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Aya was just going have to live with being perpetually angry with him.

In a fallow farm field just outside the city, which once held a suburb of Oklahoma City before the subjugation and was plowed over for farmland, hundreds of Shio transports had landed, and thousands upon thousands of frightened Shio were being processed through a hastily raised tent city.  And Jason was right there, in person, with his wife and son, greeting scared Shio personally, taking hands, giving kind words, trying to reassure the refugees that they were going to be alright.


There were 597 Shio transports already on Terra, and there were another 2,193 Shio ships in transit, holding exactly 117,894 Shio refugees.  They were the only ones who had managed to reach ships and escape when the evacuation call was issued, and on one of them was High Prince Grayhawk, who was transiting the TES at that very moment and would arrive on Terra in about an hour.  The rest of the Shio government had stayed behind, quite bravely in Jason’s mind, to deal with the Consortium, but they sent Grayhawk, the face of the Shio, so he could continue to represent the Shio from outside of their Federation.  Grayhawk was very popular among his people, the handsome High Prince, and his presence on Terra would bolster the refugees and give hope to the 7 billion Shio who were now under the dictatorship of a conquering power.

Jason felt that as the house in control of Terra, it was only right that he was there to meet the Shio, over the strenuous and vociferous objections of Aya and his entire guard.  She didn’t want Jason and Rann in an uncontrolled environment, especially now of all times, but Jason had been quite adamant about it.  He forced Aya to capitulate, under the stipulation that once she got him home, there was going to be another of those lessons that would make it hard for Jason to sit for a few days afterward.  Aya had made all kinds of security precautions for the trip, including intense scans of the Shio ships and of each and every Shio that debarked to ensure none of them had any weapons.  Jason was in his armor, but he went without his helmet, which gave a potential assassin a convenient place to aim.


But, after they got there and Aya saw how Jason managed to calm fears, she grudgingly admitted that he’d been right.  The Shio were very scared, and to hear words of comfort from someone they could see was in charge calmed them, gave them a little hope.  He boldly walked among the refugees, patting shoulders, assuring them that they were going to be alright, that they were welcome on Terra, and that they already had plans to settle the Shio refugees in prepared housing.


And they had plenty of plans.  The Shio would be settled into five enclaves scattered across Florida; Tallahassee, Jacksonville, Tampa, Orlando, and Miami.  Shio as a race preferred slightly warmer temperatures compared to humans and Faey, so they were going to be settled in warm areas.  There was plenty of empty housing throughout Florida, and while they couldn’t keep the Shio all together even in their enclaves, they made certain that no Shio would be less than half a block away from another Shio family.  The house had appropriated quite a few of the old condo buildings scattered though Miami that had been sitting mostly empty since the end of the subjugation, where the majority of the Shio would be going, so they could all live close together and in a place where they’d feel like they had both isolation and a modicum of control.  They already had stipends ready for the Shio and thousands of volunteers to help them navigate suddenly being thrust into an alien culture.  The Shio language had been telepathically inserted into the volunteers, and Faey residents of Terra with sufficient telepathic power and training had offered to insert English and Faey for Shio that were willing to undergo the procedure.

It was taking some of the Shio more than three days to reach Terra, but it had taken less than a day for the Consortium to conquer them.  That took them only about nine hours total.  They hit Reglen first, and after two hours, they jumped 90% of their fleet to Bregali, leaving behind only a token force to defend their new holding.  They hit Bregali with the same overwhelming force, then immediately jumped half their fleet back to Reglen to prevent the KMS or the Kimdori from jumping in and attacking the defenders.


That was both wise and foolish, for the Karinnes most definitely responded.  Not with warships, but with weapons out of their toybox.  Reglen was close enough to jump long-range hyperspace missiles into the system, and they launched several waves at the Consortium as other toys jumped in via disposable freighters.  The missiles were just the first salvo of wave after wave of automated weaponry, continuing the Karinne tactic of wearing the enemy down with disposable weaponry as much as possible before warships were sent in.  The ships defending Reglen were attacked by hyperspace cruise missiles, then freighters jumped in and dumped containers and jumped out, from which Buzzsaws, weapon platforms, automated drones, mobile mines, short-range gravometric missiles equipped with gravity shockwave warheads, and other nasty little surprises erupted and made war on Consortium ships.  Consortium ships found their weapon batteries firing almost constantly against the massive counterattack, shooting at missiles, shooting at mines, shooting at Buzzsaws, firing on drone weapon platforms that fired back,  but not shooting at what looked to them to be debris from destroyed weapons, which were themselves just decoys.  Conduit smashers, Torsion shockwave generators, a new device Jenny called a gravity beam, and hollow debris holding Satan’s Marbles drifted into the enemy formations, and it was too late before the Consortium commanders realized what danger they posed.  The conduit smashers took out 14 ships by themselves, rendering them dead in space, and Satan’s Marbles wreaked havoc in 23 other vessels. The Consortium knew about the marbles and knew how to stop them, but it still took them time to respond, and that delay proved destructive for their ships.  The gravity beam weapon was more or less what the name implied, a device that induced heavy gravity in a cone in front of the device, a weapon more or less designed to use against the insectoids.  It was a shield-piercing weapon, so the Consortium had no real defense against it except to destroy it before it killed too many of their crews.

The Consortium found themselves fighting a constant battle against machines to maintain control of Reglen, but that didn’t stop them from finishing their conquering of the Shio.  The fleet that attacked Bregali moved on to attack Ravarra, and almost before the smoke cleared from that attack, they jumped on to Shio Prime and captured that system.  The Karinnes had been waiting for that, and once they had control of all four systems, they expanded their assault to include all four captured systems.  Every Consortium ship in Shio space was kept on constant alert, its weapons almost constantly firing on freighters or missiles that dropped out of hyperspace, a steady stream of attacking devices designed to wear them down in preparation for a conventional attack by a fleet of warships.


That attack was in the works.  The Confederation was not going to just let the Consortium settle in.  They were going to counterattack as soon as they had a viable plan and their automated weapons did enough damage.  With their huge fleet split, it was the perfect opportunity to hit the Consortium and take out more of their ships.  Every ship they disabled or destroyed was one less ship that would ultimately attack Karis, and they knew it.


Over the three days, 3D had managed to completely exhaust its stockpile of toys, because they quite literally threw everything and the kitchen sink at the Consortium fleet occupying Shio territory.  But, it had done the job, for they had managed to destroy or damage ships at every system, and it kept the Consortium from relaxing even for a second.

Grayhawk wasn’t the only one coming.  Emperor Assaba of the Skaa Empire was currently in transit to Draconis himself, and was due to arrive at the gate to Draconis in about 34 minutes, being at the tail end of his trip to the TES.  He was on board the Aegis, the Karinne vessel and an escorting task fleet having jumped out to pick him up and bring him back so he could jump hyperspace in real time.  It said much about Assaba’s bravery that he accepted a ride on a Karinne ship, not demanding to ride in his personal ship.  Assaba was on his way to sign the Confederation Treaty, to enter into the Confederacy against the Consortium, a move that Zaa had personally approved after she got a Kimdori close enough to him to touch him and ascertain his true motives.  His motives concerning the Consortium were true, and he would be an honest ally against them.  Once the Skaa Empire was in the Confederation, they’d get to work interdicting critical Skaa systems.  They didn’t have enough Stargates to cover all 63 Imperial systems, they only had five pairs of Stargates available.  Those five gates were going to be placed at the five most critical systems in Skaa space, their capitol system and their four most important industrial systems, giving them protection and the ability to rapidly deploy a large part of their fleet to Terra so they could get into the war.

Behind him, in hyperspace and in transit, where 2,000 Skaa warships, a huge chunk of their fleet, on their way to Terra as a staging stop.  Even as they were en route, both Skaa and Confederate engineers were feverishly working on a conversion module to attack to Torsion weapons so they could be mounted onto Skaa ships with no other modifications.  Skaa used plasma for power like many nations in the sector, but their plasma was the most basic of phased plasma, just barely phased to be usable as a power system.  It was crude by Karinne standards, and it introduced a few challenges to adapt Torsion guns to use it.

Until they got that ironed out, Torsion weapon platforms, drones, would be issued to Skaa ships.


Engines, well, that was another matter.  Skaa systems simply couldn’t support Karinne jump engines, not without gutting their entire power system and redoing it.  Hell, for that matter, Faey ships couldn’t support a Karinne jump engine, they simply demanded too much power for standard jump engine power plants to support.  The Faey used a form of high-energy interphased plasma to power their jump engines, they hadn’t quite managed to adapt metaphased plasma to jump engine technology, and that wasn’t enough.  It took the form of striated interphased the Consortium used at a minimum to power jump engines capable of jumping hyperspace in real time.  There might be a way to quickly adapt Faey ships to the Consortium’s power system, since it was somewhat familiar, but there was little hope of doing the same for the Urumi or the Skaa.


This introduced a problem that they needed to address.  Much as he didn’t entirely like the idea of handing over real-time hyperspace travel to the sector, if they wanted to defeat the Consortium, they had to eliminate that advantage they enjoyed.  Their ability to jump hyperspace in real time allowed them to strike virtually anywhere in the sector, and do it without giving the target nation time to get defensive fleets in position to repel them.  The Faey could overcome this with Stargates, but that wasn’t a technology that Dahnai was going to give to anyone, and Jason was more or less bound by her will on the matter.  Though Karinne could build their own Stargates, if he did so and started handing them out, Dahnai might have him executed for treason against the Imperium.  He was still bound by Imperial law, and Dahnai was his Empress.


Myleena and Cybi were discussing that problem.  Myleena had actually tinkered with the idea of a hyperspace catapult, having thought about it after they did the math on the interdictors, and from what she showed Jason, the theory had some merit and the math hinted that it was possible.  If a ship could be artificially boosted to sufficient speed to cross the relativity barrier and jump in real time, its own engines could keep it there.  After all, it didn’t take huge amounts of energy to hold a ship in hyperspace, and a ship moved at the velocity with which it entered hyperspace.  That was where standard engines failed, they couldn’t enter hyperspace with sufficient “hyperspace velocity” to jump in real time, they lacked the power to pull it off.  If they got catapulted into hyperspace by an outside force and then used their own jump engines to hold themselves there, they’d just coast to their destination and do so in real time.  They seriously doubted that they could come up with something that complicated on short notice, but still, it was worth pursuing.  Giving other nations catapults was no threat to Confederate systems, since they were all interdicted anyway.  And if they could run up some kind of prototype in a hurry, well, that just helped the war effort.

Until then, it would just take coordination to attack the Consortium, and an understanding that they could move just about their entire fleet to defend any one system in the time it would take an attack fleet to jump from Terra to any Shio system, even their fleets across the galaxy; Terra was the closest Confederate system to Shio space, just by a whisker.  The other close system was Hedra.  A jump from Terra to Ravarra, the two closest points between Confederate and Shio space, took 2.83 days by Imperial standard time.  A jump from Hedra to Ravarra took 3.01 days.


And the Karinnes and Kimdori could jump from Terra to Ravarra in 43 seconds, as could the Consortium.


This was their first real plan to counterattack.  They were going to have Confederate and Skaa forces jump en masse at Ravarra, and force the Consortium to deploy its fleet to defend.  At the last minute, Kimdori and KMS ships were going to jump and hit Bregali with 1,200 ships, most of them Kimdori, not to free the system, but to destroy the defending Consortium ships.  They would then jump out and hit Shio Prime in a similar manner, playing a game of tag with the Consortium.  Whichever system they left the least defended, the strike force would attack that system.  And when the Consortium jumped forces to reinforce them, they’d just take as many shots as they could at the defenders and then retreat, which would be a hell of a lot of shots from 1,200 ships.  It was guerilla warfare designed to aggravate the fuck out of the Consortium commanders and damage their ships, make them consume resources.


Always it was about attrition, attrition, attrition.  Every ship they damaged or destroyed was one ship less that would attack Karis when the time came.


It had merit.  The Consortium only had 6,000 ships on their side of the galaxy, and they’d see the others coming if they jumped reinforcements.  They had four systems to defend, so they either concentrated their defenses to fend off the Confederacy and the Skaa, or they spread them out and gave the Kimdori and KMS a chance to take a huge bite out of their fleet.  Both sides knew that in a scenario of equal sized fleets, the KMS has the advantage due to superior range on their particle beams and their fighters, which the Consortium just didn’t seem to know how to counter.  Fighter combat was new and unusual to the Consortium, and when they tangled with the Wolves, they were going to be picking their asses up off the floor.


The way it was going to work relied on the Kimdori.  The Kimdori were already at work on a jamming network that would completely blind all Consortium sensors pointing towards Confederate space, which would blind them to any ship movements.  Those jammers backing up the more mystical protections the Parri had instituted at the systems where they intended to muster their fleets would leave the Consortium in the dark as to exactly what was going on.  They’d know that the Confederacy was preparing to attack, but they wouldn’t be able to see how many ships were attacking, when they left, where they were going, or when they would get there.  As soon as those jammers went up, they were going to know that the Confederacy was going to attack, using the jammers to hide the size of the fleet that jumped towards Shio space, so it would leave the Consortium in a reactionary position.  All they could do was wait for the fleet to appear, then jump ships from other systems to get them there in time to fight off the attack.  And when they did that, the real-time hyperspace capable ships were going to jump at any system they left weakly defended, then turn and jump out when they got reinforcements there to help the defenders…only to jump to another system and do the same thing.

Aya didn’t understand why he needed to be there.  She didn’t understand why he needed to greet the Shio, comfort them.


This was all his fault.


There was no escaping that one crushing fact.  The Consortium was here making war on their sector because of the Karinnes, and the blood about to be shed, the blood already shed, was on his hands.  He was the Grand Duke.  It was his ultimate responsibility.  He hadn’t known any of this was going to happen when he stood before Dahnai what seemed a lifetime ago and declared himself the Grand Duke Karinne, but that was no excuse.  Zaa wasn’t the only one that didn’t accept I didn’t know as an excuse.  Damn it all, it was his business to know.  That was part and parcel of what being a house leader was all about, staying a step ahead, keeping the house safe and prosperous.  It may not have been his literal fault, but he was the Grand Duke.  The buck stopped on his desk.  It was his responsibility.  Everything that was about to happen went right back to his desk, and soon, he’d be elbow deep in the blood of those who perished in this war.


But God help him, he wouldn’t do anything different.  The choice of leaving the ring on Karis and rolling his dice against the Trillanes was no choice.  It wouldn’t have been fair to his people, it would have been unfair to Cybi, and it would have been a crime to turn his back on the House of Karinne.  It had the right to exist, and it was his responsibility to restore the house.

For better or worse, no matter what was going to happen and how many were going to die, he would not look back.  He was the Grand Duke Karinne, and he would live up to his duties and responsibilities.


The job chose him.


 It didn’t change how he felt, however.  These refugees had been driven from their homes because of his house, and he was going to do everything in his power to take care of them, make it up to them.  Even if it meant he walked among them as they waited for ID bracelets and housing assignments, shaking hands and soothing fears with calm words, sat on bunks in the temporary tent complexes where Shio could rest while waiting for transports to take them to Florida.

“It’s alright, honored mother, you can sit and rest in here,” Jason said in fluent Shio, helping an elderly Shio woman with weathered green skin and grayish blue hair into the tent so she could sit and rest.  “Did you get your boarding assignment?”


“Yes I did, youngster,” she answered.  “Where is this my-ah-mee?”


“Miami,” he corrected with a smile.  “It’s a large city on the southeastern edge of this continent.  It gets very warm there, at least as far as Terrans reckon such things.  I believe you’ll find it quite comfortable.”


“These old bones don’t like the cold,” she agreed as Jason helped her into a canvas folding chair.  Jason accessed the departure schedules, and saw that the next transport to Miami was leaving in about fifteen minutes.  It hadn’t arrived yet, since the dropships and personnel transports were literally landing, loading, and leaving, in a continuous cycle.  They couldn’t let the Shio get too backed up here in Oklahoma.

I need a hoverchair and an escort over here, Jason sent openly, getting the attention of a relief worker.  The Faey man nodded and hurried off.  “I’m going to arrange a hoverchair for you, honored mother, so you don’t have to walk around.  And an escort is going to make sure you find your transport when it arrives, so don’t you worry about anything.  We’ll take good care of you.”


“You’re a good son for some proud mother out there, youngster,” she answered, patting his armored gauntlet fondly.


“It’s all a son can hope to be,” he answered, leaning down and kissing the old woman on the cheek lightly, which made her cackle in delight.  An orderly hurried over with a hoverchair, and he helped her get settled in it as she asked him about Miami.


Not all the Shio were as calm as the old woman.  Most of them were terrified, and they had quite a few people on hand to soothe them.  Some of them huddled in the arms of a loved one, some of them were very combative out of fear of the unknown, some just stood or sat with blank stares, silently allowing themselves to be herded about.  It pained him to see the Shio like that, since they were a very amicable species, and such trauma was almost unknown to them.  They’d lived in peace with their neighbors for centuries.  War was a terrifying prospect to them, and running for a transport when the evacuation call was given had to be very traumatic for them.  Jason dealt with a fair share of each kind, from angry men shouting and demanding answers to frightened women shivering as they clutched their crying children to blank-eyed women who just sat there, staring at nothing.  Jason knew that virtually everyone here had left someone behind.  Siblings, parents, children, aunts, uncles, friends.  There were a very spare few whole families here, and those that were were almost always just parents and one or two children.  There hadn’t been time to gather their extended families and flee as a group, and half of what they were doing was trying to find families that may have evacuated separately and reunite them, assigning them to the same housing quarters.

It was an efficient system.  New arrivals were photographed and their names were taken, they were issued a bracelet ID they only needed until they got to their permanent housing, and they were asked the names of family members so they could be identified if they came on a later ship.  They then moved to a tent or the open areas between them where they could sit or lay down and rest or talk among themselves, watch viddy being shown on holographic screens all over, so they never had to go far to see a screen and know what was going on, then, when transports arrived to take them to Florida, they would be called by name and helped on board.  Once they arrived in Florida, volunteers would take them to the apartments, houses, or condominiums they’d be using while they were here, and then taught the basics of living in Terra as far as getting food and getting around.  They were then issued cell phones to keep in contact and credit sticks that would allow them to buy food and clothing, would let them utilize any of the various entertainment facilities such as movie theatres or amusement parks, and then they were discreetly left to their own devices but fully knowing that a counselor was just a call away to answer any question or help them deal with the situation.


Jason was damn proud of Kim.  He’d set this up in less than an hour, using one of the U.N. Rapid Response Units that responded to natural disasters, and he called in damn near every emergency worker and grief counselor on Terra and put them in Oklahoma and Florida to help the Shio.


Rann ambled up just in front of Jyslin, and Jason introduced them to the elder woman.  “This is my son Rann, and my wife Jyslin,” he told her in Shio.


“Rann, eh?  A sturdy name for a strapping boy,” she declared, smiling down at him.


Rann put a finger on his gestalt, no doubt getting the translation, then he smiled shyly.


“Your Grace!  Your Grace!” a staffer for Kim called, waving in their direction.  The slender Asian man scurried up to them, then bowed sinuously.  “The Secretary General is looking for you, your Grace,” he declared.


“Alright.  I’ll be out by my dropship in a few minutes.”


The man bowed again and rushed away, leaving the woman a little curious.  “You must rank high around here, youngster,” she noted.


“Just a little,” he chuckled in reply.


“Him?  Nah, he’s nothing but my slave,” Jyslin said, giving him a wolfish smile and elbowing him on the side of his armor.  She spoke fluent Shio.


“Watch who you’re calling a slave, woman, or you’ll find yourself waking up with a dog collar around your neck,” he retorted.


“Married a Faey, eh?  And here I thought you had sense, youngster,” the old woman noted, smiling in an evil manner that made it clear she was digging at Jyslin.


“I didn’t give him any choice,” Jyslin laughed, grabbing Jason’s arm and hugging it to her armored side.  “We Faey know when we’ve met our husbands.  It just took me a little while to beat him into submission.”


“Oh, listen to this,” Jason retorted sharply, which made the old woman laugh.  The assistant he’d flagged down earlier arrived with a hoverchair, and Jason helped the orderly transfer the elderly Shio to its padded contours.  “There we are, honored mother,” he told her, patting her on her thin forearm.  “This Faey gentleman will stay with you and help you board your transport, and then they’ll help you settle in down in Miami.”


“Well, many thanks, youngster,” she answered.


Jason walked gauntlet in gauntlet with Jyslin as Rann scurried just in front of them, as Aya and fourteen other guards quietly shadowed their every move, forearm guns deployed on their Crusader armor and ready to kill anyone who gave them a sideways glance.  He had no doubt that all fifteen of them were constantly sweeping the crowd with talent, searching for even the most stray and innocuous though that might be construed as a threat.  They reached the dropship without incident, however, where the portly Kim was waiting for them with a contingent of his own guards, Imperial Marines.  The Marines still served as the global police force on Terra, serving directly under Secretary Kim and the U.N.  Each country had its own police, but over them were the Marines, who were like the FBI compared to the Maine State Police.  When crimes crossed national boundaries, the Marines had jurisdiction, and it rarely took them longer than two days to investigate the crime, then track down and capture their suspect.  The Marines also made sure that the countries toed the line the U.N. drew in the sand.  Each country was permitted to have its own military, like a national guard, but the Marines were a constant reminder that even thinking of looking over the established border and coveting a square inch of land on the other side was the mother of all bad ideas.

“How is it looking, Kim?” Jason asked.


“Right on schedule, your Grace,” he answered as another Shio transport was descending to land.  “We should have all the Shio settled in Florida within twelve hours.”

“Any problems over there?”


“A few, but nothing major,” he answered.  People getting lost more than anything else.”


“You’ve done a great job,” Jason told him, patting him on the shoulder.


“Yes, I don’t know what this planet would do without you, Kim,” Jyslin agreed, giving him a warm smile.


“We can do nothing but serve, my Lady,” he smiled back.


Jason, Aya called, a finger to her interface.  We need you back on the Victory now.  Right now, she sent adamantly.


What?  What’s going on?


I don’t know.  Myri just sent down the order for you to return to Karis fucking now, even if I have to drag you to the dropship.  So start before I drag, she warned.


[Myri, what’s going on?] he communed, using the Victory as a relay.


[The Consortium just jumped out of the Shio system,] she answered.  [They didn’t even leave a defensive caretaker fleet.  They just left.]


[Where are they going?]


[Sec, astrocart is working on it.  Got it.  Grevalt.]

Fucking Graith!  That was the closest Alliance system to the Shio systems.  They were going to steamroll the Alliance!


[Fuck!  Send a warning, Myri!]


[It’s too late for that, Jayce.  They’ve already dropped out of hyperspace.  The Alliance no doubt knows they’re there now.]

That was true enough.  Grevalt was only about sixteen seconds from Shio territory, though it took nearly two days to traverse it in ships with old jump engines.


“God damn it!” Jason snapped angrily.  “Kim, get ready for a fuckload of refugees!”


“What goes on, your Grace?”


“The Consortium just invaded the Alliance!”


Kim paled, then turned and started barking frenzied orders in Korean at his aides.


Aya gave him a fresh glare as they got onto a heavily armored dropship, with twenty escorting Wolf fighters, the lifted off to rendezvous with the KMS ship Victory, one of their battleships.  Admiral Leta Karinne greeted them in the landing bay, her and everyone else in Crusader armor, and she walked briskly with him as soon as he got off the dropship, Jyslin and Rann having to nearly run to keep up.  It came down the pike, Leta sent urgently.  I’m to get you to Karis right the fuck now or Juma’s gonna rip my 
 diamonds right off my Class A’s.

Yeah, get us back as fast as you can, Jason nodded in agreement.  I need to be where I can get up to date information and get under Myri’s feet.

After they got into a passenger cabin, Jason grabbed hold of Aya and looked right into her eyes.  Get over it.  I needed to go, he told her intensely, removing his gauntlet.  She was about to respond, but he put his hand on her cheek, and through that contact he lowered his defenses enough for her to feel the powerful emotions boiling in him, his crushing feeling of responsibility, his need to be there for the people he was ultimately responsible for displacing.


Her eyes softened slightly as she felt what he was feeling, but then they hardened again.  That is no excuse, she told him bluntly.  You cannot do this again, Jason.  I won’t allow it.


You won’t—


I will not allow it, she seethed.  When you get back to Karsa, you better settle in, because you will not leave the planet again, for any reason.  And I mean any reason.  Even if Trelle herself came down to Draconis and invited you to tea, you will send her your regrets, because your mommy has grounded you.

Jason had to bark a laugh.  Can I at least go to Kosigi?


She actually considered it.  Alright, I’ll give you that much.  But that’s as far as you go.  This is now far more of a war than you bargained for, Jason, and that means I have to take complete control of your safety.  I simply will not allow you to risk yourself, Lady Jyslin, and Rann like this again.  If you even think of trying to overrule me, I’ll tie you to a chair in the basement.  I swear I will.

She was dead serious.  He knew he’d pushed her as far as he could go, and she would take no more.  She did technically have complete authority over the safety of him and his family, and he knew that if she ordered the entire KMS not to take him anywhere, they would obey.


He was grounded.


I understand, he sent seriously.  We are in your hands now, Aya.   Take good care of us.

She looked a little surprised, obviously expecting an argument from the usually headstrong Grand Duke, then she gave him a sober nod.


By the time he was back at Karis and in the White House, it was even worse.  The Consortium seemed to abandon the idea of defending what they took, they simply attacked a system, destroyed any and all defenses, and once a planet or moon was defenseless, they simply jumped out en masse and attacked another population center.  They’d hit three systems in the time it took Jason to get back home, and he could see their strategy.  Since the Alliance couldn’t jump their ships to any system in time to protect it, they were simply sweeping through and destroying all defenses, stations, ground batteries, orbital platforms, and much to Jason’s concern, they were capturing any military ships in the system they could get when they arrived.  They couldn’t capture them all, but they were managing to capture about half of the military ships that tried to hold them off, destroying the remainder.  Since a Consortium ship could jump from one side of the Alliance to the other in 48 seconds, they had no need to park any defense at any system, as their ships could beat any Alliance response to the system days before they arrived.


Grevalt was the first system to be attacked, and Jason watched as transports and civilian craft fled the two inhabited planets in the system.  Grevalt was the home system of the Bari-Bari, the nine foot tall simeon-like race, and he could just imagine the kind of chaos going on there right now.  The ships were going in every direction, jumping to other Alliance systems, but Jason saw that when they got there, the Consortium would have already swept through like a wildfire, shattering all defenses and attempting to capture any military ships they encountered.

As he expected, High Staff Graith requested an emergency audience with the Confederate rulers, which would be relatively easy.  Emperor Assaba was on Draconis now, in personal conference with Dahnai, so when Jason got to the conference room, he saw the Skaa ruler and Dahnai sitting at the same table…sort of.  Assaba wasn’t compatible with humanoid chairs, so a stool of sorts had been brought for him.  The gems and jewels embedded in his red scales glittered with every movement.  “They are smashing us one system at a time!” Graith said in desperation.  “They’re demanding our warships surrender, and trying to capture them if they don’t!”  He shuddered, then looked at his monitor gravely.  “Empress, Emperor, Brood Queen, we beg the favor of the Skaa and the Confederacy.  I…I request permission to direct all civilian transports to your space.  My people need somewhere to go.  They need—“ he stopped, then bowed his head and took a long moment.


“Send them to Terra,” Jason said grimly. “I’ve already ordered Secretary Kim to prepare to accept as many as the planet can take in.  If we can’t find room for them there, I’m sure we can somewhere else.”


“And I suggest you evacuate your warships to save as many as you can,” Dahnai added.


“But…where will they go?”


“Since I doubt the Confederacy will trust your ships, you may jump them to Skaa space,” Assaba declared.  “Jump them to Treakk.  That’s a nine day journey on average, and that should give you time to tell them what to do by the time they get there.”


Graith looked broken.  He nodded wearily.  “I’ll order all civilian ships to Terra, and all military ships to Treakk.  At least, Bierka be praised, they’re not staying to defend the systems.  It’s almost as if they are letting the civilian ships escape after they leave.  They aren’t even trying to destroy them sitting at the docks.”

“They don’t need them there,” Zaa reasoned in a calm voice.  “They are letting them go.  They want the warships.  They want reinforcements to attack the Confederacy, and allowing the civilians to flee to consume our attention and resources trying to deal with them. They knew we will not turn away civilians in need.”


“They are ruthless and heartless,” Assaba grunted.  “I can see that I was right to declare war.”


“You need to redeploy your fleet so you can cover your most vital systems,” Zaa told him.  “You can see what they are doing.  If you concentrate your forces, you can more effectively resist should they jump into your space.”

“I will do what I can,” the massive reptile said calmly.


After the conference, he just sat in his office, leaning so far back in his chair that he was staring at the ceiling, dreading what he could see coming.  They were doing exactly what he feared they would do, sweep in and conquer the sector.  And God help him, he couldn’t stop them.  They exhausted most of their available Legion weaponry on the Shio attack, which, he saw now, was why they did it.  They used the Shio as bait.  They’d gotten enough intelligence from that all-seeing thing they had to know how much weaponry they had stockpiled, then they used their own ships as bait to trick them into using it up, throwing it all at their forces as they held the Shio systems.  And now that they had to restock, which would take a few days, they were sweeping out to shatter all defenses in the sector for two reasons, to leave all the nations vulnerable to being conquered after they took Karis and to ensure that they didn’t contribute anything but terrified refugees to the Confederacy.  After they finished with the Alliance, they’d jump across the border and hit the Nine Colonies, then hit the Republic, and save trying to tackle the Skaa Empire last.  They’d just go around the horseshoe.  And once every nation outside the interdictors had their militaries and defenses in ruins, they’d turn their attention on interdicted space.

No.  No, that wasn’t all they were doing.  He sat up so suddenly he almost pitched forward in his chair.  They were forcing them to keep the TES where it is!  With sudden allies like the remnants of the Shio and Alliance needing somewhere to go, and the TES being the only way into interdicted space, they were trying  to make them keep that window into the Confederacy open.  That meant that they wouldn’t hit the Nine Colonies after they finished with the Alliance.


They’d make a run at the Stargate behind the Terra Entry Station.  They would test the defenses, get intelligence to use for when they made their attack on Karis.


No.  No, they already knew the defenses, thanks to that clairvoyant being.  Zaa had said they had real-time information, ship deployments—


Deployments.  They had no idea what kind of weapons those ships were packing.


No, that wasn’t what they were doing.


But, he did know one thing.  The TES was simply a target that they could not simply overlook.  The potential of capturing the Stargate behind the TES was a prize that they could not ignore.  They would take a shot at it if only to take a shot at it, for the gains were worth the risks when it came to ship losses.


Fuck!  That was what they were doing!


Myri, we need to reroute all incoming traffic to the TES so they’re sent clear!


We’re way ahead of you there, Jayce, she answered calmly.  With all the Shio transports, we saw a potential the enemy might try to attack the TES using the civilian ships as shields against attack.  I’ve already routed all incoming ships into an arc that’ll take them about twenty hours to get there.


I could kiss you, he answered in relief.


Well then, you add a little tongue to that kiss, and I’ll be right over, came her cheeky response.


Stop thinking with the little brain, Myri.


I hope I never get that old, came the scoffing reply.


He was so grim and unsettled when he got home that the girls sent all his children over to the house to surround him, soothing him with their presences, reminding him that life went on.  And he was very grateful for them.  Watching Rann and Zach play Seven Circles, watching Sora play with Amber, listening to Kyri and Aran squabble over something completely insignificant, it did sort of put everything in perspective, remind him just what he was fighting for.  This was what it was all about.  Not children, but life.  And to him, his life was his children.

The day did catch up to him, however.  Despite his best efforts to stay up for the next report that came in from Myri about Consortium movements, he eventually fell asleep on the couch.


He awoke bleary and a little unfocused, and with a serious crick in his neck from the throw pillow.  Amber was curled up on his stomach, but it was the ghostly light coming from in front of him that had roused him.

Cybi was hovering there, her holographic feet inches above the floor, that same nude yet formless silhouette and Sora Karinne’s face stamped on her.  Her feet gently alighted on the carpet, then she quite demurely folded down onto her legs to sit in front of him.  His gestalt told him it was 0137, the middle of the night.  If Cybi was here this time of night, something serious must be going on.  The light also attracted Hara, commander of the night watch, who rushed into the living room with a pulse weapon extended from her forearm pod.  But when she saw Cybi, she just nodded and went back into the kitchen.


[Now what?] he asked wearily, his drained emotions bleeding into his communion.


[Nothing quite so important now that I know how tired you are,] she answered, reaching out and touching his face.  Her projection was that of a solid hologram, so he felt the pressure, which was hardened air molecules slightly warmer than ambient air temperature due to the effect that drew them into the hologram.  [This has truly tried you.]


[I wish I could be the heartless monsters the other rulers are,] he sighed.  [Though that’s not entirely fair.  I think Graith’s reaction was fairly sincere.]


[That is what news I thought you should know,] she told him.  [Graith is dead.]


[Dead?  Did they attack?]


[Not exactly.  When they attacked the capitol of the Alliance an hour ago, Graith went out to negotiate with them.  When he arrived on the Consortium ship, he self-destructed his shuttle.  It did significant damage to the Consortium vessel in which it had landed.  I guess he felt that was the only service he could be to his people after the mistakes he made,] she pondered soberly.

[Who’s the new High Staff?]


[Ba’mra’ei Me’Ber.  Not that it really matters, for the Alliance has formally surrendered to the Consortium.]


[Surrendered?]


She nodded.  [Officially.  Unofficially, they’ve sent as many Alliance ships into Skaa space as they could manage, and they have orders to join the Confederate forces for now, but ultimately attempt to retake the Alliance back from the Consortium.  They placed their highest admiral in command and told them to reform as an independent military force.  They will do so.]

[So, things are coming to a head.]


[Very much so,] she nodded.  [The Skaa Republic has declared war on the Consortium, and we expect a declaration of war from the Nine Colonies any moment.  The entire sector is now at war with the Consortium, save the Zyagya, but they have never in their history declared war unless attacked first.]


He grunted, then yawned and scrubbed his face.  [Could you ask Hara to bring me some coffee please?  I guess I’d better go see what’s going on.]


[No, you will go upstairs and sleep.  There is nothing you can do, and nothing that can wait until tomorrow.]


[There’s work to do—]


[And others will do it for you,] she communed, rather sternly.  [Your vital signs have been slowly yet noticeably deteriorating, Jason.  You are under a great deal of stress, and it is starting to affect your body.  You need to rest.  So go upstairs, kiss Jyslin on the cheek, and go to sleep.  You need it.]


[Alright, you mother hen,] he answered after a sigh, and the rather resolute expression on her holographic face.  He gasped when she gestured, and he was picked up off the couch.  She was utilizing the biogenic relays in and around the house to force her will on him, was effectively using telekinetic ability…though it wasn’t entirely what she was doing.  Not many knew that Cybi had this kind of capability, even among the Generations.  It was one of the few secrets she and Jason shared.


To Jason, it was just one of the many indicators that told him that Cybi was a sentient being.  She, just like a Generation, could tap the biogenic systems to boost her own power.  And just as she could commune, she could also employ an ability much akin to telekinesis.


[This is cheating, Cybi!] he protested.


[Then I am doing nothing less than you would do yourself,] she answered cheekily as she quite literally carried him upstairs.


It was a day that would go down in history.


In a hastily called and somewhat grim conference, every nation in the sector save the Alliance, the Moridon, and the Zyagya entered into the Confederation, unified under a single banner, against the Consortium.  The Skaa Empire and the Republic and the Nine Colonies joined the remnants of the Shio that had managed to escape in signing the treaty, the same treaty that Dahnai and Sk’Vrae had signed, a treaty that stood in a glass case in Dahnai’s throne room in the palace.  The Consortium had managed to do what Jason could not, bring them all together in a common interest, and that interest was the preservation of their sovereign states, or taking their territory back from the Consortium, as the case may be.


Jason wasn’t present at the ceremony, but he watched it live, as did most of the Imperium on Courtwatch.  The Emperor Assaba and Empress Grizza of the Empire and the Republic arrived, one a real ruler and the other a figurehead, but whose signature was required for something like this.  The Republic’s Prime Minister was usually the one that handled important affairs, was the true power in the Republic, but Grizza did put her hand in from time to time.  The Prime Minister Vizzie was present, of course, but Grizza had already made it clear she would be sitting in during the meetings along with the Prime Minister.  Grizza and Vizzie were known to have a somewhat contentious relationship, so Jason figured those meetings might be lively.  The Grand Master of the Nine Colonies himself arrived, the wizened old Colonist for whom Magran spoke in his position as foreign minister, a figure akin to the Pope on Terra.  The Grand Master rarely involved himself in such things, for he was actually too old, too old to be able to endure the rigors of politics, and allowed the Council and Magran, the Speaker, to make the decisions and actually run the Colonies.  Though he was still alive and still made the occasional speech or appearance, the Grand Master was actually more or less retired and simply waiting to die.  Magran would be the next Grand Master once the kind old Colonist passed away, as it was long standing tradition that the Speaker would replace the Grand Master, and a new Speaker would be chosen, the successor selected by the Council.  Usually one of the Councilors became Speaker, but it had been known for someone outside the Council to be awarded the position in the past.

And with them, looking pale and shaken, was High Prince Grayhawk of the Shio.  The others went out of their way to pat him on the arm and speak kind words to him, the Grand Master actually embracing the young prince on live viddy, and they all saw Grayhawk start to weep and put his head on the nearly skeletally thin old Colonist, taking comfort from his compassion.  The Grand Master was a documented empath, so Jason had no doubt that he knew exactly what Grayhawk was feeling.


Jason didn’t pay the ceremonies much mind.  He wasn’t in their echelon, he was just a house ruler, even if he was rather important in the overall war effort.  Actually, that was the way he liked it.  Let Dahnai make the speeches, he was happy sitting in the back.

His own work was chaotic at the moment.  They were building as fast as possible, and the influx of Kizzik were helping with that.  The Kizzik colony over on Virga was now fully populated, they were settled in, and they had entered the work force…and fuck was there a noticeable difference on daily production numbers even after the first day.  After the drones were given their instructions and learned the job, they were as efficient as fucking robots.  A gang of Kizzik drones being led by a noble or a non-Kizzik supervisor could outwork anything but a machine.  The Kizzik drones had a little problem at first adapting to the translator modules, but once they got the idea of it and that the two-leg softlings could give them orders, in fact had been told by their nobles to obey the softlings as if the noble was giving the command, they quickly settled into the routines of production and increased speed and efficiency.


And a lot of them were working in factories to restock Legion weaponry.  They’d virtually emptied out the armory going after the Consortium holding Shio systems, so there was a lull as the factories banged out more automated weapons even as large-scale production shifted to weapon platforms and Wolf fighters, anything they could build fast and could make a difference out there.


They also started working on Karis.  Cybi and Zaa had fully intended to expand the interdiction field around Karis, and they were starting to do just that.  They had 116 interdictors already built and just waiting for deployment, so they used them around Karis.  It would take 147 to fully extend the interdicted zone to three light years, so they simply deployed the ones they had and would place the others when they were ready, extending the no-jump zone around the Consortium’s primary target.  They had a three light year interdiction now, and would have the last hole filled on the three light year interdiction by next Thursday.  It would take a truly insane number of interdictors to extend the field to four light years, as in it would take them 37 years to build enough to do it, so extending out to three was the practical limit.


 They did always keep interdictors ready, though.  For every pair of available Stargates, there was an interdictor waiting to pair with them.


Cybi was still working on jamming communication from Andromeda.  Myleena, well, she worked on so much stuff, bouncing around, it was hard to keep track of what she was doing.  Tom and Jenny were currently working on a new weapon to use against the Consortium, based on the budding nano-technology.  They were going to build nano-marauders that would invade an enemy ship and destroy power systems, attack and literally eat the silicon conduits, as well as a different set of nano-machines that would invade their crystal lattice computer cores and attempt to reprogram them to make the computers self-destruct the ships in which they were installed, and the irony of it was they were designing them to use the Consortium’s own broadcast power network as their power source.  Hell, that was pretty clever, and since they had all the specs and tech and even the protocols, they could build their own machines that used their enemy’s power against them.  Jyslin was working on something for Myleena, and Gerann was almost done with his broadcast network, having some viable theories on how to prevent their own system from being jammed, or to prevent someone else from doing to them what they were about to do to the Consortium.


Jason was at 3D, in his office littered with prototypes and other junk, looking over many of the projects and ideas that were not allowed to leave the building, as Dera and Ryn lounged on gel chairs made to use while wearing armor, playing a game.  He was reading through a few reports from Bo about some weapon ideas, then paged through the projected downtime of the Aegis to install the GRAF cannon on it.  The cannon was built and ready, and now they were just wary of pulling their flagship out of active duty for the 12 days projected to install the weapon.  The ship would be unavailable while the installation took place, since they had to take quite a bit of its power system offline to install and hook in the GRAF.  The Aegis would eventually also host the tactical CBIM they had planned, but that wouldn’t be for a while.  Right now, the Shimmer Dome’s extra factories were building the equipment needed to build the new CBIM at Karsa as well as build a new home for Cybi, not far from the strip.  The first new CBIM in over a thousand years was already under way.  They had most of the primary core’s shell built, and as soon as it was done, the six month process of painstakingly growing the crystal core that would become the heart of the CBIM would begin.  They could move Cybi before that was done, the support infrastructure didn’t take as long to build, but Cybi absolutely would not allow herself to be moved until another CBIM was online, just in case.


Jason couldn’t dispute her caution.  Cybi, in her own way, was more than just the heart of the house, interconnected into the planetary systems to such a degree that she could control anything if necessary.  She was also their history, their link to the past, their very soul, and to lose her and everything she represented without another CBIM to take her place, well, that was absolutely unthinkable.  There had to be a CBIM on Karis, both because of the way the planet worked and because a body could not live without its soul.  Cybi was the soul of the house, and without her, or another like her, the house would wither and die.  Jason was sure of it.

He was lost in a theory of dynamic Teryon field mechanics, an idea from one of Myleena’s Black Ops steals, Faeri Heralle, who was now one of the Legion.  Her idea was a dynamic hot field of unstable Teryon particles that would intersect Consortium interphased power and disrupt it, which would knock their jump engines offline.  It was a localized concept like an interdictor, trying to find some way to prevent Consortium ships from escaping into hyperspace if they had a situation where they had a tactical advantage.  It was absolutely imperative that they be capable of destroying and all Consortium ships when given such an opportunity, so coming up with a more mobile and faster means of preventing hyperspace jumps was definitely on the board.


Attrition, attrition, attrition.


The only problem with Faeri’s idea was that it also affected Karinne double metaphased power, which was used to power their own jump engines as well as their heavy-mount weaponry.


But, that was why it was a theory.  She’d try to refine it, get it to where they could filter or screen it out but would still affect Consortium ships.


Myleena came dancing in.  Literally.  She was in her armor, cavorting past the door, then coming back and swinging her hips back and forth in a little display as she jitterbugged her way inside.  “Well, you’re in a good mood,” Jason noted aloud after looking up at her.


[Oh babes, you have no idea,] she communed with the biggest grin he’d ever seen on her before.  [I have some of the best news I think you’ve ever heard.]


[Really?  You found a way to kick the Consortium out of our galaxy?]


[Not quite, but I just found a big piece of the puzzle,] she answered.  She sauntered her way past the guards and around his desk, then waved her hand in front of his panel vidscreen to wake it up.  She then downloaded something directly from her gestalt into his secure panel, using a security protocol only available to Jason and Myleena.  [I was digging through some of the data Cybi keeps of old Karinne research, playing with merging biogenic and moleculartronic systems again.  It gives me something to do when I’m sitting on the can,] she grinned widely.  [Anyway, I stumbled across this bit of archaic research done by one Treban Karinne, a hyperspace propulsion specialist.  He was also on the team that developed the interdictors, and he did a highly in-depth mathematical analysis of the interdiction effect.  And I mean to the quanta frequency shift of individual hyperspace particles,] she told him.  [It must have taken him ten years to develop this formula.  It’s the most complex mathematical research I’ve ever seen.  I don’t think even a handful of mathematicians alive could understand it.  This guy was a fucking savant,] she communed reverently.  [Anyway, this is what got my attention, right here,] she told him, causing the display to focus on about six lines of Faey calculus.  [This, Jason, is a mathematical expression for the interdiction effect.  This guy actually sat down and figured it out, right down to the fuckin’ microstate.]


[And?  The short version, Myli.]


Killjoy, she sent, making a rude gesture. [The short of it is that I crossed this against propulsion formulas and found a correlation.]

[Still Greek, Myli.]


[Alright, the I’m too stupid to understand my smarter cousin version,] she communed snarkily.  [The dumb-down version is that this equation expresses the interdiction effect, and since it correlates to the power parameters of jump engine output, we can match them.]


[You mean you can jump through an interdictor?] he asked, gaping at her.


[That is exactly what it means,] she replied triumphantly.  [I’ve already worked it out.  We’ll have to make a few modifications to engines to increase their overall hyperspace modulation and also install a small power plant to help boost engine output, but these’ll take me a fuckin’ day to do.  So, I want the Veriven, right now.  I’m going to boost the engines and write a program that makes the engines harmonize to the interdiction effect, and that will let them jump through an interdictor.]

Jason stared at her for nearly ten seconds, then he laughed brightly.  [Holy shit, Myli!  I can’t believe it!]


[Know the best part?] she asked, to which Jason shook his head.  [I ran this against Consortium engines, and they can’t do this.  Their engines are based on the designs of the original Karinne engines they captured, but their interphased power just can’t put out enough to handle the dynamic harmonics required to maintain hyperspace integrity against the interdiction field.  Hell, not even ours can without some additional power, which is why I need to install a new plant to make this work.  Since it seems they were never able to crack double metaphased and instead developed their striated interphased to power the engines, they figured out something that would make the engines they had work just enough.  Their engines might have the ability to penetrate an interdictor with a few modifications, just like ours, but their power systems can’t.  As long as they use interphased power, they’ll never penetrate our interdictor using jump engines.]


[Holy fuckin’ shit,] Jason communed with a whistle, then he gave Myleena a huge grin, even as Myri’s face appeared on his wallscreen.  “Myri, take the Veriven off the board.  It’s going to be undergoing some experimental engine modifications.  So have them park it in the 3D bay on Kosigi and clear off the crew, and we’ll be up in about an hour to get started.”


“I’ll have them move it right now,” she nodded, then she grinned.  “I’ll have Zora do it, she’s on pusher duty right now,” she told him, then her face winked out.


Everyone stop what you’re doing right now, Jason sent, using expanded sending so the non-telepathic humans could hear him.  We have a new project!  Get your field tools gathered up and be ready to board a dropship in thirty!  Move, people, this is important!


We’re on it! Jyslin answered lightly.  I’ll have them send the kids up to Kosigi after school, it sounds like we’ll be up there a while.


Good idea.  Dera, can you warn Aya?


Right now, she nodded.


The Legion was respected, almost revered, through the sector for both innovation and the ability to rapidly adapt theories into working models, and the engine modifications were no different.  A heavily armored dropship holding most of the Legion arrived in Kosigi in an enclosed box which was their ultra-top secret private drydock, and they cracked open their tools and got to work.  Cybi generated plans for Myleeena’s modifications on the spot, the Shimmer Dome built those devices to spec as quickly as possible, and then they were shipped up.  While they waited for the parts, they called in the Veriven’s chief engineer and some of his team and had them help them install a small tertiary singularity plant whose sole responsibility would be to power the additional modules that would be responsible for the harmonic flux match to the interdictor.  According to the math, it would take unbelievable power to have the engines match the interdiction field effect, far more power than a Consortium power plant could generate.  But, the engines had the ability to do it, and once they had enough power and some additional hardware installed dedicated to managing engine output against a dynamic interdiction field, they would be able to hold a ship in hyperspace against an interdiction field no matter what direction it traveled.  They had the plant installed by the time their modifications arrived, when the ship’s engineers were shooed out to give them privacy.  The modifications would become common knowledge among the engineers if it worked, since they’d have to maintain the new systems, but for now, everything was hush-hush.

It wasn’t really all that difficult.  The additional parts were for a sub-assembly attaching to the engines that governed the detection and modulation of engine output dealing specifically with the interdiction energy waveform, matching the engines to the interdiction effect dynamically rather than jumping with the “trough” in the outbound direction.  The extra power plant was specifically for dealing with generating enough engine power to shift to match the interdiction effect:  the amount of energy required to change speed in hyperspace was absolutely insane, because hyperspace seemed to actively resist any change in relative velocity.  The engines needed extra power to be able to constantly alter their power to deal with the constant changes in velocity an interdiction field would impose on a ship.  Cybi helped with the fine tuning of the assembly, but having it govern engine output was fairly easy.


Jason was strangely happy.  For two days, he got to indulge in something he rarely got to do anymore, and that was crawl around in the guts of a ship and monkey with its innards.  Jason was right there with Myleena as they built the assembly and installed it, Jason and Myleena the primary engineers that laid out the mounts for the assembly within the engine cluster pods, built the assembly, installed it, then hooked it both into the engine system and into the primary power and data lines.  Jyslin was on the team that wrote the code governing the assembly’s operation, when and how it took control of the engines, defining the unit to the main computer so it knew what this new piece of equipment hooked into the datalines was, and a good half of the code governing the unit’s operation itself.  Cybi had to do the programming governing the unit’s active operation, since that dealt with math that only Cybi could interpret and convert into TEL so the unit could use the mathematical research Myleena had uncovered to match engine output to the interdiction field.  Myleena or one of the other Black Ops engineers could have wrote it, but it would have taken them a long time.  That was one of the advantages of having Cybi around.

That didn’t stop him from keeping track of what the Consortium was doing.  During those three days, they were both very busy and slowed down.  They consolidated their hold on the Alliance’s systems, then massed up and jumped across the back end of Confederate space, around Karis, and tried to hit the Skaa…and just about everyone got their first shock.  The Skaa were much better armed with Consortium weaponry than anyone suspected.  They didn’t send massive waves of ships to attack the border systems on the far side of Karis, and what ships they did send were beaten back by savage defenses, primarily orbital platforms whose designs were actually pirated from the Karinnes and fighters, some of which were converted to Torsion weaponry.  The Skaa had seen the use of unmanned orbital weapons, basically flying guns, and had developed their own version of the idea.  And while their platforms weren’t as fast or as effective as Karinne weapons, they were effective enough when combined with the other major Skaa advantage, sheer numbers.  The Consortium were not prepared to deal with the planetary defense forces, tens of thousands of fighters and corvettes reinforcing what few warships were present in the system at the time of the attack, launched from planets and orbital stations, a virtual sea of small ships, so many that the Consortium simply could not shoot enough of them down before they got in range and opened up with both ion and a smattering of Torsion weapons.  The Skaa had lots of experience fighting the Imperium and knew that ion weapons, while they couldn’t penetrate Faey armor, still damaged internal plasma systems by charging and polarizing hull sections and disrupting plasma flow.  And while shields could stop ion weapons, the sheer firepower the Skaa could bring to bear utilizing their superior numbers would bring just about any shield down if they had enough time.  The Consortium just couldn’t destroy the Skaa fighters fast enough to prevent them from hammering down their shields, and once they were down, the ion weapons added to the few Torsion weapons they had managed to fit on fighters.  The Consortium were forced to retreat from all six Skaa systems they attacked, because they were simply overwhelmed by an uncountable swarm of Skaa defenders.


And that was why nobody fucked with the Skaa.


So, the Consortium pulled back and mulled it over.  They knew just as Jason knew that the only way to fight the Skaa was to match those hordes, and that would require them to concentrate their forces and take the Skaa systems one at a time.  They couldn’t just spread out and conquer them using a few hundred ships at each system the way they did the Alliance, because the Skaa were not impressed by that.  It would take considerable force to conquer a Skaa system, and that caused them to back off and repair their ships after the disastrous attempt against the Skaa. 

After three days where Jason was basically disconnected from the rest of the world, the Veriven crept out of the Legion dock, looking no different from any other KMS destroyer.  Koye and the crew were returned to the ship, and after Myleena explained what they’d done, Koye raised an elegant eyebrow and immediately kicked Jason off the ship.  Jason protested vehemently, but she pulled rank on him, declaring that her Grand Duke was not going to ride on a ship testing an experimental engine modification…and there was little Jason could do about it.  He may be the Grand Duke, but the captain of a ship had even more authority than he did when she was standing on her bridge.

So, a rather sulky Grand Duke Jason Karinne returned to Karsa and took residence in the command center, as the Veriven tested the engine modifications.  The ship exited Kosigi and turned away from the planet, getting out to where it could jump, and Jason brought up a graph of the destroyer’s engine output and put it side by side with the graphical waveform output of the interdictor.  The research Myleena uncovered should allow the ship’s engines to match that waveform, since they now had a mathematical formula to govern ship engine output.  They could have done this before, but the time it would take for a ship’s sensors to detect the change in interdiction effect and try to change the engine output would create a fatal delay that would knock the ship out of hyperspace.  This formula allowed the computer to predict the interdiction effect, and since the computer would know what was coming, it could dynamically match the engine to the effect.  When the ship first hit the interdiction effect, that would be the test.  If it could react and begin modulation before it was knocked out of hyperspace, the experiment would be successful.

Myleena stayed on the ship, but Jyslin got off, bringing all his kids to the command center with them.  Myri didn’t mind, nor did the others in the center, taking a few minutes to talk to his five children and maybe spoil them a little bit with all the attention.  Aya had six guards with them to watch over the Dukal family and the kids, and Jason saw that there were already requests for conference from just about every ruler in the sector, even the fucking Jobodi.  The Jobodi were right on the very fringe of what they’d call their sector, actually in the next sector over, but they had just one system in their empire that was considered in their sector, way on the far side of the Alliance, past a dead space region similar to the one within which Terra was located.  They only had three systems, but the Jobodi were like the Zyagya in that they were especially savage when riled, and the Alliance had the sense not to mess with them.


Amazing how fast work can pile up when you close yourself off in a drydock for three days.


Jason watched both the visual of the Veriven and the graphs on the holographic display as he explained to Rann and Zachary what was going on.  This is what it’s all about, he told them, one on each knee.  If we did it right, the ship will be able to jump out of our system, jump in, jump in any direction, and the interdictor won’t stop it.


Oh.  But, what if the bad guys figure it out? Zach asked.


Well, even if they do, we figured out that their ships just can’t do it, he answered.  Their engines aren’t strong enough to do it.


How do we know?


We had one of their ships, remember? Jason countered.  We know.


Oh.  That’s good, I guess, he replied in his understated way.


Dahnai managed to get someone to put her through to him while he was explaining what he was hoping to see to his sons.  Her face winked onto the monitor just under the Veriven, and she looked a little angry.  “Where the fuck have you been?” she snapped at him.


“Watch your language in front of my children, Dahnai,” he shot back.


She gave him a contrite look.  “Sorry.  Hey Ranny, hey Zachy,” she smiled waving at them.


“Hullo, Miss Empress,” Zach replied as Rann waved.


“Now, back to the question.  Three days!  Three days that obstinate Kizzik has stonewalled me, babes!  We’ve needed your opinion out here in the real world!  What’s going on?”


“We’ve been working on something extremely important,” he answered.  “And in about two hours, if it works, it might change the way things are developing.”


“Well, they’re developing!” she told him.  “The Consortium took a run at the Skaa and got their butts kicked, and now they’re massing to attack the Nine Colonies!”

“I know.  They’ve been keeping me up to date in here.”


“Well, what are we going to do about it?”


“In about two hours, I’ll tell you what we’re going to do about it.”

She gave him a face, then looked to the boys.  “So, what’s he doing, guys?” she asked.


“Nuh-uh,” Zach said, shaking his head.  “We know better, Miss Empress.”


She laughed.  “Damn you and that Karinne brainwashing,” she winked.  “Rann, Shya wants to come visit for a few days.  Is that okay with you?”


“Sure!” he replied happily.


“Alright, you nag your father into making it happen, and I’ll send her over,” she replied.


“There’s no nagging necessary,” Jason scoffed.  “We love Shya and would be happy to have her.”


“Then send a ship for her when you have the time.”


Myri, arrange a pickup at Draconis, Shya’s coming.  And warn Aya.


Sure.  When are they picking her up?


As soon as you can arrange it.


Okay then, I’ll send down the orders.

“Done.  Myri’s arranging some ships to come get her, so I’ll let you work that out with her.”  Jason leaned back.  “Just so you know, Dahnai, sending your listener daughter over here isn’t going to get you anything.”


She gave him a hot look, then laughed ruefully.  “Hey, I wasn’t the one.  Shya wants to come all by herself.”


“And you’ll grill her when she gets home to see what she heard.”


“Well,” she sounded, then laughed again.


“So transparent,” Jason chided.


“I gotta be me,” she winked in reply.


Jason managed to get Dahnai off the comm so he could pay attention as the Veriven reached jump distance, and Jyslin looked over his shoulder, which attracted his other three children.  Jason explained what they were watching as the Veriven ran extensive tests on its engines in a hot state, then it turned, paused, and vanished.


It jumped out.


Jason watched the real-time telemetry coming from the destroyer as it jumped through the three light years of interdiction surrounding Karis, and it jumped exactly as they projected.  It had no trouble jumping through the all three layers of interdiction, coming out of hyperspace about 800,000 miles inside the interdiction effect of the outermost layer, not leaving the effect for fear that the Consortium might see it and jump attackers to its location to try to destroy or capture it.  It then turned and immediately jumped again, jumping across the layers roughly parallel to Karis, came out of hyperspace, paused to give the crew a rest, then jumped again.  He watched as the destroyer jumped 14 times at varying angles to the interdiction field, from head on to nearly at tangent, and the engines had no problems compensating for the interdiction effect.  They showed no spikes, no signs of overloading thanks to the extra power plant, and when the Veriven jumped back, a high-order diagnostic run on the engines showed that they were in perfect working condition.

The modification was a success.


Jason just had to smile as Jyslin gave a cry of delight and twirled Sora around.  [How fast can we get this done on every ship?] he asked Myleena.


[It’s gonna take longer on the bigger ships, but maybe ten days if we took very single ship off the board right now.  Clearly, we’ll need a schedule.]


[Get one in place while I have a little talk with Dahnai, and concentrate on the bigger ships first.  We just changed the rules of this game.]


[How so?]


[Now we put an interdictor at every system that wants it,] he said.  [If worse comes to worst, we can use KMS ships to ferry in supplies.  I think the others would rather have a system isolated from their empires rather than a system in the hands of the Consortium.]


[Yeah.  We need to show this to Denmother.  I think Kimdori ships can use this modification,] Myleena noted.


[I’ll call her right now,] Jason promised, and he excused himself from his family to enter the conference room and do so.  Rann followed him in, and instead of shooing him back out with Jyslin, he let his son climb up into a chair and sit and listen.  Denmother Zaa’s face appeared on a monitor, then it switched to a full body, free-moving hologram much like Cybi.  She smiled and caressed phantom fingers over Rann’s head, which made him giggle, and nodded to Jason.  “They said it was fairly important?”


“Just a little bit,” he answered, accessing his private panel.  “I want you to jump a courier over here and pick up some data and technical specs.  This is not something I want transmitted over open comm, no matter how many safeguards it has,” he said strongly.


“You have my attention, cousin,” she said seriously.


“We cracked the interdictor,” he declared.  “We just finished testing an engine modification that lets our ships jump through the interdiction effect freely.”


She raised her furry brows, both of them.  “I understand your caution,” she said.  “You think Kimdori ships can use it?”


“Your engines are similar to ours, even if you won’t let me see the guts of them,” he said with a slight smile.  “And your power generation systems can handle the power requirements.  So, we want your techs to look it over and see if they can adapt it.”


“I’ll send a courier immediately,” she told him.  “How many ships do you have capable of this?”


“Just one right now, but we’re already setting up a schedule to convert every ship.  The upgrade is actually fairly simple.  It only took us three days to upgrade the Veriven.  Now that we know what we’re doing and we can mass produce the parts, we could probably upgrade a destroyer in about twelve hours.  It’s a simple fix.”  He then beamed at Zaa.  “And it’s something the Consortium cannot do.  We ran the specs using Consortium ships as a baseline, and they just can’t generate enough power to do it.  Their engines are capable of accepting the upgrade, but they lack the power to use it.”


“Interesting.  Very, very interesting,” she mused.  “You realize this can radically change the Consortium’s plans?”


“I’m about to call Dahnai right now,” he told her.  “I’m going to offer to interdict every friendly system, and if worse comes to worst, my ships can ferry supplies.  The Aegis can tow enough freighters to feed a planet for a week in just a single run.”


Zaa looked off to her left and nodded, then she looked back to them.  “The courier is dispatched.  He should arrive in an hour,” she told him.  “And I’ll let you get to that, cousin.”

“Thanks.”


“But before I go,” she said, leaning down and pushing her nose against Rann’s neck, which made him laugh.  “There, now I’m content,” she said with a toothy smile, then her image wavered and vanished.


“She can be so silly,” Rann complained, putting his hand to his neck.


“She likes you, pippy.  Be very honored she does, the Denmother is very picky,” he told her as he had his comm officer get hold of Dahnai.


“I like her too,” Rann announced as Dahnai’s face appeared on a flat hologram against the far wall.


“Hey boys, you confirming the pickup?” she smiled.


“Not entirely,” Jason answered.  “I’ll make this short, love.  Tell the others that I want to interdict every system in the sector.  The Consortium can’t conquer what they can’t reach.”


“And starving billions of civilians helps how?”


“We’ve cracked the interdictors,” he declared.  “In about a week, I’ll have most of my fleet upgraded to be able to jump through the interdiction effect freely.”


She gawked at him, then laughed brightly.  “Trelle’s garland, babes, that’s what you were working on?”


“Yup,” he nodded.  “Think it was important enough to not take any calls?”


She laughed again.  “Alright, I’ll give you that one,” she winked.


“So call Magran and tell him what we intend to do.  The Consortium’s probably gonna hit him very soon, so we need to get those interdictors there right now.  As long as his systems have enough supplies to last a week, they’re set.  After that, my ships can ferry in supplies as needed.”


She gave him a huge grin.  “Babes, sometimes you amaze me, and I should know better than to think you ever sit still,” she winked.  “I’ll send out that information right now.  Get your interdictors ready to move, cause I’m sure Magran will agree.”


“So am I.”


Dahnai winked out to get that done as Jason called up Myri on his monitor.  “Hon, I hate to say this, but we’re going to have to disassemble the layers of interdiction around Karis,” he told her.  “We’re going to need those interdictors for the other systems.”


“You can have the third layer, Jason, but not the second,” she declared adamantly.  “That’s not many interdictors anyway.  Don’t forget they’re after us, so we need at least two layers of defense.”


He saw the set of her jaw and simply nodded. A wise Grand Duke knew when not to argue.  “How many interdictors do we have on standby?” he asked.


“Eight,” she answered.  “Four just came off the assembly lines.”


“Alright, we’ll start with those.  Go grab one more and arrange nine separate task forces to deploy those interdictors to the Nine Colonies.  As soon as Magran gives us the go, we’re going to interdict the Colonies.”


“I’m going to need help.  I’ll need to call in the Kimdori.”


“That’s why they’re here,” he answered with a nod.


Now what?  Rann asked as Myri’s face vanished from the monitor.


Now, we see how fast we can get this done, he answered.


It turned out, it could get done pretty damn fast.


They had Magran’s permission to interdict the Nine Colonies within five minutes, and that meant that they were behind schedule.  Myri hastily assembled task forces, primarily composed of Kimdori ships, and they jumped out as soon as they had the interdictor in tow and had their chain of command ironed out.  Even as that was done, the Aegis and Victory were pulled into Kosigi to begin the modifications.  The extra engine modules would be standard through every ship, since they just monitored and regulated engine output against the waveform, but the power requirements would be different from ship class to ship class.  They determined that the Aegis didn’t need any additional power for its engines, they only had to shunt extra power off the grid from other sections to augment the engines enough to overcome the interdiction effect.  The Victory and other battleship class ships, however, would require an extra plant installed to augment the engines.

Within an hour, they had all nine of the Nine Colonies interdicted, their fields growing and the task forces circling the interdictors like protective wolverine mothers defending their cubs as they waited for the critical logarithmic expansion phase.  The Kimdori helped that effort out as well by blinding Consortium sensors to the goings-on in the Colonies, hiding exactly what they were doing behind white noise.  The Consortium knew they were doing something since all their sensors were blinded when they looked in that direction, but they didn’t know exactly what.  they didn’t seem inclined to hasten their plans to invade the Colonies, either content to continue tightening their grip on their captured territory or indecisive about attacking the Colonies when they would do so blindly.


And that indecision paid off.  The nine interdictors all entered their logarithmic expansion mode without incident, where every second that passed would add days to any invasion’s travel time to reach the systems.


The courier arrived and took the information back to Kimdori Prime, and within an hour, Zaa called back and told him that their fix would work on Kimdori ships.  So, Kimdori vessels were added to the rotation in Kosigi to upgrade their engines.

Five hours after the Colonies were interdicted, they received a request from the Republic to do the same to 7 of their critical systems, on the condition that a means to supply their planets could be worked out.  The Skaa’s overwhelming superiority in numbers worked against them when it came to the interdictors, for it meant that those tens of billions in each system had to be fed, and there were only so many supply ships capable of jumping across interdicted space.  The Empress and Prime Minister had the ugly task of looking at their systems and deciding which ones were capable of functioning with limited supplies, which were primarily planets of temperate climate that had their own farming.  In the end, they saw that only seven of their systems could be interdicted and manage to feed their populations, and so they asked for interdiction at those systems.

An hour later, the Mob officially requested an interdictor to protect Moridon, fearing that the Consortium would not honor their centuries of stalwart neutrality.  Three hours after that, they received the same request from the Skaa Empire, to interdict 14 systems that could feed themselves with either no help from the outside or with limited assistance from freighters to close the food gap.  Four hours after that, the Jobodi also asked for interdictors; how they knew what was going on, Jason had no idea.


Both Skaa nations had the same plan; now that they could move supplies in and out of interdicted space, and the interdictors would prevent the Consortium from jumping huge fleets into their critical systems with no warning, they were going to strip their fleets from those systems and let the interdictors protect them.  They would allow the KMS to move supplies in and out as needed, including towing warships in and out of interdicted space as required in case the Consortium made a run against an interdicted system, as they massed their fleets to use offensively against the Consortium.  It was a viable idea, letting the interdictors play defense and allowing them to throw everything at the vast numbers advantage the Consortium enjoyed.


Jason had the house play its part.  Every single ship capable of taking the upgrade would be upgraded, including freighters; especially freighters.  Freighters would be the lifelines for the other empires.  From the math, it looked like it would take 127 standard capacity freighters making supply runs every four hours to keep the average Skaa planet supplied with the staples needed to keep the population healthy, at least those planets unable to produce for themselves.  The Kimdori helped in this in that they already had a substantial freighter fleet, and those ships could be upgraded to jump through interdiction.  Jason put the task of arranging a freighter deployment schedule to his transportation secretary, Jrz’kii.  Kizzik were just built to deal with things like that, and he had no doubt that she’d have everything organized and running smooth as silk within ten hours after getting the assignment.

They also worked an old idea back into the forefront, replicators capable of producing food.  They’d shelved the idea because the food the replicators supplied tasted terrible, but this was a situation where the taste of the food didn’t matter very much.  With replicated food enhancing local food production and limited supplies ferried in, it would allow them to interdict more Skaa systems and therefore rob the Consortium of targets to attack to add to their conquests.  It took 3D all of five hours to revive the idea and come out with a prototype built out of parts easily attainable on almost any system in the sector, and then they pushed those plans out to the other empires, specifically warning them that eating replicated food was a measure of last resort due to the fact that it tasted like copper dust mixed with sand.  The food was healthy and nutritious, but its taste…well, there was a reason they were only releasing the idea now.

Jrz’kii ironing things out in ten hours wasn’t an exaggeration.  Jason dropped it in Jrz’kii’s lap himself, running down to her office and explaining what was going on and what they needed.  The mottled tan and brown Kizzik, one of the largest Kizzik on Karis at a whopping ten feet tall and blade-arms sporting nearly six feet of sharp chitin death, absorbed the intent behind the orders and brought up a list of available Confederate assets.  Within two minutes, she had a framework idea of piggyback towing Faey, Urumi, and Skaa freighters and transports behind Karinne and Kimdori transports, doubling carrying capacity.  After conversion and power plant upgrades, Karinne and Kimdori freighters were capable of towing a ship of roughly 68% of their own mass and still manage to jump through interdicted space, according to Myleena’s figures, so Jrz’kii ran with that.  She called up the merchant marine commanders from the Faey, Urumi, and both Skaa empires, explained what was needed, and secured cooperation.  They released their freighter fleets to her control, and she quickly huddled up with her main aides and hammered out a schedule.  Within six hours, she had a full schedule of ships and planets, a very comprehensive system that would keep every friendly system fully supplied without their transports running around like madmen.  Merchant marine crews weren’t going to get any days off any time soon, but they would at least get some downtime between runs.


In just one day, they had interdictors at over half of the friendly system in the sector, including the Jobodi.  The Jobodi entered into the Confederacy even as the interdictors were being delivered to their three systems.  The Jobodi themselves were a curious species.  One look at a Jobodi and Jason knew where the old Yeti legends came from on Terra, they were probably Jobodi explorers.  The Jobodi were yeti-looking simioids, about nine feet tall, burly, covered in shaggy white fur, with arms that reached their knees.  They came from an arctic planet, with temperatures above freezing only at the equator, and on a good day, but their home planet was heavy gravity, like Draconis.  And since like the Faey they were from a heavier gravity world than normal, they were monstrously strong.  All that muscle on top of their heavy gravity origins gave them the ability to tie a crowbar in a knot.  The Jobodi didn’t speak, however, for their vocal chords were incapable of delicate manipulation.  Like Chewbacca from the old Star Wars movies, they were capable only of the kinds of sounds an animal might make; growls, howls, barking sounds, that kind of thing.  Their species had never evolved the ability to make more expressive vocalizations, because they had very primitive vocal chords, incapable of a wide range of vocalization, and their jaws were “fixed” and unable to do anything but work up and down.  Human jaws were capable of moving along all three axes, but Jobodi jaws could only move in one, just like a housecat’s jaws.  One would be surprised how much a prehensile jaw was required for speech.  Their entire language was either written or sign based, which was no problem for them because they had extraordinarily dextrous seven-fingered hands and could sign as fast as a human could talk.  However, they had integrated into intergalactic scene by inventing a mechanical vocoder, a machine that spoke for them based literally on their typing.  They “typed” in midair using those wondrously agile and fast hands encased in sensor gloves, and the vocoder spoke for them so fast it was like normal conversation speed.

The Jobodi joining the Confederacy didn’t really mean all that much in the big picture.  They only had a fleet of 92 ships, and most of them were fairly old and lacked in any real firepower or defense.  The Alliance had never tried to annex them because, quite simply, the Jobodi would be far more trouble than they were worth.  Their thee systems had little in the way of exploitable resources, the Jobodi themselves were highly aggressive when riled and would be a nightmare to try to manage, and their three systems were far off the beaten path, out across a dead space area and requiring a seven day jump to reach.


It did, however, put one more chair around the Confederate conference table.  The Field Marshall of the Jobodi now sat at the conference table; the Jobodi lived under a militaristic dictatorship style of government, where the military ruled the nation and any Jobodi in the military could challenge one of higher rank to his position in a duel to the death.  The Field Marshall had literally killed his way up the ladder to reach his position, but despite that, he was a very intelligent fellow and a capable ruler.  As a matter of custom, since the current Field Marshall was seen as an effective ruler, nobody would challenge him until he started making bad decisions.  And no Jobodi thought that allying themselves to the Confederacy was a bad decision, not if they wanted to remain independent.


Eight rulers sat at that table.  Dahnai, Sk’Vrae, Zaa, Grizza, Assaba, Ba’mra’ei had escaped the Alliance and fled to Terra to represent Alliance refugees and military vessels joining the effort to get their nation back, and Grayhawk represented the displaced Shio population, and now Field Marshall Grran was part of the council.  Jason was technically part of it, but he didn’t see himself as a ruler, just as a representative of the Karinnes.  He was present, however, listening as Assaba gave feedback on the food replicators.  “It tastes as bad as you warned, your Grace, but they are worth it,” he declared.  “I have replicators being built on every system.  Every time a system’s projected replicated food capacity equals population, we’ll have you interdict that system.”


“How long do you think that’ll take, your Majesty?” Jason asked, looking at him.  Jason had each of the rulers on a separate hologram arrayed in front of his desk in his office, a semicircle around him.

“I believe we’ll have every system interdicted in four days,” he answered.  “Building those food replicators is our most pressing task.  I have tens of thousands of factories working on them.  That includes the fact that we’ll have the interdictors up before we have the replicators built,” he added.  “Right now I have our merchant fleets stockpiling food at our import planets to hold them over until the replicators can take over.  Our people may not like the rationing, but getting them protected matters more than missing a meal a day.”


“Alright, your Majesty.  Just let us know when you’re ready for an interdictor and it’ll be sent out within ten minutes,” Jason assured him.


“We’re doing the same thing,” the Prime Minister of the Republic added.  “We’re getting everything ready, and should be calling for you to interdict the rest of our systems within twenty standard hours.”


Cybi’s pseudo-nude form shimmered into visibility beside him, her glowing eyes regarding him calmly, then she sat on the edge of his desk.  There was no reason for her to hide anymore, all the leaders knew that the Karinnes were protecting a sentient computer.  Cybi was the “great evil” the Consortium was claiming they were here to destroy.  But, not all of them had met her.  “Esteemed rulers, those of you who haven’t had the pleasure, might I present Cybi.  She’s the heart of  House Karinne.  She’s what the Consortium is after.”


“It is my honor to address you, respected rulers,” she said, nodding her head gravely to them.  “Jason, I bring you news from the command center, but this news is important to all.  The Consortium is massing a fleet at the captured Alliance system of Trieste.  The War Room believes they are preparing another offensive.”

“Trieste?  That’s far back from the border with the Imperium,” Ba’mra’ei noted, clicking her teeth against her lower tusk-like teeth that jutted out from her lower jaw.  Bari-Bari were friendly enough, but to Terrans and Faey, they were not a very attractive species.  They looked like eight or nine foot tall stocky orangutans with those tusks that reached all the way up to their nostrils, extending out of a protruding lower jaw.  Jason wondered idly how they ate with those teeth all but blocking the corners of their mouths.

“Given they can jump hyperspace in real time, it doesn’t matter where they mass their fleet,” Assaba noted in his deep bass voice.  “Could this be a response to the interdictors?”


“Very well may be,” Dahnai agreed with a frown.  “They were probably content to take a takir or so to consolidate with the sector open to them, but we’re starting to close the doors.  That’s bound to make them react.”

Jason wasn’t so sure.  They had orders to take Karis immediately, casualties be damned, so them backing off after taking the Alliance and giving his factories time to manufacture more Legion weapons to throw at them didn’t make much sense.  They should have pressed their advantage and tried to take every system in the sector.  The only plausible explanations for it was that something had happened to force them to stop, a breakdown or some kind of problem somewhere, or they were waiting for something to arrive before continuing, like reinforcements.  But no reinforcements had come in from their bases on the far side of the galaxy, only standard freighter traffic keeping the advance forces supplied.


“They are moving,” Cybi said, her glowing eyes looking off into space as she accessed other information.  “They have jumped out of the system.  Calculating destination.  Destination is the Raxxad system.”

Assaba’s hologram immediately vanished without warning, as he no doubt ended comm to go find out what was going on.  Raxxad was an Imperial system, on the far edge, an outpost system of a single deep space station that acted as a hub for mobile mining colonies, which mined considerable mineral deposits from the ten different asteroid belts in the system.  The system had no terrestrial planets, only those ten asteroid belts and a single gas giant at the outer rim of the system.  But, that station was the size of Phobos, and it housed nearly five million Skaa.  There were nearly three million more Skaa in the system, living in the mobile mining stations that roamed the belts searching for ores among the asteroids.

The Prime Minister didn’t waste a second.  “Grand Duke, our people will just have to be hungry for a few days.  If the enemy is moving again, then we have no time.  I would ask for you to interdict all of the Republic’s systems.  We will just have to ration until the replicators can sustain the populace.”


“We can do that, Minister,” Jason nodded in reply.


“I will inform Myri,” Cybi volunteered.


Jason figured that it was going to be another quick grab, like they had done with the Alliance, but he was very, very wrong.  The conference broke up so they could arrange things, and Jason watched a tactical display of Raxxad supplied by hyperspace probes that looked into the system.


God, how he wished he hadn’t have done that.


The Consortium jumped in and attacked the deep space station that was in orbit around the gas giant, and within six minutes, they had destroyed all defenses and opposition, mainly due to the fact that the station didn’t have the kinds of defenses a planet did.  It had a few thousand fighters, but not the uncountable swarms with which the Consortium with which the Consortium had to contend during their first attempted attack on the Empire.  But they didn’t stop.  As Skaa ships poured out of the station, the Consortium continued to hammer it with Torsion and dark matter weapons long after all its defenders were destroyed and the station’s weapons were knocked out, two thousand ships firing on it in unison, just firing and firing and firing in an unceasing, endless display of utter mercilessness, even firing on the ships trying to flee, destroying nearly half of them.  The Consortium was sending the Skaa Empire a message:  you defeated us once before, and now we will slaughter your civilians in retaliation.

The result was as predictable as it was ghastly.  Jason watched in horror as the moon-sized station was shot to pieces, and then its primary power plant exploded, tearing the huge station in half.  The two jagged pieces of the station went dark, and the momentum impelled into them by the fire on it, the explosion, and the explosive decompression of the station had pushed it out of its orbit.  The remains of the station were caught in the gravity well of the gas giant, and was already beginning its slow fall into the atmosphere and certain doom.

The attack took all of 21 minutes.  And in that 21 minutes, millions of Skaa either died or had their fates sealed.  Those that didn’t escape died during the attack, and those unlucky enough to survive the explosion and decompression of the station burned up nearly an hour later as the station was consumed by the planet it orbited.


The Consortium didn’t wait around.  The entire fleet of two thousand then broke up into elements and fanned out into the system, where they systematically hunted down and destroyed every Skaa mobile mining station.  The miners had enough warning, however, to abandon their stations and flee, either jumping out of the system or hiding in mined-out asteroids.

But still, that was just a drop in the bucket to what he’d just witnessed.  He’d watched millions of Skaa die.  Millions.  It was almost beyond comprehension, that so many would die, and the Consortium would be so ruthless as to kill so many.


So many.


He couldn’t think.  He could only bury his face in his hands and weep.  Cybi slid her arms around his shoulders until she embraced him from behind, giving him what little comfort there could be in knowing that the ultimate responsibility for those millions of lost lives was squarely on his own shoulders.
