 317 Wolf fighters since the last production cycle.  Captains for the new ships were already in training, and to Jason’s surprise, one was Urumi.  He was a Karinne transplant, had left Sk’Vrae’s Navy to join the KMS, and had probably done so with Sk’Vrae’s blessing.  Lieutenant Commander Hr’Kass, his name was, passed all telepathic screens, was telepathic himself—always an advantage when serving on a Faey ship—and his prior naval experience as a fast attack ship captain fast tracked him right to the chair of a destroyer.  He’d busted his ass to pass training as a KMS officer, adapted quickly to KMS technology and tactics, and had glowing recommendations from training command.  Damn fine scores on his leadership tests and aptitude exams, and he had nerves of steel going from his psychological profile.  He’d be a good ship captain—had been a good ship captain, looking at his Collective Navy file.  Four commendations, six awards for ship operational excellence, awarded the Crystal Sword medal, put on the short list for upper command positions, which for the Collective Navy meant promotion to a battleship as first officer.  He’d been simply waiting in line for a first officer position to become available before he joined the House Karinne.  And now he was in the KMS, bringing that experience to the bridge of his very own destroyer, which he intended to name Long Fang in honor of his Urumi heritage, where the length of an Urumi’s spitting fangs was a measure of martial prowess.  Longer fangs meant more range when spitting venom, which was an advantage in a fight.

Eh, that was why he opened recruiting to the Urumi.  The Karinnes were a melting pot, willing to accept any race so long as they were sincere in their desire to join.  Jason had no doubt that Hr’Kass would be a good captain.


He was about to take it back off and go back to bed when its emergency function activated, something like the Emergency Alert System on Karis, which would automatically tune him in to the emergency transmission if he was wearing it, or his gestalt would scream out an alarm so loud that it would wake the dead if he didn’t have it on.  Fortunately he’d been wearing it, so it wasn’t going to scare everyone awake.  But, if someone was using that to get his attention, then it couldn’t be good news.  The gestalt opened a window in his mind’s eye, and Zaa looked back at him as a remote camera floated into the room.  [What’s going on, Zaa?]


[I’ve already sent the proper commands,] she answered quickly.  [But you must know.  They’re setting an interdictor in front of the attack force going to Grevalt to drop it out of hyperspace before it gets there.  They’re heading into a trap.]


[What’s going on?]


[The Consortium correctly guessed where the next attack would take place.  The ships at the Grevalt system’s three planets have been literally converted into flying bombs.  An intentional explosion of a power plant the size of one in a battleship would be catastrophic.  Their plan was to lure the Confederate ships in by feigning an attempt to crash them into the planet, and then detonate their ships at close proximity when the Confederate forces rushed forward to stop them.]

[Fuck!] Jason growled.  Clever, damn clever!  It took weeks to remove all the safeties and rig a ship’s main core to explode, and a fusion core that big could create a fucking huge explosion.  The core in that exomech had devastated the entire area around Chesapeake…the main power plant in a Consortium battleship would be like the asteroid that wiped out the dinosaurs.  The Consortium was proving over and over again that they were as clever as they were homicidal.  They were going to bait in the Confederate forces’ attempts to save Grevalt and use it to pretty much well completely wipe out the fleet.  Not even the Consortium’s own armor could stand up to that kind of an explosion if it happened at point blank range…hell, it could even breach compressed Neutronium armor.  Given how hard it was to rig a power core like that, bypassing the dozens and dozens of interconnected and independent safeties, hardwiring and bypassing control sections without interfering with the core’s ability to generate power…it was faster and easier to build a planet killer than it was to rig a power core that big to explode without interfering with its ability to operate normally the rest of the time.  They had to have received those orders weeks ago, and had only just finished the work.  [Are we going to stop the fleet in time?]

[Yes.  The interdictor is already in position and turned on.  It should intercept the attack fleet in about sixteen minutes.]

[Good.  Thank you, Zaa, thank you for telling me.  Now we have to strike while we have this chance.]


[A plan?]  He nodded grimly, which made her smile.  [I will leave you to it, your Grace.]

Jason sat up, causing Zora to stir, then he got out of bed and looked out the window, over towards Myleena’s house.  Myleena! he sent loudly, loud enough to wake her up.  Myli, wake up, dammit!


What? she replied blearily.


Meet me in your lab fucking now, I’m on the way over!


Alright, what’s going on?


The Consortium was one step ahead of us, but they left the back door open to do it!  Now get your game face on, woman, we don’t have much time!  Jyslin, get up and go over to Myli’s lab! he barked at her.  We need your TEL skills!


Love, I was sleeping!


Save it for when we have time, he told her as Zora blinked her eyes open to see Jason grabbing his clothes up off the floor with his telekinetic power, then literally jump out her window.


“Jayce!” she gasped, but she didn’t see him use his power to slow his descent enough to land safely in her back yard.


No time, have to move fast, sorry love, he told her in apology as he ran like a criminal with bloodhounds on his trail towards Myleena’s house, naked as a jaybird and with his clothes chasing him from behind.


What the fuck is going on, Jayce? Symone complained, no doubt hearing everything.


I’ll explain later.  [Cybi, can you manifest over at Myli’s lab?  We might need your godlike speed.]


[Certainly.]


[Myli, get your software for your spiders up on the editor, we have to modify it in the next fifteen minutes or we’re gonna lose our chance!]


[I can do that, but what am I going to make it do?]


[Trigger a power plant explosion,] he answered immediately, then he transmitted the entirety of Zaa’s information in a split second through communion.  [They took off the safeties, we can finish the job!]



She laughed brightly over communion.  [Trelle’s garland, you are such an evil-minded man!] she complemented.  [I’ll get right on it!]


[Cybi, get enough of  the CMS missiles prepped and ready to deliver the spiders please.  We have spider warheads already, get them fitted onto the missiles as fast as you can.]


[I’ll send the commands up to Kosigi.]

They had to explain what they were doing once Jyslin got there, but since Myleena already understood what Jason had in mind, she was already hard at work rewriting blocks of TEL code to tell the spiders what to do, with Cybi flash-debugging using her computer brain.  We can just put a code broadcaster in with the spiders so it can download the updated software en route, Myleena sent with haste as she and Jyslin worked together to alter the operating code of the nano-machines.  Myleena was an engineer and had extensively studied the Consortium’s plasma power plants, so if anyone could hastily write a program for robots to attack that power plant and trigger a core breach explosion, it was her.  Even Cybi bowed to Myleena’s expertise in the matter, letting her and Jyslin write the code and just debugging it to ensure it would work properly.  Jyslin was linked telepathically to Myleena, writing subroutines under Myleena’s orders as Myleena handled the trickier parts of the program.  Jason could just watch, because software and TEL were never his strong suits, there basically to be a cheerleader.

Programming nano-machines was a tricky business, because they were, well, nanoscopic.  It made their memory capacity very small, so the key to a good nanite was the most efficient operating software possible.  They weren’t capable of exceedingly complex tasks unless they were in range of an external control node, which broadcast updated information and commands to the nanites in a “I just finished this task, what do I do next?” sequence.  They couldn’t send a control node since its broadcasts might be detected, so Myleena had to program the spiders to do the job using the very limited onboard memory.  That was why it took Myleena so long to program the spiders to attack the planet killers, because she had to squeeze every tiny bit of efficiency out of a very limited onboard memory.  Now, they had a new job that was just as complicated as attacking the planet killers, and Myleena had to get it done and they had to have the missiles launched before the Consortium realized that they’d aborted the attack on Grevalt and possibly reset some of the safeties on their power plants.


But faith in Myleena was never misplaced.  It took her exactly ten minutes and 31 seconds to finish the hasty code job, and after Cybi ran flash debug sims and proclaimed it viable, they dumped it to broadcaster nodes and told Kosigi to get those missiles loaded onto a CMS gunboat fucking yesterday.  Jason watched with anxiety as the clock kept ticking, until the Karinne Marine Missile Attack Ship Hellraiser lanced out of Kosigi like a bat out of hell, running at full flank to get far enough away to jump, 17 minutes and 51 seconds after Jason had woke up Myleena to get the job done.  It had taken the munitions experts up on Kosigi only seven minutes to get those missiles armed and loaded, with Cybi’s help since she had advance warning and was already on the job.

There he goes.  Now we watch and wait, Myleena sent, then she elbowed Jason in the ribs.  You are just too fucking clever, babes! she laughed.

That’s why I married him, Jyslin winked.


Let’s just hope it works, Jason sent seriously.

They had to go to Jason’s house to see the results, since Myleena’s lab didn’t have the security to access the Kimdori sensor nets.


Jason quickly got several holograms up showing various data and two camera views of Grevalt III.  The attack fleet was behind the Kimdori blanket jammers, so the Consortium probably didn’t know where they were and when they’d arrive, but it was clear from the formation of their ships that they knew they were coming, and were expecting to see them drop into normal space any minute.  The reality was that the attack wouldn’t have come for another 16 hours, but they didn’t know that.  Jason was working on the assumption that they were getting their information from the inside, since it was abundantly clear that they still had some agents within Confederate territory.  That attack on Dahnai was proof enough of that.  So, it was no stretch that they’d gotten information that the Confederation had launched an attack on Grevalt, but since they couldn’t see the fleet and that kind of information wasn’t circulated where an agent might pick it up, they didn’t know when it was going to get there.


A look at Faroll showed that the leak wasn’t on Karis, since the ships at Faroll showed no indication they expected an attack.  The Faroll attack had been planned and set up on Karis, with only approval from the top generals at the war room on Terra to carry it out.  So, the agent wasn’t high up in the chain of command, and was not on Karis, nor in the war room.



Information to pass on to Kiaari.  She’d have to hunt that mole down.


 Jason saw the blip on tactical that showed that the Hellraiser had dropped into normal space well behind the minimum approach distance, putting a hell of a lot of territory between it and Grevalt III.  New blips appeared on the grid as it launched 37 missiles, one for every Consortium ship in the entire Grevalt system, which the spread into three clusters.  The other two clusters were en route to the other two inhabited planets in the system, jumping into hyperspace, but Jason focused on the 11 blips heading for the ships at Grevalt III.  The missiles designated for each ship raced towards them, and at the last second, they veered away as they delivered their payload, the missiles themselves heading back to the Hellraiser, which sat in position and hidden by its CMS.  The missiles themselves could be reused, since they weren’t delivering explosive warheads…no reason to waste perfectly good hyperspace missiles.  The Hellraiser would capture the missiles and jump back out with them.

But, the missiles had been noticed.  The CMS only hid the missiles from sensors and from visual detection, but did nothing to hide the mass of the missiles and their effect on space, which could be detected by passive spatial sensors that searched for the spatial warping effect caused by mass moving through space, the same issue that kept his skimmer inside the gravity well of Earth back in the Legion days.  The Hellraiser itself would suffer that same problem if it wasn’t fitted with a gravity flux pod that hid its effect on space, in effect “filling in” the depression the ship made in the fabric of space with a false reading, making it invisible to passive gravity flux sensors only as long as it didn’t move.  So long as the missile gunboat stayed stationary, it was invisible to passive sensors.  The Consortium ships activated every active sensor they had when their passive sensors noticed the mass of the missiles, sweeping space all around them searching for the anomaly.  But, their sensors wouldn’t detect the spiders that had been deployed, and were even now working their way into the ships using their exterior lights.  They were programmed to ride the low power plasma network back to the power core, and once they got there, attack it.


The Consortium ships continued to scan, and scan, and scan, searching for whatever had moved near them, until the ship that was closest to the Hellraiser just vaporized.  The spiders had done their job, and the resulting explosion was so huge, so brilliant, that it saturated the camera with blinding light, overloading it and sending it offline for a few seconds.  When the video feed kicked back in, they saw the other ten ships careening away from the explosion, caught in the blast wave, their armored hulls warping from the intense heat and force.  Another of them detonated in a hellish cataclysm, which knocked the other ships directly into the blast wave of the first explosion, as another team of spiders managed to do their jobs.  The nine remaining ships, caught between two fusion explosions, were literally ripped apart, shattered like crystal in the impact zone between the two blast waves, reducing them to pieces no larger than a toaster.

“Fuck yeah!” Jyslin screamed in delight, kicking her chair in glee.


Myleena laughed loud and long.  “Trelle cut me from her hair, but that was absolutely brilliant!” she grinned.  “We just beat them at their own game, using their own trick against them!”


“They’ll think twice before trying that stunt again, that’s for sure,” Jason chuckled.  “Cybi, send this information over to the command center, let them call in the attack.  But, warn Myri about it so she’s ready to move when the orders come down.”

“Certainly.”

“Now, I’m gonna go explain to Zora why I jumped out the window.  It just might have sent her the wrong message,” he chuckled.


Myleena and Jyslin gaped at him, then both of them burst out laughing.


It turned out, what the war room did was a whole lot of nothing, and that angered Jason.

After they managed to take out the ships that intended to ambush the fleet, the war room just had the fleet sit there and stew over it.  The reasoning Jason got from Kiaari, who sat in on the meetings, was that they were unwilling to jump Confederate ships into Grevalt with the interdictor that would prevent their retreat if the Consortium jumped more ships into the system with the same orders.  That they could simply blow those up or engage them from range using plasma torpedoes should have dawned on the generals and admirals.  Instead, they wimped out and held the fleet for nearly six hours until they finally decided to recommit to the attack, forcing the KMS to delay the attack on Faroll because they wanted the attacks to be simultaneous.

And sure enough, about three hours after the initial attack, long after they could have blitzed Grevalt and taken it with no opposition, the Consortium jumped 33 ships to the system, putting 11 at each planet, which were rigged to be used as bombs, but had enough physical safeties engaged to prevent them from using spiders to take them out.


Jason has a few choice words for the war room after that.  They all but handed Grevalt to them on a silver platter, and instead of doing something about it, they acted like timid mice.  He knew after he heard that lame excuse that he should have ordered an attack on Grevalt himself using KMS and Kimdori ships.

Jason stewed over it a little bit over the day, through the daily meeting of the Confederate Council, and then he put it out of his mind as he went to the command center and watched as the risky attack on Faroll was in the final stages of preparation.  He sat at the main tactical table that held a hologram of the capitol planet of Faroll, all the Consortium defenses marked in orbit and on the planet’s surface, including a red flashing blip on the surface that represented the planet killer.

If anything made him nervous, this was it.  The KMS and Kimdori would be put in the very unpleasant situation of defending that interdictor when the Consortium jumped a counterattack from Trieste.  It was going to be a major war, and as much as it had to be done, he didn’t want to see his girls and the Kimdori be the ones that had to do it.


But, he couldn’t deny that he was proud to see his fleet formed up already at jump distance, waiting for the command to begin the attack.  They were simply waiting, watching the Grevalt attack and ensuring they made the attack just as the Confederate fleet hit Grevalt.  He found himself counting the seconds as they ticked off the countdown clock on the corner of the hologram, watching the first ships jump, CMS equipped ships that would attack Faroll before the main fleet arrived.  Then, to his anxiety and eagerness both, the fleet jumped out.

He sat with Myri, Juma, Navii, and Sioa at the main table as they watched the tactical holograms, as sending and spoken information floated through the command center.  Right on schedule, six ships dropped out of hyperspace some distance from the planet, four missile gunboats and two Kimdori SCM ships to scramble shortrange Consortium and Alliance sensors.  The missile gunboats then launched their missiles, which were carrying spiders for the enemy ships and Satan’s Marbles and subsonic killers for the ground attack, the original spiders that would attack the Consortium ships’ computer cores.   There were 21 enemy ships at Faroll, less than they expected, and with luck, they’d disable those ships without having to get anywhere near them, preventing them from being crashed into the planet without putting the fleet at risk to do so.

Here we go, Myri grunted mentally as they watched flashing dots representing the missiles on a tactical as they looked at a camera view of the cluster of enemy ships in high orbit on the hologram next to it.  The ground attack missiles went first, and as they passed, they alerted the Consortium ships as their mass disturbed space and gravity.  The enemy activated active sensors and swept the area where the missiles had been, but by then it was too late, they were already looping around the planet after launching their warheads, and would stay in stealth mode in orbit and wait for a pickup after the battle was over.  The camera changed to the planet killer, and Jason saw the first missile warhead hit it clearly.  There was a small dusty eruption at the top as the compressed Neutronium armored hull of the warhead penetrated the outer wall of the facility, which would unleash the marbles within.  Four warheads slammed into the facility as five others spat out subsonic killers as they lanced over the city, which fell like chaff towards the buildings of the city.  When they reached 3,750 shakra, however, they suddenly arrested their descent and activated, generating a virtual blanket of subsonic harmonic pulses that attacked the entire capitol city.

Even from the orbital viewpoint, he saw the chaos on the streets of Faroll.  Alliance citizens put their hands or appendages to their heads and cried out in obvious pain, but as the camera focused on a cluster of Consortium insectoids, the image was quite different.  All five of them seemed to be in convulsions, and then one of them simply burst like a ripe melon, its exoskeleton exploding out greenish ichor from huge rends in their structure.  The other four also succumbed to the harmonics designed to attack their carapaces, shattering them like a glass in front of an opera singer.


The theory had been viable.  The inducers worked.


Jason didn’t have time to feel proud of himself, however, for the second wave of missiles deployed their spiders against the defending ships.  Jason watched a status bar indicating how far the spiders had penetrated into the enemy ships as he watched the countdown clock which displayed when the fleet would arrive…and they were damn close to each other.  They wanted those ships disabled before the fleet arrived to prevent the need for them to do anything crazy to protect the planet, but the spiders weren’t going as fast as projected.


They weren’t going to make it.


The main bulk of the fleet dropped out of hyperspace as close to the planet as they could get before the first enemy ship had been disabled.  The Consortium battleships took immediate notice of the huge fleet even as the Kimdori SCM ships activated, jamming all of their sensors and gravband and threaded communications, leaving them only line of sight light pulse communications.  The ships seemed to freeze a moment, then the first of them had all its lights go out as the spiders did their job, invading the computer core and disabling it.  The point ship, the cruiser Defiant, then launched short-range gravometric missiles loaded with subsonic killers to kill those crews before they could find some way to repair the computer cores; these spiders were designed to disable the computer cores, not destroy them, so they could capture those ships intact…that and give Siyhaa complete Consortium computer cores to disassemble and study.  Another ship went dark, then another, but those still in operation were turning towards the planet to attempt to crash into it.   Five more went dark before they could complete the turn, leaving them slowly spinning in space until something stopped them, which allowed 21 of them to start moving forward.  But, with every second that passed, another ship’s lights winked out, until all the ships were disabled.  The fleet was already charging forward to set up the planetary defenses, so they weren’t doing anything out of plan when they rushed up to those ships and captured them in towing beams, pulling them back out into orbit.


Now came the gamble.  With all communications cut off at Faroll thanks to the jammers, by now the Consortium had to know that a major attack was under way.  Everything hinged on how quickly they noticed that there was no interdictor in the system and how many ships they sent to counterattack.


Everything else was moving according to plan.  Ground attack ships split off from the fleet and descended into the atmosphere as the fleet hastily moved the interdictor into position as the planetary defense weapon platforms were deployed, controlled from the Trelle’s Gift.  Swarms of Wolf fighters chased the ground assault ships into the atmosphere as others spread out around the planet, ready to respond in a second’s notice to any fleet dropping out of hyperspace.

This was the hard part.  Jason fidgeted ceaselessly in nervous worry as he watched the countdown timer start for the interdictor, counting down until it started its logarithmic expansion, that magical 31 minutes when the interdictor was 10 hours of sublight travel from the planet and thus was so far out that any counterattack would have to travel too far while under constant attack to pose much of a threat, and then other magical 117 minute mark, when the interdictors entered logarithmic expansion.


They were minutes of torture.  Time seemed to slow down as he watched the fleet deploy, saw the first visible indicators that the Satan’s Marbles had eviscerated the planet killer when some of them erupted out of the outer wall, then a massive explosion in the facility collapsed most of it in on itself like a deflating soufflé, after a marble must have hit something pretty damn important.  He looked at the countdown again; 4:15 elapsed, which was a 1.9983 hour sublight journey to Faroll from the edge of the interdiction effect.  He watched Wolf fighters pound on unmoving mantis mecha, their pilots killed by the subsonic field, as the low orbital bombardment ships and corvettes destroyed what was left of the planet killer facility with plasma bolts.  He saw the 31 enemy battleships parked in stable orbit, Marine and tech teams hastily transferring to them to ensure all the crews were dead and no self-destruct traps or bombs were hidden on the ships and also to physically disconnect the computer cores from the rest of the ships, to make sure the computers didn’t self destruct them the instant the spiders put the computer cores back online.

6:01 minutes elapsed.  A 2.2183 hours travel time from the edge of the effect.


The first bouncers hit the ground at Faroll, as armored Karinne Marine and Kimdori infantry poured out, literally surrounded by Alliance citizens who had long ago had their eardrums ruptured and were now deaf.  Faey and other telepaths should be sending instructions to them.  Kyva and the KBB lanced out of a mecha lander, streaking towards where intelligence told them was an external garrison of Consortium ground units.


The tactical turned red, as Kimdori sensors detected a hyperspace jump.  Sensors quickly located the jump position, a location 4 hours of sublight travel from Faroll, well in front of the interdiction effect.  It was a lone Consortium scout ship, turning its sensors towards Faroll, using a hyperspace tunnel to get a real-time visual of Faroll…or at least trying.  The tunnel hit the edge of the interdictor’s effect and was disrupted.  Not 12 seconds later, a large attack fleet of 13,438 ships dropped out of hyperspace behind the scout.  Jason almost audibly groaned, for it was the worst case scenario.  They had jumped everything they had at Trieste to attack Faroll.  He looked at the countdown timer; 7:17, a 2.548 hour sublight cruise, during which they could attack the fleet en route and hopefully whittle it down to a manageable number.  The KMS redeployed to bring their rail cannons to bear, which would be their primary means of attack.  Each cannon slug had an on-board computer and grav engines to adjust its trajectory, allowing them to be fired from extreme range and letting the slugs adjust their trajectory like smart bombs to hit their targets.  They couldn’t turn very much at all, but when fired from long range, they only needed minor course corrections, which was what their engines were designed to do.


Just when he expected the Consortium fleet to jump towards Faroll to reach the edge of the interdictor, however, they did nothing.  They just sat there.  Jason was honestly confused by their lack of action.  Seconds ticked by, every second adding more and more time to their travel to Faroll, yet they just sat out there, thousands and thousands of battleships and several hundred heavy battleships.


Just sitting.


What the fuck are they doing? Juma asked irritably.


Maybe they have no idea how many ships are at Faroll, Navii speculated.  We managed to knock out their comm and sensors pretty quickly, perhaps before they even managed to get a single warning off.  They may have no idea if it’s just a small skirmish fleet there to draw them out of position or a full attack, especially since the interdictor prevents tunnel telescopes.


If they don’t move in the next two minutes, they’re gonna get caught in the interdiction, Myri sent hopefully.  I’d love to see their entire fleet trapped in an interdictor well.


Don’t wish for what you can’t have, Myri, Navii chided her.  They know the interdictor effect is coming.  They’ll move before it reaches them.

Navii was right.  The fleet sat there for maybe another fifteen seconds, then, to Jason’s amazement, it began to turn around.  Were they going to attack, or retreat?  Jason wasn’t sure, but if they were turning around, maybe they weren’t going to attack.  I would guess that their clairvoyant light being has finished his assessment of the attack and has sent down orders, Navii noted clinically.  Jason blinked, forgetting all about that little trick.  That clairvoyant energy being couldn’t spy on Imperium systems, but nothing would stop it from using its ability to see into Faroll, which had no Parri protecting it from surveillance.


Then, an absolute sea of gravometric missiles erupted from the entire fleet.  Tens of thousands of missiles streaked away from the enemy fleet, accelerating geometrically, achieving near-light speed in just a matter of moments for their 2.878 hour cruise to Faroll.


And with the missiles launched, the Consortium’s entire fleet jumped out.  They weren’t going to attack!


That’s it?  They’re not going to attack? Juma sent in disbelief.


Don’t snap your fingers at the gifts Trelle gives you, girl, Navii rebuked lightly.  Organize a countermeasure to that missile attack, then we watch and wait until we have complete control of Faroll.


Get the Stargate ready to cruise in, Myri called.  A subordinated nodded, touching her interface as she relayed the order for the battleship Victory and its escort of 12 KMS ships prepared to tow a Stargate to Faroll.


Jason was relieved beyond measure that the Consortium had decided not to contest Faroll…but it didn’t make sense.  They should have tried to attack, given that they would have had a golden chance to do some real damage, not just fire missiles to keep the KMS busy and then retreat.  It just made no sense.  If he were the Consortium, he would have sent everything after Faroll, whittling down the fleet that would eventually face him at Karis.


But they didn’t.  They just sent a token missile barrage at Faroll and jumped right back to Trieste.


Alright, so, the Consortium wasn’t Jason.  They had to have other information, their plan had to involve something he didn’t know.  If they weren’t worried about KMS ships that might repel their attack on Karis in the future, well, that meant one of two things.  Either they weren’t worried about the KMS, or they weren’t worried about the attack on Karis.


Why pass up the chance in a lifetime to attack the KMS when it was abundantly clear that they weren’t going to run?


Jason leaned back in his chair, his mind working furiously as he tried to see things from their side.  Clearly, they had a plan or some intelligence that told them that a full attack on Faroll wasn’t necessary.  They seemed willing to just give back Faroll and everything it represented, including a central hub from which to attack any Alliance system quickly, a critical strategic asset in Alliance space.  And they seemed not to be too worried about what the may have to face when they did finally attack Karis.  That…that was nonsensical.  The Consortium knew that if there was any ship that could kick their asses, it was a Karinne ship.  They had the chance to destroy quite a few Karinne ships, yet they just let it go right by.


He blinked.  The answer was simple…they didn’t care about the Alliance systems.


What if…what if they attacked the Alliance and the Shio for no other reason than to give the Confederacy something to attack?  Attack close to home, put something right in front of them while they did something else behind their back where it couldn’t be seen?  They had taken over both those nations, but now they seemed quite willing to just give them back, not defending their systems, and now passing up the chance for a major naval battle and the opportunity to hold the most important system in Alliance space.


So, if they were putting the shiny things out where they could see them, it just meant that finding out what was going on behind their backs was of critical importance.  That phased FTL launcher they were building at PR-237 was a prime example of that.  Perhaps there were a few other little projects out there that the Consortium was preparing, out of sight of the Kimdori and kept top secret.


That had to be it.  They had invaded their sector just to, to distract, keep the fight on this side of the galaxy, giving them time and peace to do their work over on the other side.  The attacks on the Shio, Alliance, and the Skaa, they were nothing but fucking diversions.  Yes, they served a purpose in destroying anything useful that the Syndicate might capture when they arrived, but in the grand scheme of things, those attacks had only served to focus the Confederacy’s attention where the Consortium wanted them to look.  The KMS and the Kimdori had the capability to jump across the galaxy and attack the Consortium, but when the Consortium invaded their sector, they had focused on the invasion, not what the Consortium was doing over on the other side of the galaxy.

Jason almost cursed aloud when he realized that they’d fallen right into their ploy, too!  He’d ordered the entire toy box emptied attacking Shio systems, Myri had diverted even more toys to military attacks…they’d gotten so distracted by what was right in front of them that it blinded them to the real objective, and that was to prevent the Consortium from reaching Karis.  And that fight sure as hell wasn’t taking place out in Alliance space.


“God, I feel so stupid!” he growled plaintively.  [Cybi, find Miaari.  I need to talk to her.]

“What’s wrong, Jason?” Myri asked.


I should just put a fucking handle on my nose so I can be led around more easily, he sent darkly, furious at himself.  He stood up and looked at them.  Finish up at Faroll.  I need to go kick myself in the ass a few times, then expect some policy changes and a shakeup that’s going to get Dahnai and the others pissed off at us.


What changes? Navii asked.


We’ve been fools, he growled as he stormed off.  We let them play us like chumps.  All the attacks in our sector are just decoys, preventing us from attacking them in the PR sector, where they’re doing the real preparations to attack Karis.  Well, we’re going to fix that little oversight, effective right now.  Navii, prepare a plan for setting up a forward command post in the PR sector, as much a fucking fortress as that nebula is for them.  Juma, go over PR starcharts and the intel the Kimdori have and start preparing battle plans for attacking the Consortium over there.


We’ll get on it, Myri answered.


Jason felt like a total idiot.  Why didn’t he see this before?  Well, stopping the mass genocide of entire planets was a good thing, but still, they should have been fighting this war on two fronts the entire time, both here and over there.  They’d even started preparing to build that forward base when the invasion of the Alliance and Shio happened…right when they were starting their plans to take the war to the other side of the galaxy.


He was such a fucking idiot!  The Consortium clairvoyant saw it coming, and they respond by invading this sector to lock the Karinnes down, force them to go along with the rest of the Confederacy to play defense.  And while what they did was very important, it didn’t change the fact that they let the Consortium play them like a fucking banjo.  Well, that was the last free tune they were going to get out of the Karinnes.

From here on out, the Consortium was going to pay the band.
